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Abstract 

Program delivery for adult literacy students is driven by a skills- and task-based view 

of literacy, in which literacy is often viewed as a process of decoding and learning to 

complete paper-based activities, such as filling out an application form. This is exemplified 

by the predominance of programs that use workbooks and skill-building curriculums, as 

opposed to materials and activities that are directly connected to the ways in which students 

learn and use literacy in their daily lives (Beder, H., & Medina, P., 2001; Purcell-Gates, V., 

Degener, S., Jacobson, E. & Soler, M., 1998). Alternative models of literacy education for 

adults have turned to critical theories in education, namely participatory literacy, but this 

approach has not been widely accepted by the field. In order to move beyond a skill-building 

curriculum entrenched in schooling methods of literacy development that could also garner 

broader field support, programs need another way of understanding learning and literacy. 

Evolving sociocultural ideas of both literacy and learning could provide this.   

The closely aligned theoretical discussions of situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 

1991; Wenger, 1998) and situated literacy (Barton & Hamilton, 1998; Hamilton, 2000) were 

used to explore literacy and learning activities in an adult literacy program that combined 

literacy education and employment preparation in three distinct learning settings. The parallel 

discussions provided a socioculturally-based framework that permitted a detailed analysis of 

what learning and literacy looked like. Guiding the study was the following question: How 

do situated views of literacy and learning contribute to an understanding of the employment 

preparation program and its three settings?  

A qualitative case study design was used to shape data collection and analysis. The 

six data sources were 1) observations, 2) individual and small group interviews with eight 
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students, 3) a group interview with the students, 4) a group interview with the instructors, 5) 

an analysis of documents such as planning materials, curriculum and student writing, and 6) a 

reflective journal. In-depth descriptions of the three settings were derived from a constant 

comparative method of data analysis.  

Using the frameworks of situated learning and literacy to closely examine the 

employment preparation program revealed disconnects between the work settings (the coffee 

shop and job placements) and the class setting, and subsequently between the notions of 

learning literacy and learning about work. This became apparent 1) when the funder’s vision 

of literacy education was not realized through its success measures; 2) when literacy was 

viewed as “schooling”, and learning was considered “doing”; 3) when a new literacy practice 

emerged from the coffee shop and not the classroom; 4) and when the original intentions of 

the program were different from its results. In addition, there was an issue that remained 

outside the ideas of situated learning and literacy, and that is an understanding of the 

individual and the personal factors that have an effect on his or her learning. 

Among the study’s contributions is a clearer conceptualization of a broad definition 

of literacy, in which the development of literacy practices becomes the focus for supporting 

the development of adult literacy education. In addition, contributions to program 

development discuss a new role for a classroom setting, and the supports needed to help 

students develop new literacy practices in that setting. Policy contributions examine the role 

of the provincial program funder and how it has a structure to support the development of a 

practice-based approach in adult literacy education. Finally, contributions to research propose 

the use of an analytical tool to further understand sociocultural learning, and specifically 

literacy and learning practices, in adult literacy programs. 
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Chapter One - Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to look at a unique literacy education program for 

adults, using a sociocultural view of learning, in order to uncover the elements of the 

program that could contribute to both the development of a social practice theory of literacy 

learning and  the application of a social practice approach in adult literacy programs. The 

study’s focus—an employment preparation program for adults with low literacy skills—

provided a rare opportunity to examine literacy learning and other forms of learning (such as 

learning about employment) in a dynamic environment comprising three distinct learning 

settings: a traditional classroom, a coffee shop, and a job placement in the community. The 

dynamic nature of the program and its non-traditional approach to adult literacy education 

(which included experiential learning, self-reflection, collaboration and modeling) aligned 

itself with sociocultural ideas of learning. The three different settings helped to shape 

students’ understanding of learning and literacy, the values they assigned to various 

activities, and their changing views of themselves.  

Despite numerous calls (Imel, 1996; Kazemek, 1988; Quigley, 1997; Zieghan, 1992) 

for adult literacy education to disentangle itself from a skills- and task-based view of literacy, 

programs continue to emulate a traditional schooling model of literacy program delivery 

(Beder & Medina, 2001). For the most part, the “…dominant view of literacy as a ‘neutral’, 

technical skill” (Street, 1995, p.1), remain entrenched in the field, and programs have not 

made significant inroads towards “the conceptualization of literacy instead as an ideological 

practice, implicated in power relations and embedded in specific cultural meanings and 

practices” (ibid.). Learning in the vast majority of programs continues to be “decontextual” 

(in which content is not related to the learners’ daily lives), and “monologic” (in which the 
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teacher is in control of decision-making) (Purcell-Gates, Degener & Jacobson, 1998). In only 

a minority of programs, the same researchers found that learning was both “dialogic” (which 

indicated shared decision-making amongst students and teachers) and “contextualized”(in 

which materials and activities were directly related to the lives of the learners). Both of these 

constructs are elements of participatory education—which has long been an impetus for 

creating change in adult literacy education—but continue to sit on the sidelines of program 

development.      

More recently, researchers have been gravitating towards views of adult literacy 

education that are rooted in sociocultural ideas of both literacy and learning in order to 

encourage a shift from a traditional schooling model of adult literacy education towards a 

view that acknowledges the individual operating within a complex social system. Sparks 

(2002) suggested “adult literacy education has not benefited from the debate over authentic 

literacy activity rooted in the life reality of learners or their context-based interests and 

expertise” (p. 60).  Darville (2001) argued for a need to work towards a “conception of 

literacy as social practices and relations, always in motion” (p. 2). In addition, Hansman 

(2001, p. 49) stated “the ideas of learning in context and situated cognition have yet to be 

fully explored in adult education”. Not only does a sociocultural view of adult literacy 

education have the potential to guide practice and professional development, Taylor and 

Blunt (2001) have argued that there is also a need to support the development of “a strong 

conceptual and theoretical base that incorporates these situated and social processes of 

learning” (p. 81).     

Since the focus of the study is an employment preparation program, it is also 

important to briefly refer to changing views of literacy in both literacy education programs 
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and workplace education programs. Searle (2002) has suggested that “workplace practices 

involve socially constructed literacies” and “the current focus on teaching generic skills is 

inadequate since these de-contextualized skills are of limited utility” (p. 17). Building on this 

idea, Belifore, Defoe, Folinsbee, Hunter and Jackson (2003) have stated: “Paperwork is 

contested terrain in workplaces” (p.183). The authors found numerous examples of workers 

who did not complete forms the way managers intended. The managers then assumed that 

this was a literacy skills problem, but the researchers found that the employees’ resistance to 

participation in the form-filling practices went well beyond a literacy skills issue. 

“Participation,” they said, “had to do with social relations, power, risk and blame.” (p. 182). 

Evolving discussions of workplace literacy within a sociocultural framework can help to 

support and enhance similar discussions within the broader field of adult literacy education.  

Drawing upon developing views of literacy and learning within a sociocultural frame 

and using these ideas to examine a literacy education program that helps to integrate adults 

into the workplace, has helped to uncover some of the key theoretical and practical issues 

that could become starting points for more in-depth discussion and exploration. As the field 

attempts to move away from schooling models of literacy education, it is important to 

provide practical (as compared to strictly theoretical) discussions that focus on the 

complexities of program change. The driving force behind the study is to provide an initial 

discussion of the application of sociocultural ideas of literacy and learning within an adult 

literacy program.  

WORKING DEFINTIONS 

Several key terms and concepts guided this study and need to be defined for clarity 

and common understanding. Definitions of literacy, low literacy and employment preparation 
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will be detailed in the following section. In addition, concise explanations of sociocultural 

learning and literacy will be presented in the following chapter.  

Literacy  

For the purposes of this study, literacy will refer to one’s ability to use and derive 

meaning from written text. Lytle and Wolfe (1989) and Freebody and Luke (1990) have 

proposed parallel constructs of literacy that were used in the study. Lytle and Wolfe have 

suggested literacy can be viewed as skills, tasks, practices and critical reflection. The authors 

developed their framework based upon existing concepts of literacy in theory and practice. 

Utilizing a similar organizational structure, Freebody and Luke (1990) have proposed four 

roles for the reader: 1) reader as code breaker, in which the focus is on phonics, letter 

knowledge and spelling; 2) reader as text participant, in which the reader uses knowledge and 

text structures to construct meaning; 3) reader as text user, in which text is used to meet 

purposes in the class, at home, or at work; and 4) reader as text analyst, in which the reader 

takes a more critical view of text. These four roles—code breaker, participant, user, and 

analyst—parallel the four views of literacy as skills, tasks, practices and critical reflection, 

and help to strengthen the idea that literacy is not simply a singular notion but a collection of 

ideas that are not static. This study has adopted Lytle and Wolf’s definition of literacy as 

skills, tasks, practices, and critical reflection.  

Literacy as skills refers to the notion that reading and writing is a set of discrete skills 

that can be learned then applied in a variety of situations. The literacy-as-skills concept is the 

basis for a traditional schooling model of literacy education. Instruction is focused on skill-

building activities that emphasize decoding and encoding, grammar structures, and paragraph 
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development. “From this perspective, literacy is generally equated with decontextualized 

skills regarded as stable across texts and contexts” (p. 7).  

Literacy can also be viewed as the ability to carry out and complete specific tasks, 

such as form-filling or addressing an envelope. In these kinds of activities, there is some 

sense of context due to the socially constructed nature of the tasks, but the same tasks are 

often used to assess literacy achievement for all people. For example, the tasks used in 

literacy achievement measures, such as the IALS, are purported to be familiar, yet there is no 

assurance that they are part of the cultural contexts of the individual. In a task-based 

approach to literacy, instruction would focus on the completion of literacy tasks that require 

similar levels of difficulty, but the context is generally disregarded. In other words, a student 

might learn to complete a job application in class but would not learn to complete the 

application under the conditions required by the employer.  “Literacy as skills denies the role 

of meaning in literacy; literacy as tasks denies the role of social context” (Fingeret & 

Drennon, 1997, p. 62).  

Literacy as practices emphasizes “our pluralistic culture and the many different social 

contexts in which literacy is used” (Lytle & Wolfe, p. 10). Literacy activities are integrally 

tied to the situation, people, and social practices of a particular setting or activity; it is shaped 

and reformed depending on the context in which it appears. For example, a literacy activity 

such as reading a note will be different at home, at school, and at work. The activity is 

shaped by the note writer and note reader; it is influenced by the meaning and content of the 

note; and it is affected by the people who may also be involved in the activity.  

Intrinsically linked to a literacy-as-practices view is the idea that literacy is critical 

reflection and action, in which context becomes the subject of analysis and reflection, and 
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meanings are problematized. This approach is based upon the seminal work of Paulo Freire 

who saw literacy as a means to “reflect on the conditions of one’s existence and ultimately to 

change them” (p. 11). Instruction, guided by participatory approaches in adult literacy 

education, focuses on the critical and political meanings of text that may in turn become the 

basis for personal and social action. Lytle and Wolfe emphasize that analysis of the function 

and purpose of literacy activities within their social context (literacy as practices) without 

acknowledging and acting upon the inherent power structures (literacy as critical reflection) 

can lead to an uncritical acceptance of “a normative framework with no agenda for social 

change” (p. 11).   

A broad conceptualization of literacy has been used for two reasons. It was needed to 

explain the variety of literacy and learning activities that occurred in the employment 

preparation program. In addition, it acknowledges, without alienating, the predominant view 

of literacy education, that is,  literacy as skills and (to some extent) tasks. In order to suggest 

a change in emphasis from skills and tasks to practices and critical reflection, it is important 

to not suggest that one view must be accepted at the cost of eliminating others. This 

definition acknowledges that there is a place for all views; it may simply be a matter of 

shifting focus to encourage a broader based shift away from skills- and task-based 

approaches in adult literacy education.  

Low Literacy 

Attempting to choose a term to describe an individual’s literacy level is problematic. 

Stercq (1992) has explained the issue: 

These difficulties of ‘name’ (literate, semi-literate, functional illiterate through 

disuse, uneducated, and so on) and ‘definition’ (and consequently quantification) 

are not accidental. This population does not exist as such; it is created by the 
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definition of illiteracy chosen, a definition that is always determined by socio-

economic and political criteria outside the individual (p. 7). 

Recognizing that assigning a term to describe adults whose literacy abilities are not at an 

‘acceptable’ level is an artificial, malleable and dehumanizing construct. Although this will 

not become a focus of the study, acknowledgement of the issues is necessary.   

In Canada, the dominant measure of adult literacy level for the past decade (for better 

or for worse) has been the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS). Close to half of all 

Canadians fall within the first two out of five levels of the IALS, and approximately 22 per 

cent are at Level One (Statistics Canada, 1996). It is the adults at Level One who are most 

likely to feel they have a need to improve their literacy skills. Subsequently, it is only the 

adults at Level One who are likely to participate in an adult literacy education program. 

Based on descriptions in the IALS, an adult whose skills are within this category might, for 

example, have difficulty finding the dosage requirement on a medicine label. For the 

purposes of this study, an adult with low literacy skills would fall into the IALS Level One 

category. In addition, according to current provincial program guidelines (Ministry of 

Training, Colleges and Universities, 2000), an adult literacy student must be over the age of 

19 and fall into either Levels One and Two of the International Adult Literacy Survey 

(IALS).  

Employment Preparation 

Descriptions and definitions of employment preparation programs are usually focused 

on welfare-to-work programs in the United States. Although welfare-to-work programs are 

not mandated in Ontario, the provincial Ontario Works program stipulates that a welfare 

recipient must participate in one of three employment or pre-employment activities: 
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employment training, a community placement, or education, which includes participation in a 

literacy program. In recent years, Ontario adult literacy programs have seen a 45 percent 

increase in the number of Ontario Works participants in literacy programs (A. Rachlis, 

Keynote Speech, LBS Manager’s Day, May 7, 2003).  

Closely tied to the idea of employment preparation is employability skills 

development. In a review of the employability skills literature, Cotton (1993) describes 

employability skills as the non-job specific skills that can be found in all jobs at all levels. 

Such skills include basic reading, writing, and math; higher-order analytical skills to help 

problem solve and make decisions; and affective skills and traits that create a dependable and 

cooperative employee with a positive attitude. Most valued by employers, according to 

Cotton, is an entry-level employee who possesses “an array of basic, higher-order and 

affective employability skills” (p.2). In Canada, Human Resources Development Canada 

(HRDC) has developed Essential Skills Profiles that are used to detail the skills needed in a 

wide-variety of entry-level positions in order to support the development of these skills in a 

learning setting, whether that is a formal institution such as high school or an adult literacy 

program. An entry-level position is one that does not require a post-secondary education or 

apprenticeship and can be obtained without moving up “an internal ladder of progression” 

(Mair, 1997, p. 299). Examples of jobs that are considered entry-level include bus drivers, 

sales clerks, nurse’s aides, and labourers in different sectors. As an example, the most 

important Essential Skills for a bus driver are oral communication and problem solving. 

Other important skills include document use, decision making, finding information, working 

with others, and computer use. Literacy programs that offer employment preparation in the 
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province most often focus on the development of employability skills, such as those outlined 

in the Essential Skills Profiles.   

Although employment preparation and supporting employment goals has always been 

an inherent part of adult literacy education programs, it is becoming more of a focus in the 

province. For example, the responsibility for adult literacy services was once within the 

Education ministry, but is now located in the ministry responsible for training and falls 

within the department responsible for job skills training. In this way, literacy education is 

seen primarily as a prerequisite for employment and employment training. In addition, to 

ensure accountability and return on investment, programs must strive to meet a quota, in 

which 60% of all students achieve either employment or further training goals when they exit 

the program. Employment preparation has become a driving force behind literacy program 

development.   

 MY BACKGROUND AND PRESUPPOSITIONS 

In addition to introducing some of the defining elements of this study, it is also 

important to position myself in relation to the study by describing my work experience in the 

field of adult literacy education, accompanied by a brief discussion of my personal views of 

knowing and the construction of knowledge.  

I was a teacher of adult literacy students for ten years and I’m currently in an 

administrative role at the program in which this study was conducted. I have worked in 

programs that followed both a school-based model and a community-based model of 

delivery. (These delivery models will be outlined in the next chapter.) In my current role, I 

interview, assess, and counsel new students, guide teachers in the ongoing assessment of 
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students, support teachers’ curriculum planning, and work with program managers to plan, 

develop and modify program delivery. 

For the past two years, our program has been immersed in an ongoing process of 

acknowledging and sorting through tensions between the demands of the funder, the needs 

and goals of the students, and the views of the instructors. We have begun to recognize and 

address the needs, experiences, and cultural contexts of our students and not simply their skill 

with text. Our perceptions of progress are shifting away from an exclusively skills-based 

measure of literacy to the development of other measures that focus on learning in a variety 

of different domains. Finally, we are learning that literacy learning must be purposeful to the 

student and be transparently linked to a context outside the classroom. This research is an 

opportunity for me to connect our program’s struggles and ongoing development to 

theoretical ideas. 

In addition to my work experience, this research has also been shaped by my evolving 

conceptual ideas about how we come to know and understand what we know. Shaping many 

of the methodological considerations of the study is my ontological belief that people 

construct their own view of reality. I believe, as stated by Lincoln and Guba (2000), that the 

idea of reality is “derived from community consensus regarding what is ‘real’, what is useful, 

and what has meaning (especially meaning for action and further steps)” (p. 167). This belief 

has led me to use a qualitative approach that will place the meaning-making of the research 

participants at the fore; it is their stories, and their ideas that will be brought to light in order 

to gain deeper understanding. Working with this overarching belief is my epistemological 

stance, or the nature of my relationship as researcher with the research and research 

participants. This study is concerned with understanding learning amongst adult literacy 
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students, a group that is marginalized not only based on education but also based on 

ethnicity, disability, social welfare dependence, and race. Being on the fringes of a dominant 

white, middle-class, educated and able-bodied society has shaped their reality. This has not 

become a footnote in the research but has been considered and addressed throughout various 

stages of the research process. The research questions are being used to help guide alternative 

ways of viewing adult literacy education. The thoughts, opinions, and actions of a 

marginalized group are being used to gain insights into adult literacy learning. In addition, I 

have been forced to examine my own assumptions about learning and adult literacy students. 

Finally, I want to use this research to make changes in our program and the educational lives 

of our students.  

RESEARCH APPLICATIONS 

It is my hope that the study’s findings can be used by adult literacy educators to gain 

an understanding of the sociocultural nature of literacy and learning in an adult literacy 

program. In addition, the findings raise important issues regarding literacy education and 

employment with regard to adults who have low literacy skills (and fall within the lowest 

IALS level). Gaining an understanding of the social nature of literacy and learning will help 

to better serve the needs of the adults who attend programs and the adults who may not feel 

that the current format of many programs, with their emphasis on literacy skills development 

only, are able to meet their needs.      The study also reveals some of the tensions involved in 

making a shift away from an exclusively skills- and task-based view of literacy towards a 

sociocultural view, and provides some suggestions to support this shift. Although the study 

will be useful to the field, it will also contribute to the development of a socioculturally-

based theory of adult literacy learning. I also feel it is my role as both a researcher and 
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literacy practitioner to help bridge the divide between theory and practice in this area of 

inquiry. I will use my experience as a teacher and my field-based motivations to clearly state 

the needs of the field so that the development of a sociocultural theory of adult literacy 

learning can be informed by a field-based perspective. 
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Chapter Two - Theoretical and Applied Framework of the Study 

This chapter will address both the theoretical and applied literature related to the 

study. The theoretical literature will highlight related learning and literacy discussions under 

the following sub-headings: situated cognition, situated learning, situated learning and adult 

education, literacy as social practice, and situated literacy. Following the theoretical literature 

will be a section—referred to as applied literature—which briefly presents studies in the field 

of adult literacy education that are related to this study. The studies will touch on the 

following areas: students in literacy programs, employment and literacy, adult literacy 

program models, and the impacts of literacy programs.    

A: Theoretical Literature 

This study was guided by learning and literacy theories within a sociocultural 

perspective. Evolving theories of situated cognition (Kirshner & Whitson, 1997) and situated 

learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) served as overarching ideas that supported 

the development of the research questions, the study’s discussion, and contributions. A 

particular interpretation of situated learning in adult education (Stein, 1998) was used in a 

more strident manner, and drove the development of the research questions and organization 

of the findings. In addition to these ideas of learning, it is also important to introduce similar 

sociocultural ideas related to literacy. Barton and Hamilton (2000) note the interconnection 

between learning and literacy: “Related to the constructed nature of literacy, any theory of 

literacy implies a theory of learning” (p. 14).  The two bodies of theoretical literature have 

much in common and draw from similar bodies of knowledge. It is also significant to the 

field of adult literacy education that sociocultural ideas related to both literacy and learning 

are evolving in such a similar fashion. Drawing on two interrelated theoretical discussions 
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can only help to support a movement away from an exclusively skills- and task-based view 

of adult literacy education towards a view that also incorporates social practices.   

SITUATED COGNITION 

An understanding of learning from a sociocultural perspective can be gained through 

situated cognition theory. Proponents of situated cognition suggest that knowledge is situated 

in the everyday activities of an individual, and in the product of the activity, context and 

culture in which it is used (Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1989). The process of acquiring new 

knowledge, skills, and ideas is integrally linked to the learners’ everyday social practices and 

interactions. These ideas are directly linked to the anthropological and critical theory 

traditions of Lave, and Vygotskian sociocultural learning theory (Kirshner & Whitson, 1997), 

and provide the “conceptual and methodological resources for investigating the fundamental 

processes of cognition as social and situated activity” (p. 3). According to Kirshner and 

Whitson, the primary and critical key to understanding situated cognition theory is the 

recognition that it shifts the focus away “from the individual as the unit of analysis toward 

the sociocultural setting in which activities are embedded” (p. 5).  

SITUATED LEARNING AND SOCIAL PRACTICE 

 Although situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991) is closely aligned with the ideas 

of situated cognition, it could be argued that the issue of internalization is the point from 

which the two ideas depart slightly. Situated cognition, by its very use of the term cognition, 

suggests that learning, although a situated and social activity, becomes meaningful in the 

cognition or internalization of the activity. Whereas in situated learning, according to Lave 

and Wenger, learning becomes meaningful in an external domain, and not through internal 
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processes. The external domain is described as the legitimate peripheral participation of an 

individual in a community of practice. Learning occurs when an individual is engaged in the 

social practices of a community, and learning is also “an integral and inseparable aspect of 

social practice” (p. 31). At its most basic understanding, the concept of social practices is the 

recognition that what we do and who we are is moderated, influenced, silenced, and shaped 

by our communities and culture. Through an understanding of a culture’s social practices, we 

can better understand that culture.  Social practice theorists, such as Pierre Bourdieu (in 

Wenger, 1998), use “the concept of practice to counter purely structuralist or functionalist 

accounts of culture and to emphasize the generative character of structure by which cultural 

practices embody class relations” (p. 281-282). At the core of any discussion of a culture or 

community using a sociocultural perspective is an understanding of social practices. This 

study will use the concept of social practices to focus on the learning and literacy practices 

apparent in the employment preparation program.   

SITUATED LEARNING AND ADULT EDUCATION 

 The particular theoretical idea used to navigate a situated learning analysis of an adult 

literacy program was Stein’s (1998) discussion of situated learning as an instructional 

approach in adult education. Although situated learning theory has not yet produced models 

of instruction—and its main proponents, Lave and Wenger, would argue that its driving 

force, legitimate peripheral participation is not an instructional strategy but an analytical 

viewpoint, Stein’s interpretations were key to the study. It is the only interpretation that links 

adult learning with situated learning, and it is linked directly to classroom learning. Stein’s 

interpretations of the elements of situated learning are prescriptive, and were subsequently 

used to guide the development of data collection tools and preliminary data analysis.   
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According to Stein, situated learning can be viewed as an instructional process that 

mirrors as closely as possible the real-life social process of a learning situation. His 

interpretation rests on four key elements—content, context, community of practice, and 

participation. The content is directly related to the real-life experiences and goals of the 

learner. In this way, it is personally meaningful to the learner. It is the knowledge that is 

generated and the materials used to support new knowledge. Learning context refers to the 

skills and tasks that must be completed in order to engage in the practices of various 

environments. More importantly, the learning context takes into account the “values, norms 

and culture of a community, organization or family” (Stein, p. 2), along with power balances 

and competing priorities. The community of practice—which is the common knowledge of 

the learners, practitioner, and culture—is the conduit used to understand the content. Then, 

through active participation with the community of practice, can the learner form a personal 

and meaningful body of knowledge.  

LITERACY AS SOCIAL PRACTICE 

Similar to the notion that learning is a product of the learner’s everyday social 

practices and interactions, is the idea that literacy is also a social practice, and is tied to the 

people, setting, tools, and actions of culturally-bound activities. Barton and Hamilton (2000) 

note that an understanding of literacy in real-life situations can be gained through a theory of 

literacy as social practice. Barton and Hamilton have put forth the following suppositions to 

support their developing theoretical ideas: literacy is best understood as a set of social 

practices; there are different literacies associated with different domains of life; literacy 

practices are patterned by social institutions and power relationships; literacy practices are 

purposeful and embedded in broader social goals and cultural practices; literacy is 
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historically situated; and literacy practices change. Both situated learning and literacy as 

social practice have evolved from a shared notion that human activity is fundamentally 

social, and subsequently, our ways of knowing, perceiving, and acting are shaped by the 

people, power balances, tools, relations, and experiences of that social way of being.   

SITUATED LITERACY 

Further understanding and application of the theory of literacy as social practice can 

be gained through an exploration of literacy events and practices (Hamilton, 2000), which 

will be referred to as situated literacy. A literacy event is defined as observable episodes in 

which literacy has a role (Barton & Hamilton, 1998). Inherent in the observable event are the 

hidden literacy practices that actually shape the event. The more abstract notion of literacy 

practices encompasses the values, attitudes, feelings, and social relationships brought to a 

literacy activity. Observation of the literacy events that occur in an adult literacy program are 

an ideal way to gain further insight into both the situated nature of literacy and learning.  

Presented below is a table that displays the interconnections of situated learning and 

situated literacy, referred to specifically as literacy events and practices. Although each of 

the areas of study uses different terminology, the similarity in their descriptions is apparent. 

One key difference is the division of situated literacy into literacy events (what is seen) and 

literacy practices (what is unseen); whereas situated learning incorporates the seen and 

unseen in its descriptions. Parallel ideas are presented alongside each other in order to 

highlight their similarities. In this way situated learning’s description of the term content 

resembles the description of artifacts used by situated literacy. 
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Table 1:  Situated Learning Integrated with Situated Literacy  
 
 Situated Learning 

Based on Stein (1998) 
Literacy Events 
Based on Hamilton (2000) 
 

Literacy Practices 

1 Content – the facts and 
processes of the task from 
daily experience, or the 
knowledge and materials 

Artifacts – material 
resources involved in the 
interaction  

Non-Material resources 
brought to the event such 
as knowledge and ways of 
thinking 
 

2 Context – situations, 
values, and beliefs in the 
experience; the setting for 
examining the experience 
 

Settings – immediate 
physical circumstances 

Domain of practice within 
which the event takes place 

3 Community of Practice – 
interpretation, reflection 
and meaning-making with 
each other and the body of 
knowledge  
 

Participants – the people 
interacting with the 
written texts 

Hidden participants 
involved in the social 
relationships of regulating 
written text 

4 Participation – the active 
engagement of learners 
with each other and the 
materials of instruction 

Activities – action 
performed by the 
participants 

Structured routines that 
regulate action 

SUMMARY  

One of the goals of this research was to attempt to tease apart the interconnected ideas 

of literacy and learning: a task that had its challenges due to their similarities. As stated 

earlier, both situated learning and literacy as social practice have evolved from a shared 

notion that human activity is fundamentally social and, subsequently, our ways of knowing, 

perceiving and acting are shaped by the people, power balances, tools, relations, and 

experiences of that social way of being. But what is the relationship between literacy and 

learning? Barton and Hamilton believe that an understanding of how people learn literacy in 

both formal and informal settings, will “draw upon people’s insights into how they learn” (p. 
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13). This view places literacy at the fore, and suggests learning is in a supportive role. Could 

the opposite view also be relevant? Could learning be a driving force that places literacy in a 

secondary role? Or perhaps the relationship between learning and literacy is more balanced. 

The discussion in the final chapter will attempt to respond to these questions. 

Another goal of this research was to draw upon sociocultural ideas of literacy and 

learning—which have been underutilized despite encouragement to do so (Darville, 2001; 

Sparks, 2002; Taylor & Blunt, 2001)—and apply these ideas directly to a program setting. 

An “analysis of school learning as situated requires a multilayered view of how knowing and 

learning are part of social practice” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 40). This study has analysed 

an innovative program that has attempted to integrate literacy skill development and 

employment preparation. Only one of its three program components is a formal classroom, 

incorporating many of the traditional methods and approaches that can be found in a school 

setting. As students experience all three settings, how do their ideas of learning and literacy 

change? What are their insights? And what can a multilayered situated analysis tell us about 

adult literacy education programs?  

B: Applied Literature 

Very few studies have applied the theoretical ideas presented in the previous 

section—situated learning and situated literacy—to the field of adult literacy education. 

Subsequently, the following section will focus for the most part on the literature in a more 

indirect and generalized manner. Key concepts of this study—the lives of the students, 

program delivery and development, employment and literacy, and the impacts of literacy and 

employment preparation programs—have been explored in order to place this study within a 

context of applied research in the field.  
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STUDENTS IN ADULT LITERACY PROGRAMS 

It is important to describe the kinds of students who attend adult literacy programs in 

order to understand their needs and goals and to see how the students who are the focus of 

this study are in many ways typical of the students described in the following section. 

Descriptions of the students in programs will be devised using a variety of studies: statistical 

descriptions based on the IALS, qualitative studies that describe students’ values related to 

education and employment, and survey studies that reveal students’ motivations to attend 

programs. Overall, the studies produce a complex picture of students, their strengths, and 

their challenges in meeting their educational and employment goals.    

Based on provincial guidelines (MTCU, 1999) for LBS programs in Ontario, literacy 

education can be designed to meet the needs of adults at IALS Level One (19 percent) and 

Level Two (28 percent). Added together, an astounding 47 percent of Ontarians, based on the 

IALS measures and interpretations, have literacy difficulties and need to address these if they 

are (according to the IALS) to participate fully in an increasingly knowledge-based economy. 

This statistic, although commonly used by policy makers and the literacy community, is 

beginning to undergo careful scrutiny (Sussman, 2003). One of the inherent problems with 

the IALS measures is that the overwhelming majority of people at Level Two don’t feel they 

have any difficulties coping with day-to-day literacy demands. Adults at this level are 

therefore unlikely to participate in a literacy program. The discrepancy between perceived 

ability and prescribed deficit raises many issues according to Sticht (2001). Just what does 

IALS measure? Who determines and how does one determine a level of literacy that is good 

enough? Finally, can these measurements be useful to the people they are attempting to 

describe without doing harm by marginalizing them? Although these questions are outside 
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the realm of this study, they need to be considered in order to question the assumptions of the 

IALS data.  

The people most likely to participate in some sort of literacy education are those at 

Level One, but less than 10 percent actually do (OLC, 2003). This makes some sense 

considering that only 5% of people actually feel their reading is poor based on the IALS self-

assessment measures (Sticht, 2001). Sussman (2003) did further statistical analysis of the 

IALS data, with a particular focus on the students at Level One, in an attempt to use 

demographic information in order to increase participation in literacy programs. She found 

that over half of the adults at Level One were over the age of 56; there was a fairly even 

distribution of Anglophone, Francophone and Allophone (first language is neither French or 

English) adults; and 81 percent never completed high school (more than half of these adults 

didn’t even start high school). Among her many recommendations, she suggested that 

programs address the particular literacy needs of older adults, and adults who have neither 

English or French as their mother tongue. She also recommended that future literacy statistics 

account for the number of adults with disabilities. She estimated that once older adults (54 

percent) and Allophones (33 percent) are removed from the Level One category, the 

remainder (13 percent) are adults with some sort of learning, developmental, or physical 

disability. 

Gottesman, Bennett, Nathan, and Kelly (1996) described students in a literacy 

program who could possibly be part of the 13 percent that Sussman made reference to. Based 

on formal test measures, students were described as sometimes having a developmental 

disorder or below average cognitive functioning, living in poverty, having few skills, 

unemployed, and experiencing health-related problems, especially substance abuse. Malicky 
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and Norman (1996), on the other hand, created profiles based on in-depth interviews that 

were markedly different. Their findings could help to understand the 33 percent of 

Allophones who are at IALS Level One. Over half of the 94 students in the study were born 

in a country other than Canada and did not speak English or French as a first language. These 

students lived in poverty but only a minority mentioned financial problems; and nearly half 

of the students belonged to at least one community or cultural group, suggesting they were 

connected to their communities. 

With regards to their opinions about education, Quigley (1993) found that adults with 

low literacy skills who chose not to participate in a program valued education and learning 

but resisted attending literacy programs because they were aligned with schooling. In other 

words, they wanted to learn but didn’t feel a school-based literacy program could meet their 

learning goals. In addition, adults with low literacy skills thought learning was distinct from 

literacy, and that the greatest deterrence to participation related to literacy program 

education, rather than the desire to learn. Zieghan (1992) also found that practical 

application, understanding, and challenge motivated adults with low literacy skills to learn. 

Both of the studies suggested that adults who chose not to participate in literacy programs 

viewed literacy within a school-based learning paradigm, whereas learning was viewed 

separately. 

For the adults with low literacy skills who did want to enroll in a program, Long and 

Middleton (2001) found that over half of all 338 callers to literacy information lines were 

motivated to participate in a literacy program because of intrinsic goals, such as personal, 

social, or general education; whereas, the remainder were motivated by more extrinsic goals 

such as employment or retraining. Malicky and Norman (1994) found that learners entered a 
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program with job-related (functional) goals but viewed literacy learning in a much more 

skills-based and academic (fundamental) way. This could suggest, similar to Quigley’s and 

Zieghan’s findings, that they viewed learning separate from literacy. Further complicating 

these findings, Fagan (1988) found that 52 low literate adults (26 prison inmates and 26 

learners in programs) “possessed a very restrictive view of literacy, viewing reading mainly 

as a decoding task and writing as a hand-writing and spelling activity” (p. 47). The 

distinction between learning and literacy will be explored in depth in the final chapter. 

In a recent study, 34 learners from different literacy programs in Eastern Ontario were 

asked what they hoped to gain from a program, and what they thought the main role of a 

program should be (Pinsent-Johnson, Shefler & Hagedorn, 2002). These questions were 

shaped using a guide that described the philosophical purposes for literacy education, such as 

liberal, vocational, humanist, and liberatory (Quigley, 1997). It was found that certain kinds 

of answers were attributed to certain kinds of program settings. For example, students 

attending the college literacy program focused on obtaining skills for entry into a post-

secondary diploma program. These students also had significantly higher levels of formal 

education (10 years or more). In comparison, students in a school board program were often 

focused on more personal goals, such as greater independence with day-to-day literacy 

demands and assisting children at home. Compared to the college students, these students 

had minimal levels of formal education (eight years or less). One of the main conclusions 

drawn from the study was that there is a need to describe students’ literacy education goals 

and expectations on a continuum that takes into account the students’ own learning 

development and other societal factors that shape their needs.       
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An important addition to this brief examination of students is Blunt and Richards’ 

(1998) study on the work values and life roles of marginalized adult learners in ABE 

programs in Saskatchewan. It is one of the few studies that linked employment issues with 

students in literacy programs. Using two different inventories, they found that both work 

values and life roles differ slightly amongst ethnic groups (status and non-status Indians, 

Metis, nonnative Canadian born and landed immigrants) and gender. Overall, the 136 adult 

learners ranked personal development, economics, and achievement as their top three work 

values; whereas risk, physical prowess, and cultural identity were ranked the lowest. When 

the data from ethnic sub-groups was analysed “large differences between groups were 

observed on several items” (p. 170). There were few gender-related differences on the work 

values scale, and subtle differences on the life roles scale. Conclusions focused on the need 

to consider ethnic differences in ABE programs that are geared to employment. 

Based on the above studies, a very complex picture of students and their challenges 

has been created. It is also important to note that only a fraction of those identified as having 

literacy challenges  (according to the IALS) actually attend a literacy program. Those who do 

participate in programs face a multitude of societal labels and issues, in addition to low 

literacy skills. The students who are the focus of this study share many of these realities. In 

addition, the studies pointed to a divide between perceptions of learning and literacy, in 

which literacy was aligned with schooling and skill building. The study will explore this 

divide.  

EMPLOYMENT AND LITERACY 

Discussions of employment and literacy are dominated by the ideas of human capital, 

and related assumptions and thinking. The term human capital tries to capture the idea that a 
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nation’s economic well-being is intricately tied to the abilities and capabilities of its 

workforce. Subsequently, education and literacy has become a key way to enhance workers’ 

abilities. “Human capital is enhanced through increased literacy functioning of individuals; 

therefore, literacy serves as an occupational skill” (Blunt, 2001, p. 90). In this view of 

literacy, one that Blunt labels a “technical-rational view”, literacy skills are those which lead 

to increased production and greater returns. Literacy, then, becomes a set of occupational or 

employability skills that include not only basic skills in reading, writing and math, but have 

been expanded to include such skills as technology, critical thinking, and lifelong learning.  

Contrasting the technical-rational view of literacy is an emancipatory view, in which 

literacy is viewed to be “essential to social development, the maintenance of democratic 

institutions and the achievement of social equity and justice” (p. 89). Where the technical-

rational view talks of essential skills and measures employment and literacy issues with 

numbers and more quantitative tools, the emancipatory view speaks of empowerment, self-

confidence, and change, relying more on qualitative and often ethnographic measures of 

success. “Basic literacy skills by themselves are simply not enough. What is needed are the 

social skills as well, and if not explicitly taught or addressed, their lack will cause the best 

intended initiatives of policy to founder” (Falk, p. 13). Social capital is a term that is used to 

counter the focus on human capital, and is  “concerned with restructuring identities so people 

can see themselves as learners, and in roles that they previously were unprepared to 

undertake” (p. 12). The following examples will highlight these two very different views of 

literacy and its relationship to employment.  

In a statistical study that used data from the 1994 IALS, Kapsalis (1998) found that 

literacy skills were a strong predictor of employability amongst adults who received social 
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assistance. He found that annual earnings’ levels were correlated more with literacy level 

than education level. Social assistance recipients had lower levels of education and literacy 

than non- social assistance recipients. In addition, social assistance recipients had lower 

literacy levels than non-social assistance recipients, even though both groups had the same 

level of education. Finally, higher literacy levels were associated with work that required 

daily literacy activities. He also suggested that social assistance recipients who were working 

were more likely to engage in literacy activities at home than those who were not. The study 

concluded that there may be a “virtuous cycle between work and literacy, whereby higher 

literacy leads to more employment, while more employment improves literacy skills” (p. 2). 

When the IALS data were used to determine the impacts that literacy skills had on 

earnings amongst the general population, Green and Riddell (2001) found that literacy had a 

large impact on earnings, and each additional year of education increased earnings by 8.3%. 

Contradicting the findings of the above study, the authors suggested that education level—

and not work experience—had a greater impact on literacy. They suggested that work 

experience had little effect on literacy. They also found that literacy skills “seriously impact” 

how well immigrants adjusted to the labour market, and parents’ education level did not 

impact their children’s earnings as adults. The authors emphasized how the combination of 

literacy and education had the greatest impact on earnings, further supporting the ideas of 

human capital. 

Although Smith (1999) acknowledged that low levels of literacy are directly related 

to employment and self-sufficiency (e.g., IALS found that people with lower levels of 

literacy tended to be unemployed for longer periods of time and received lower wages), 

literacy levels alone cannot be targeted as the only reason these adults were unable to sustain 
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supportive employment without depending on social assistance. She suggested that the labour 

market and its lack of permanent, full-time jobs that can provide a salary above minimum 

wage (currently $6.85 in Ontario which equates to $14, 248 per year) played a significant 

role. The real question is, what has more of an influence on an adult’s ability to find a job 

that can sustain his or her family: the types of jobs available or literacy levels? Most often it 

is “single parents (mostly women), persons with disabilities, older workers, Aboriginal 

people, youth, and undereducated workers” (p. 15) who are trapped by a labour market that 

offers few opportunities that will enable them to support themselves and their families. 

“Teaching people to read and write won’t create jobs that don’t exist, make it easier to get by 

on the minimum wage, or get rid of discrimination” (National Anti-Poverty Organization, 

1992). 

Supporting the above was a U.S. study that found greater earnings disparities within 

similar literacy skill groups than between skill groups (Devroye & Freeman, 2001). In other 

words, workers with the same literacy scores experienced greater wage differences when 

compared to workers from various score groups. Using the National Adult Literacy Survey 

data, Raudenbush and Kasim (1998) confirmed findings that the majority of wage disparities 

were found within occupations and not between them. They suggested that discrimination 

and occupational segregation may explain earnings differences experienced by women and 

ethnic minorities in the US. 

Clearly, there is more than one way of looking at the relationship between literacy, 

employment, and earnings. It is not always safe to assume that low literacy levels are the 

only predictor of lower wages. Compounding the relationship between low literacy and 

earnings are societal structures such as discrimination, job segregation, and a growing 
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number of low-paying, non-unionized and insecure jobs—all of which had an impact on the 

participants in this study. 

ADULT LITERACY PROGRAM MODELS  

A variety of delivery models are used in adult literacy programs. Taylor (2001) 

suggested there are four key organizing frameworks in adult literacy education: community-

based, workplace, school-based, and family literacy. Issues related to community-based 

literacy, school-based literacy and workplace literacy (as it relates to employment 

preparation, compared to on-the-job literacy education) will be examined because of their 

connection to the three settings of the employment preparation program. It should be noted 

that the employment preparation program cannot be neatly aligned with only one of the main 

organizing frameworks, but, in fact, borrows from three of the four.  

School-Based Programs 

In Ontario, most of the 46,000 adults who participate in programs attend a school-

based program (A. Rachlis, Keynote Speech, LBS Manager’s Day, May, 2003), such as one 

run by a community college or a school board. These school-based programs are also 

referred to as classroom programs. It is important to examine these kinds of programs 

because they relate directly to the classroom setting of the study. The classes most often 

consist of a medium to large group of students (12-25) and are often taught by a paid 

instructor who has at least a post-secondary degree. Although the programs may be housed in 

a college or school board setting, they access a separate body of funding and are not usually 

integrated into the school board or community college structure. For example, literacy 

programs run by a school board are most often part of adult continuing education 
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departments and not elementary or secondary school education. School-based programs most 

often focus on the improvement of literacy skills in order to help students acquire academic 

credentials—to enter a high school credit program, to pass a community college entry test, or 

to acquire a GED. Subsequently, the curriculum is most often based on a schooling model, 

and the accumulation of academic literacy skills is emphasized over literacy uses in other 

contexts such as home, community and work. 

Recent research from Beder and Medina (2001) claimed to be “the first major study 

since 1975 to investigate classroom behaviour in adult literacy education” (p. ii). Guided by 

grounded theory in order to develop a “broad, panoramic, macro picture” of classroom 

behaviours (p. 8), data were collected from two 90-minute classroom observations of 20 

classrooms in eight states, and three 45-minute teacher interviews. Findings were organized 

into three categories: the content and structure of instruction, social processes in the 

classroom, and factors that shaped the dynamics of the class. The authors found that the 

dominant mode of instruction in a class concentrated on the accumulation of factual and 

discrete skills, whereas meaning-making instruction—characterized by collaboration, 

authentic materials, the teacher taking on the role of facilitator, and the development of 

higher-level abilities—was found in only 20 percent of the classes. The seven social 

processes that occurred in the class were sanctioning, engagement, directing, correcting, 

helping, expressing values and opinions, and community. These social processes were also 

described in greater detail in Taylor, King and Pinsent-Johnson (2002). The final broad 

category in the Beder and Medina study was shaping factors. These were the forces that 

influenced the classroom outside of the actions and behaviours of the people in the class, 

such as enrollment turbulence, classroom composition, and funding pressures. This study 
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directed attention to many of the same ideas that will be explored in the present study 

through situated learning, such as the content and structure of instruction, social processes in 

the classroom, and factors that shaped the dynamics of the class.     

The following two studies did not explore the class or groups of students as a whole, 

rather, they addressed features of the adult literacy classroom, namely, meaning-making and 

collaborative practices. Kegan, Broderick, Drago-Severson, Helsing, Popp and Portnow 

(2001) researched groups of learners in settings other than a class, but directed their 

discussion towards the sociocultural and meaning-making system of the adult literacy 

classroom. The study was guided by a sociocultural view of adult development, and 

specifically “the development of individuals’ ways of making sense of their inner and outer 

experience” (Kegan et al., p. 3). They referred to their perspective as constructive-

developmental to suggest that a person constructs reality based on changing and developing 

belief systems. They identified three ways of knowing—instrumental, socializing, and self-

authoring—that they used to help guide their exploration of students’ roles, learning goals, 

expectations, definitions of success, and educational practices. 

Using a variety of data collection methods—such as open-ended interviews, 

structured exercises, classroom observations, group interviews and quantitative survey 

measures—over a one-year period, the authors presented three major findings. Uniting their 

findings was their assertion that there is another form of diversity⎯besides culture, age, race, 

and gender⎯that adults brought to the classroom, and that was the different meaning systems 

or ways of knowing held by each student. They found that adults experienced significant 

change in the classroom; the cohort or student peer group was important to adult learning; 

and, adult learners had a variety of meaning-making systems. These findings were referred to 
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collectively as a new pluralism. Kegan et al. suggested that there is a need for educators to 

understand and take into account the diversity of students’ systems of understanding and 

meaning-making. This will then lead to more appropriate and various program designs and 

outcomes to accommodate the different systems of meaning and students’ developmental 

growth from instrumental to socializing and ultimately self-authoring learners. The authors 

also stressed the need for more learner-centred, qualitative explorations of the adult basic 

education experience.  

In the third classroom study, Taylor, King, Pinsent-Johnson, and Lothian (2003) 

explored collaborative practices in adult literacy classrooms. Their view was guided by a 

Vygotskian sociocultural theory of learning with a specific focus on the role that 

collaborative learning had in moving learners towards the Zone of Proximal Development or 

independence of learning. Using a qualitative case study methodology, the authors collected 

data from five sources: 1) observations, 2) in-depth interviews of learners and 3) instructors, 

4) a learner group interview, and 5) documents. In their findings, they developed an 

organizing framework that presented four types of collaborative practices used amongst the 

students⎯social learning behaviours: negotiation behaviours, feedback behaviours, and 

patterns of directionality. Influencing these practices were factors such as the nature of the 

literacy task, the classroom socialization process, and the instructor’s role and teaching style. 

The findings focused on three areas: 1) the relationship between learners reaching the Zone 

of Proximal Development and current MTCU program guidelines that fostered the 

development of self-direction and lifelong learning; 2) the developmental needs of both 

students and teachers in fostering a collaborative environment; 3) and theoretical support for 
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an understanding of formal adult literacy learning through the ideas of cognitive 

apprenticeships and communities of practice. 

Community-Based Programs 

Although there is no one definition or description of community-based programs 

(Norton, 2001) there are several defining features that distinguish them. Community-based 

programs relate to the coffee shop setting in the employment preparation program. This 

setting draws more from the philosophies inherent in community-based literacy than school-

based.  

One of the main philosophical underpinnings of community-based programs is based 

on the ideas of Paulo Freire who used the economic, social, political, and power issues of 

Brazilian labourers as a context for literacy education in the 1950s. He urged students to 

think critically about issues and to act in ways that would promote change. Drawing on these 

ideas, community-based programs are “shaped around critical awareness, reflection and 

action about power and power relations, inside and outside programs” (Norton, 2001, p. 5). 

Community-based programs usually rely on volunteer tutors, including students, but some 

also have paid instructors; they are often located in the communities they serve, and work 

with other agencies in the community; and they are learner-centred in that they focus on the 

literacy concerns of students as they relate to personal and community issues. 

In a qualitative case study of an inner-city community-based program, the nature of 

literacy learning for five students was investigated. Malicky, Katz, Norton and Norman 

(1997) discussed three dominant themes that arose form their data: reproduction and 

resistance, social networks, and empowerment. Guiding their study was Gaber-Katz and 
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Watson’s (1991) interpretation of community-based literacy programs that were seen to be 

learner-centred, focused on critical literacy, and promoted community-building.  

Malicky et al. found that adults in the community-based program accepted society’s 

view of themselves as outsiders and identified themselves as “illiterate” despite their literacy 

skills; yet, they also rejected society’s interpretations of their lives with regard to other 

issues. In relation to their schooling, the adults blamed themselves for their low literacy 

skills; yet, they also said that the schools had been at fault. The adult learners in the program, 

particularly the women, were part of a social network inside the program, which provided an 

opportunity for social interactions. In relation to the final theme of empowerment, the 

research revealed that learners moved from “silence to speech”, barriers between staff and 

students diminished, learners began to take more control of their learning and other aspects 

of their lives, and learners engaged in political activities. Most of these instances of 

empowerment were seen on an individual level rather than a social level. In addition, their 

engagement in political and public activities seemed to be done “more to meet the 

expectations of others than to bring about social change” (p. 101). 

 In her 8-month study of five community-based literacy programs, Campbell (1996) 

explored participatory literacy practices with a specific focus on power relationships. Based 

on the work of Fingeret and Jurmo (1989), Campbell defined participatory literacy programs 

as those which “share the power equally among learners and staff” (p.1). She found that 

“identity politics play a pivotal role in the transformation or reproduction of power 

relationships between and among literacy workers and students” (p. 127). In other words, the 

role of a student (as perceived by both students and staff) at times became a barrier to full 
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participation in the decision-making process of the programs, despite the programs’ efforts 

and desires to subscribe to a participatory approach.  

Drawing from the same data, Campbell (2001) focused on the actual participatory 

literacy practices of the literacy staff. She found that two of the three literacy workers, whose 

role was to support the learners and not instruct them, placed a greater emphasis on “doing” 

rather than “being”. All three staff members experienced difficulty implementing a “bottom-

up” approach to encourage and allow student decision-making: they were uncomfortable 

with the power shift; they were uncertain about their evolving role from instructor to 

“therapist”; and they recognized that students were not comfortable listening to the personal 

stories or narratives of others. Campbell also found that students were willing to take on 

leadership roles but needed more support from the literacy staff. 

Employment Preparation Programs 

Although programs address literacy issues related to employment, very few studies 

discussed literacy programs that focused only on employment and, conversely, very few 

studies looked at employment preparation programs that included a literacy component. St. 

Clair (2001) noted “program administrators and government funders considered the 

combination of basic skills along with trade preparation unusual in Canada” (p. 132). This 

finding underscores the uniqueness of the employment preparation program that is the focus 

of this study, particularly the job placement component, in which students enhance their 

learning outside the program in a supported job placement.   

One of the few examples of an employment preparation program for adults with low 

literacy skills was an analysis of the program from an intellectual capital and critical 

education perspective. In his case study of the Cooking and Basic Skills (CABS) program, St 
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Clair (2001) found that literacy was taught in the same way despite students’ diverse 

employment goals; literacy instruction was separated from vocational instruction; literacy 

instructors had a lower status compared to vocational instructors; and at times there was 

animosity between the trades and literacy instructors. Based on Bourdieu’s intellectual 

capital perspective and related concepts of social and cultural capital, St. Clair argued that the 

work of the literacy instructors was viewed as less important and valuable for several reasons 

compared to the work of the vocational instructors. To address the tensions between the two 

groups, the author suggested there should be a collaborative approach in which literacy and 

vocational skills are delivered simultaneously. In addition, instructors should work together 

to develop a curriculum that also addressed the “demands of the workplace and the needs of 

the worker”, and broader measures of success needed to be developed. Although not stated 

specifically, St. Clair’s findings may hint at the distinction between literacy and learning, 

similar to Zieghan and Quigley’s findings. In addition, the need to have a collaborative 

approach between literacy and vocational skills that is directly connected to the needs of the 

workplace, fits into a sociocultural approach that will be fully explored in this study.    

In her study of the language and literacy challenges experienced by adult learners in a 

pre-apprenticeship job-training program, Bell (2000) analysed literacy competency amongst 

both native and non-native speakers on English. Using the Luke and Freebody (1997) four-

tier model of literate competency, Bell found that native speakers of English took longer to 

complete the program than non-native speakers and this may have been related to literacy 

challenges. More specifically, students experienced difficulties with three of the four literacy 

competencies: text-meaning practices (such as vocabulary); pragmatic practices (such as 

understanding the purpose of written text); and critical practices (such as critical analysis and 



 36

questioning the content of text). She also found that those who learned initial literacy in a 

second language had lower success rates. For example, a student born in Canada who learned 

to speak Italian or Greek at home, then went to school and learned English was weaker than a 

student who had strong literacy skills in a first language before learning a second language. 

Bell suggested that job-training programs should better address the needs of changing 

workplaces, and teach literacy skills that go beyond the initial level of decoding. 

Martin (1999) proposed that literacy programs incorporate a continuum of models, 

which could meet the different employment needs of students. Although he has modeled the 

creation of a continuum of programs based on United States welfare reform, his ideas could 

be easily translated to Canadian and Ontario programs. Nearly half of the literacy students 

who enrolled in Canadian programs were on some form of social assistance (Long & 

Middleton, 2001). A continuum of program models that matched students based on their 

employment needs would include the following: 1) academic programs, such as GED 

programs, and competency-based programs; 2) literacy integrated with soft skills, such as job 

readiness, and family literacy; 3) literacy integrated with occupational skills, such as machine 

training and Personal Support Worker; and 4) situated context and cognition, which could be 

geared to workplace programs. 

Each of the above studies supports an integrated model of literacy skills with 

employment skills. Imel (1998) pushes the idea further and states: “Increasingly, evidence 

demonstrates that the emphasis on just getting people into employment will not result in 

employment for self-sufficiency” (p. 2). A synthesis of research on welfare-to-work 

programs (Strawn, 1997 in Imel) revealed that neither programs emphasizing job-search 

strategies nor those focusing on adult education alone had long-term effectiveness in 
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increasing participants’ earnings and job tenure. Instead, stated Imel, “the most effective 

welfare-to-work programs share a balanced approach that mixes job search, education, job 

training, and paid and unpaid work experience”(p. 2). The employment preparation program 

follows such a model. This study will be an opportunity to explore some of the issues and 

tensions that may arise in such an integrated approach.    

 IMPACT OF LITERACY PROGRAMS  

The impacts of literacy programs, in relation to both gains in employment and the 

four broad areas of literacy introduced in the previous chapter—skills, tasks, practices, and 

critical reflection—will be briefly discussed. The literacy definition will be used to highlight 

impacts on skills and tasks, which are usually measured using tests; practices or the active 

use of literacy in real-life (outside the school setting); and critical reflection or the use of 

literacy to affect personal and/or social change.  

Based on the literature, improvements in literacy skill development are minimal. 

Although participation in a program has a positive influence on continuing education, and 

students perceive an improvement in their skills, test measures indicate little or no change in 

students’ literacy skills (Beder, 1999; Smith & Sheehan-Holt, 1999, Brooks, Davies, Duckett, 

Hutchison, Kendall, & Wilkin, 2000). In one example, Brooks et al. (2000) found 

“undramatic but worthwhile” progress in reading and writing skills (the length of the text and 

hand-writing improved but there was not a reduction in errors and complexity). They also 

found that regular attendance, qualified tutors, and tutors with classroom help are factors 

associated with higher reading scores. 

An area that seems to show more consistent positive impacts is the use of literacy in 

daily life. Purcell-Gates, Degener, Jacobson, and Soler (2000) found that literacy related to 
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daily life or literacy practices increased when authentic materials and activities were used in 

the literacy program. “The degree of authenticity in the activities and materials used in adult 

literacy instruction was significantly related to the likelihood that adult literacy students in 

those classes will report change in frequency and/or type of out-of-school literacy practices” 

(p. 56). Affecting this was the amount of time the student spent in the program (more time in 

the program led to greater use of literacy), and the level at which the student entered the 

program (lower level students incorporated more practices in their daily lives). Bingham et 

al. described increased use in three of the eight literacy practices they analysed: paying bills, 

working with numbers on the job, and greater use of memorization skills. Supporting these 

findings, Moulton (1997) described how literacy learners began to see progress only after 

they made a conscious effort to use their new skills, particularly writing, in a context other 

than the classroom. She referred to this process as overt literacy action.  

Related to the active use of literacy are the positive changes that students experienced 

on a personal level. Using self-reports, numerous studies have found that participation in a 

literacy program led to increased self-confidence, self-esteem, and self-image. Beder found 

that learners were able to achieve their personal goals through participation in a literacy 

program. In addition, their self-image improved and self-report data suggested parents 

increased their involvement in their children’s education. Other studies have shown an 

increase in self-esteem (Bingham et al, 1999) and an increase in community involvement 

(Ebert and Bingham, 2000).  

In the final literacy domain, the area of critical reflection, the literature does not 

produce  consistent examples of positive impacts. In general, students did not “accept the 

emancipation myth of literacy” (Millar, 1998) but did demonstrate an awareness of and 
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resistance to many of the power structures that affected their lives. Related to this, Malicky, 

Katz, Norton and Norman (1997) found that students discussed issues of empowerment, not 

on a societal level, but on a more individual level. Finally, Campbell (1996) found that social 

roles had an impact on the reproduction of power balances within the literacy program and 

suggested there was a need to recreate new roles and identities for both students and staff in 

order to address power imbalances.         

There is some contradiction as to whether or not participation in a literacy program 

leads to employment gains. In general, Beder (1999) found that participation in a program 

resulted in increased earnings and led to a reduction in welfare dependence, but how this 

occurred in relation to the literacy program was unclear. Other studies have found that 

students experienced an increased rate of employment (Bingham, Ebert & Smith, 1999) and 

programs that focused on basic skills and work place preparation supported employment 

outcomes (Ebert & Bingham, 2000). Contradicting these findings is Malicky and Norman’s 

(1994) study that literacy students returned to the same kinds of low-paying jobs they had 

before participating in the program. The authors concluded that participation in a literacy 

program had no “direct, causal” relationship with employment. A key issue from the findings 

would be to determine the reasons for employment gains where they were noted. Were gains 

related to programs that had an integrated approach to employment preparation? And, 

conversely, did people see fewer gains in programs that focused only on literacy skill 

development?  

SUMMARY  

Only a fraction of adults who have low literacy skills based on the IALS measures 

actually participate in adult literacy education programs. Those at IALS Level One who are 
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most likely to seek out a program are over the age of 56 (54%), have neither English or 

French as a first language (33%), and may have a disability (13%). How should the literacy 

needs of these adults be met? Could a literacy-as-practices approach be a better way to meet 

their needs than a skills and tasks approach? In addition, if adults with low literacy are 

resistant to schooling models, could an approach based on sociocultural ideas be more 

appealing?  

According to Long and Middleton (2001), adults similar to the ones described above 

are motivated to attend a literacy program by both intrinsically based goals (they want to be 

more independent) and extrinsic goals (they want to find a better job). Those who hope that 

improved literacy skills will equate to greater earnings are faced with contradictory 

messages. Initial statistical analysis of the IALS data supports the notion that higher literacy 

and education levels equate to higher wages and more stable employment. But a closer 

examination of these statistics reveals that greater wage discrepancies exist within 

occupations than amongst people with the same literacy level between occupations. This 

suggests that discriminatory practices may play a greater role in wage disparities than literacy 

levels. What does this mean for the students at IALS Level One who hope a literacy program 

may help them achieve their employment goals? 

  Students who enter programs with employment goals often learn only the skills and 

tasks related to employment that are generic and transferable. Rarely, are students able to 

learn skills that are actually used in employment while participating in programs that are 

predominantly school-based. In other words, students might learn to write a resume, practice 

an interview, and learn about the taxes taken off a pay cheque, without actually applying for 

a job or being in a work setting during this learning period. As an alternative, community 



 41

based programs, which subscribe to a participatory approach, might focus on diversity issues 

or labour rights but, again, without the direct link to a work setting. Neither approach would 

actually support the development of specific job skills, such as enhancing math development 

while learning to use a cash register. If school-based programs have a skills and tasks 

approach, and community programs use a critical approach, which programs, if any, support 

the development of employment-related literacy practices, and if any do, what does this look 

like? 

Clearly, participation in a literacy program has substantial impacts on the lives of 

students, but these impacts may not be the ones policy makers and funders are hoping for. 

Most of the positive impacts of literacy program participation are related to the enhanced 

self-esteem and confidence of the individual, and not a significant improvement in literacy 

skill level. If mostly what is taught is skills and mostly what is gained is confidence, there is 

a very large disconnect between a program’s intention and results. Could a literacy-as-

practices approach help to bridge this?  

Research Questions 

The employment preparation program, which is the focus of this study, is a unique 

opportunity to explore some of these issues. It is one of the few programs that has integrated 

literacy development with learning about employment. There is a potential in this program to 

explore many of the questions raised above. The intent of this study is to determine how 

situated perspectives of literacy and learning can help to inform program development in 

adult literacy education. How do situated views of literacy and learning contribute to an 

understanding of the employment preparation program and its three settings? a) What is the 

material and knowledge content in each of the settings? b) What are the physical and non-
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physical aspects of the settings that shape the context for literacy and learning? c) Who are 

the people and what are the activities that comprise the literacy and learning community of 

practice in each setting? d) And, how do people participate with each other and the activities 

in each setting? 
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Chapter Three - Methodology 

This study was guided by the methodological approach associated with a qualitative 

case study design. It was also shaped and influenced by my own presuppositions and the 

theoretical framework. According to Merriam (2001), the case study is suited to the 

examination of complex social units in real-life situations that can lead to insights and 

illuminated meanings. In this case study, the social unit was the adult literacy employment 

preparation program, comprising three distinct settings—a classroom, coffee shop, and job 

placement in the community. A case study lent itself to the situation because it permitted a 

wide focus that could incorporate different data sources, such as interviews with students and 

instructors, documents, and the reflections of the researcher. In addition, a case study 

matched the intent of this study, in that it could help to focus on particular signposts that 

could guide continued analysis of adult literacy development within a theoretical 

sociocultural framework.  

Specific interpretations and definitions of case study research were also used to build 

the methodological design of this study. Based on Merriam’s interpretation, a defining 

characteristic of case study research is the notion that it is a bounded system. In this case, the 

students who participated in each of the three distinct settings within the program became the 

bounded system. This system was not bounded by walls, but by membership and 

participation in each of the settings. An analysis of this membership and participation was 

guided by the ideas of situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Stein, 1998), which had a 

direct influence on data collection and data analysis.  

Stake (2000) suggested a case study can be further identified by its overall intent or 

purpose. An instrumental case study can be used to examine a particular issue, setting, event, 
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or person “in order to provide insight into an issue or to redraw a generalization” (p. 437). 

The case is used to help facilitate understanding of something else. In this research, the 

employment preparation program was used to help facilitate an understanding of learning, 

literacy, and work within a sociocultural frame. 

SITE AND PARTICIPANTS 

A final defining feature of this case study was that it was particularistic. This refers 

to the “focus on a particular situation, event, program, or phenomenon” (Merriam, 2001, p. 

29). The employment preparation program provided a unique approach to literacy education 

in that it combined distinct learning settings: a traditional classroom, on-site employment 

training, and an off-site employment placement. In the classroom setting, students were 

primarily engaged in activities about literacy; they did spelling, grammar, math, and writing 

to help them develop the literacy skills that they used in the program, in the community, and 

at home. The on-site employment training was a coffee shop, operated by the staff and 

students. The coffee shop was open three mornings per week for about 90 minutes, and drew 

its customers from the other programs in the building, such as ESL classes and other training 

programs. The third learning setting experienced by the students in the employment 

preparation program was an employment placement located in the community. (Greater 

details of each of the three settings will be presented in the next chapter.) This combined 

approach was unique and permitted an analysis of the students’ perceptions of learning and 

literacy as they were engaged in activities in each of the three settings.  

There were also reasons based on the conceptual framework of the study that this 

particular program was chosen. The underlying premise of situated learning is that human 

learning is social and occurs when the learner engages in the social practices of daily life. It 
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was important to find a program that helped students bring learning out of the classroom and 

into real-life situations. The employment preparation program had the coffee shop, in which 

students had an opportunity to develop skills in a controlled real-life setting, and the job 

placements, which were real-life settings. It was also important to choose a program that did 

not have structures, such as a prescribed curriculum, that could unduly suppress the social 

nature of learning. The program needed to be an environment that encouraged interaction and 

group learning as opposed to individualized instruction and independent learning in order to 

fully explore the sociocultural nature of learning and literacy.  

Finally, the site was also chosen for personal reasons. I have worked with the school 

board that runs the program for over ten years, and participated in the initial development of 

the employment preparation program. I knew the instructors and students in the program, and 

thought this would ease data collection. I also continued to work at the same site as the 

program during the study, and this choice, although not always easy, helped to strengthen the 

study. The day-to-day reality of program development informed my theoretical thinking and, 

in turn, theoretical ideas helped to move along the development of the employment 

preparation program and the general literacy program.      

The participants were drawn from the program according to one main criterion: they 

had to be currently participating—or had recently participated in—each of the three program 

settings. The reason behind the criterion was to ensure that the participants could discuss 

each of the settings in some detail. This kind of selection, although not thought about 

initially, also ensured that only the students who felt positively about the program 

participated in the study. The students who may not have shared this outlook would have 

expressed their dissatisfaction by refusing to participate in one of the three settings, and 
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would have left the program. Subsequently, the participants in the study are those who had 

positive experiences and felt the program met their needs.      

Although the eight student participants were enrolled in a unique literacy education 

program, they shared many of the same socioeconomic characteristics with students in other 

daytime literacy classes in large urban centres. The students attended the program during the 

day for 15 hours per week. Most were unemployed and received social assistance (general 

welfare, and disability), but wanted to find part-time or full-time employment. None of the 

students had attended a regular high school program in Canada, and all were learning literacy 

skills below a high school level. Some of the students were born in Canada and English was 

their native language; others were born in English-speaking countries and had later 

emigrated. The majority had immigrated to Canada from non-English speaking countries. 

These students were not considered to be English as a Second Language (ESL) students, and 

were often referred from ESL classes to the literacy program. For a non-native English 

speaker to participate in the class, they had to meet the following criteria: a proficient level of 

spoken English, an incomplete high school education in their native countries, and very little 

or no paid work experience in Canada and/or their native countries. There were also students 

enrolled in the program who had a developmental disability. Besides the eight student 

participants, each of the three program instructors also participated in the study. Biographies 

of the participants appear in the following chapter as part of the study’s findings.       

Access to the Site 

 I followed both informal and formal procedures to gain access to the program for 

research purposes. Informal procedures meant I had conversations with both managers and 

instructors to discuss the study and the roles of both the program and the people in it. During 
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these discussions, the instructors and managers were encouraged to give their opinions about 

the study and suggestions regarding data collection (which will be detailed later). Formalized 

procedures were then followed, but only after I had received verbal approval from the 

program manager and instructors whose classes I would be entering during the study. Formal 

site access approval consisted of an email correspondence with the principal of continuing 

education and written approval from the school board’s ethics committee (Appendix A ). 

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS  

Similar to site access, both procedural and personal ethical approvals were 

considered. First of all, procedural approval was gained from the school board’s ethics 

committee as referred to above, and the university’s ethics board (Appendix B ). As part of 

the university’s ethics procedures, and in keeping with the anonymity, confidentiality, 

respect, and rights of the participants, letters of consent were explained to and signed by each 

of the participants. Written consent was obtained from the students on two different 

occasions: for their participation in the observation sessions (Appendix C ), and for their 

participation in the individual and group interviews (Appendix D ). The students who 

participated in the observation session were not necessarily the same students who were 

interviewed. The letters for students followed plain language guidelines (Multiculturalism 

and Citizenship Canada, 1991). In addition, the letters were read aloud to the students. 

Formal consent was also obtained from each of the three instructors (Appendix E ). 

Accompanying these matters of procedure, I also considered how I would ‘be’ towards the 

participants, as Schwandt (2000) poses, particularly when addressing the issues of reciprocity 

and signing consent letters.    
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Consent Letters 

The presentation of the consent letters to the instructors and students raised 

interesting ethical considerations that impacted the relationships I had with both the students 

and instructors. Presentation of the consent letter to colleagues who I worked with as an 

instructor and administrator, and to the students who I had either taught in the past or 

assessed and counseled, signified a change in our relationships. For colleagues, the letter 

clarified that the study was transparently connected to my personal work as a student at a 

university, rather than my work as a program administrator. This was helpful because I did 

not want colleagues to perceive the research as an evaluation of their work, their classes, or 

their students. The letter confirmed that the research was not being conducted by and for the 

program; I was not directly accountable to the program manger, but to a university-based 

supervisor. The instructors also recognized that the letter was a procedural matter that was 

more of an obligatory bureaucratic requirement than a symbol of power and authority.  

 The consent letters played a different role with the students; a role that was perhaps 

more of a barrier than a clarification, as in the situation with the instructors. Informed 

consent is not a simple procedural activity and “requires analysis as much as what are 

routinely and easily considered as ‘data’ ” (Fine, Weis, Wessen & Wong, 2000, p. 113). The 

first letter altered the relationship of support, trust, and collegiality that existed between the 

students and me. I am under no misconception that I am seen as one of the students; I am 

fully aware that I am seen in a position of power, and in a vastly different socioeconomic 

group. But our occasional jokes and  conversations about shared events helped to connect us 

a little. The consent letter then seemed to distance us. Even more worrisome, was the 

perception that the letter suggested I mistrusted a simple verbal agreement. It signified that 

verbal consent between people who are familiar with each other was not adequate in this 
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situation. When the second letter was presented, instead of compounding their original 

perceptions, it may have served to alleviate and change their initial perceptions. The second 

letter was signed quickly by the students. In addition, they didn’t want me to read it to them 

and had no questions about it, unlike the first letter. With the second letter, they may have 

viewed it as yet another procedural matter. The issue of informed consent and the 

presentation of the consent form became more of an issue (mostly for me) than I had 

anticipated.  

Reciprocity 

As a researcher, I took from the participants: I took their actions, their words, and 

private thoughts, and re-presented them in a format that I now claim to be mine. What was 

appropriate to return to them? For some, the opportunity to participate in a study was novel 

and possibly considered worthwhile in its own right; I listened attentively to their opinions 

and gave voice to ideas that are rarely heard. I had considered paying the participants for 

their time, but this seemed inappropriate and could have caused offence. I knew all of the 

participants and saw them regularly. I had the feeling that they were willing to participate 

simply because I had asked, and because they wanted to help me. A financial transaction may 

have belittled their genuine willingness to offer assistance. True reciprocity in this case 

would be returning my time and myself because that is what I took. At the end of the study, I 

hosted a luncheon for all of the participants. In addition, I have begun developing a resource, 

based on the study’s findings and discussion, that instructors can use with their students to 

help them reflect on their learning, their goals, and the personal changes that they are striving 

to achieve.  
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DATA COLLECTION 

Six data sources were collected: field notes from class observations; individual 

interviews with the instructors; individual interviews with the students; a group interview 

with the students; documents such as curriculum guides, teaching materials and student 

writing; and my notes from a reflective journal. The data collection was “a recursive, 

interactive process” (Merriam, 2001, p. 134), in which one source influenced and led to other 

sources. For example, the observation checklist and field notes helped to shape interview 

questions, the individual interview data guided the group interview, and both of these data 

sources directed the document analysis. The reflective journal was not only used to organize 

thoughts, reflect on the process, and examine assumptions, but it was also a way to organize, 

capture, and process my own experiences related to the research questions.  

Observation 

 During six 90-minute observation sessions in the classroom and coffee shop I focused 

on the observable elements of situated learning as described by Stein (1998). I looked and 

listened for the following: the ways in which students’ and instructors’ knowledge and 

experiences influenced learning; the physical setting, including the tools and activities; the 

community of people engaging in literacy, learning and work practices; and the ways in 

which these people engaged in literacy, learning and work practices (Appendix F ). I took on 

the role of observer as participant, based on Merriam. This meant that my role as researcher 

was known to the students and instructors, and I participated in the group on occasion but 

this role was secondary. While in the classroom and coffee shop, I was sometimes asked to 

help with an activity or I sometimes talked to students while they were engaged in an activity 

in order to understand what they were doing and why. After observing for short periods or 
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witnessing an interaction that I wanted to capture in detail, I would slip quietly into a small 

office or into the hallway in order to write field notes. I would then return to the coffee shop 

or classroom and continue the observation session. I purposely avoided writing notes in front 

of the students and instructors in order not to create discomfort and unease. The observation 

notes were key to creating a detailed description of the physical settings, in addition to the 

interactions and activities in the settings that formed four vignettes in the next chapter.     

 Initially, I thought I would be able to observe students in their job placements but this 

proved to be unrealistic. Students were very nervous about being observed and having me 

enter their job placement settings. The instructor who visited the students at their placements 

also felt my observation would not be easily facilitated: she expressed concern about getting 

permission for me to go into placements sites, and worried that the sites may think they were 

part of the study. For these reasons, I decided not to accompany students to their placement 

sites, but instead asked them to describe their work at their placements during the individual 

interview sessions.   

Student Interviews 

The same students who were observed in the coffee shop and classroom were also 

interviewed. In addition, each of the three program instructors was interviewed. The elements 

of situated learning were used to design the interview questions (Appendix G ) and the 

questions focused more on the unseen elements of learning, such as motivations, personal 

learning values and goals, ideal learning conditions, and the impacts of learning in their lives. 

I also asked students to describe what they did and who they worked with on their job 

placements, in order to make up for not observing this setting.  
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During the interviews, it was equally important to not only focus on the whats of the 

interview process, but to also focus on the hows of the process, which included paying 

attention to the interview context, body language of the participants, and possible silences 

(Fontana & Frey, 2000).  After each of the recorded 45 minute to one-hour sessions, I 

transcribed all of the tapes. Then, after reading through the transcriptions, I wrote a narrative 

of the interview to capture the essential elements of the conversations. The narratives focused 

on the key ideas expressed in the interviews and included extensive quotations from the 

transcripts. The narratives were then returned to all of the participants (and read if desired to 

the students) as part of a member-checking process. 

I was aware of my position of power with the students, and came to the conclusion 

that there was very little I could do to close the gap between who I was (program instructor, 

white, middle-class, educated), and who they were (multi-ethnic, visible minority, social 

assistance dependent, and disabled). We had very different life experiences that could not 

and should not be disregarded, and I was in a position of power that could not be ignored. All 

I could do was listen to their stories with all of my mental, physical, and emotional attention. 

This meant I had to listen with an open heart. This was not simply a matter of being 

respectful nor passing judgment in an attempt to mentally understand; but it was more about 

opening the self up to their described experiences. It was about feeling their words and not 

just thinking about them. 

Instructor Interviews 

The instructors were asked very similar questions as the students about the settings 

and the overall program (Appendix H ). It was the instructor interviews—which turned out to 

be a group interview with individual email follow-up—that were most influenced by my 
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beliefs, my role as researcher, and my background. I was constantly aware of my dual roles 

as program administrator and researcher, and these roles changed in different situations. 

Stake (1995) suggested that one role may work better for certain people and certain 

situations. At times, I found myself being the researcher when it was important not to be the 

program administrator in order to distance myself from the program and my perceived 

leadership role in the program. For example, when asked about the research, I would talk 

about ideas around literacy and learning and how I saw these fitting into and shaping the 

program, as opposed to the opinions of instructors and students and how these might 

influence the program. I also postponed staff evaluations, initiated by the program’s 

managers, which were to be implemented during the data collection phase. This was done so 

my research would not be confused with my role as a program administrator. Another role I 

slipped into was that of graduate student when it was important to shift power imbalances 

that were weighted towards me in my roles as researcher and as program administrator. For 

example, I changed the structure of the instructor interviews. Instead of having individual 

interviews, I asked them to establish the interview format. After a casual discussion during 

coffee break, the instructors decided that they would prefer to participate in a group interview 

with individual email follow-up. After an hour-long group interview with the three 

instructors, I transcribed their data then wrote narratives with key quotations. These 

narratives were sent back to each instructor in an email attachment. Within the narrative, I 

posed questions to individual instructors to get more detailed information, clarifications, and 

elaborations on various points. They then returned the attachment with their responses. This 

procedure worked very well, and I would repeat it in similar circumstances. It shifted the 

balance of power in the interview session; it permitted instructors to build on each other’s 
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ideas; yet, it also allowed for individual reflection and feedback in the follow-up email 

exchange. 

Group Interview 

After the individual student interviews, seven of the eight students participated in a 

group interview. One student was absent from school the day of the interview. The group 

interview, along with all other interviews, including the instructor’s group interview, were 

conducted in a private office in the school that hosted the program. This was a convenient 

and neutral site that was not used as part of the program’s regular activities. Before beginning 

the interview, the students had read their narratives from their individual interviews. The 

group interview was an opportunity to bring the students together in order to share their 

views about issues that emerged from both the individual interviews and previous 

observation sessions. The group interview also helped to shift the balance of power towards 

the students and away from me. In a one-on-one interview, power is shifted towards the 

interviewer, but in a group, in which the interviewer is outnumbered, power can be more 

evenly distributed. This power shift helped to “foster free expression of ideas, encouraging 

the members of the group to speak up” (Frey & Fontana, 1993 cited in Madriz, 2000, p. 838).  

As with the other interviews, the group interview was transcribed, but a narrative was 

not done. My reason for doing narratives in the individual interviews did not align with the 

group interview. In the individual interviews, the narratives were completed for two reasons: 

to allow a more readable document to be given to students and instructors for member-

checking; and to begin to reduce data and focus on key issues. The group interview was not 

reviewed by the participating students, and it was used, not to illuminate new issues, but to 
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build on previous data sources, such as the observations and individual interviews. For these 

reasons, I felt a narrative was not useful.  

Document Analysis 

Documents that included planning and curriculum guides, teaching materials and 

student work were analyzed for two reasons: to complement the words of the instructors and 

students, and to assess how they could be used within a sociocultural learning environment. 

The following questions were used to guide analysis: How are the documents and materials 

connected to the students’ daily experiences? How do they reflect the situations, values, and 

beliefs of the students and teachers? How do the materials shape interactions? And, how do 

the students and instructors use the documents? As I went through the collected documents, I 

made notes to answer the three guiding questions. These notes were then used to shape the 

findings.  

Reflective Journal 

 I kept a journal throughout the study. It was used to reflect on theoretical issues, 

ethical issues, issues of interpretation and analysis, and practical considerations. The journal 

also provided a source of data as I analysed my own experiences as a literacy educator in 

relation to the research questions. Below is a sample journal entry that was written during the 

data collection phase of the study: 

Today I went into the class to explain the research and ask students for their 

permission to observe them. I had been thinking about how to simplify my 

explanations of the research process and reduced the ideas to the following points 

that I quickly scribbled on a piece of paper: I will join your class to learn about 

what you do in the program; I will talk to you and ask a lot of questions about 

what you are learning; and I will talk to your teachers about you and ask them 

questions about how they help you learn. This helped me to work out the 
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essential elements of the research questions, which are really based on the 5W’s. 

What are you learning in the program, in this activity, in this class, etc.? How are 

you learning this? Who is helping you? Why is this important to you? What does 

it mean for you? Now I need to ensure that these kinds of questions fit my 

theoretical framework. I knew I had to simplify my questions, and for this initial 

discussion with the students, I thought I would ask questions based more on my 

instinctual ideas of what I’m doing rather than the theory. I must now ensure they 

match and make sure that I can filter my theoretically developed questions 

through my instinctual interpretations.    

 

DATA MANAGEMENT AND ANALYSIS 

Field notes, digital pictures of the physical settings (not the people), transcriptions 

and accompanying narratives, documents, and my journal comprised the data. Once the data 

were in paper form, it was sorted into labeled folders according to source (student interviews, 

instructor interview and follow-up, documents, observation, and journal) and stored in a 

cabinet in my home. It was important not to leave any of the data in my office, the site of the 

study, in order to maintain privacy and to serve as another reminder that this data were not 

part of the program. Pseudonyms were used in all of the data and real names were covered if 

they appeared on the student’s documents. There were approximately 200 pages of student 

transcripts and narratives, 100 pages of instructors’ transcripts, narratives, and follow-up 

comments, 10 pages of document notes, 40 pages of observation notes and collected 

documents, and 60 pages in a journal. The tapes totaled approximately nine hours of recorded 

conversation. 

 Most of the data were collected before doing any formal analysis, although ongoing 

informal analysis began the first day in the field, and continued until the final draft of the 
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thesis was complete. Bogdan and Bilken (1992) recognize that novice researchers may not be 

able to engage in concurrent data analysis and data collection to the extent that data are fully 

analysed by the time data collection is finished. Instead, first-time researchers should 

“borrow strategies from the analysis-in-the-field mode, but leave more formal analysis until 

most of the data are in” (p. 154). This was the approach taken in this study. Data were 

reflected upon and informally analysed during data collection in my journal, but formal 

analysis didn’t begin until all interviews were complete. This may have been a necessary 

approach considering my lack of experience as a researcher, but it was not an ideal approach. 

During the formal analysis, I wished I could have returned to the participants to ask for 

clarifications or elaborations on insights revealed during this process.    

 Once formal analysis began, I followed Creswell’s (1998) stages: reading and note-

taking, describing, classifying, interpreting, and representing or visualizing the data. I read 

through all the narratives, the original transcripts, and field notes. As I read, I tried to capture 

the particular words or phrases that could signify commonalities. I used a pre-assigned 

coding system (Bogdan & Bilken, 1992) based on the four elements of situated learning: 

content, context, community of practice, and participation. The pages of data were cut and 

placed in piles according to the four elements. Data were then read through several times and 

reassigned until the four elements could be represented in a discrete manner. At times, this 

seemed to be a very artificial task because the elements often overlapped, and I was forced to 

capture the people, activities, and relationships in a categorical and unnatural way. Once four 

discrete data piles were developed, I began writing the analysis and continued to interpret 

and analyse the data as I wrote the findings chapter of the thesis.  
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TRUSTWORTHINESS  

The key to establishing the trustworthiness of this study was the presentation of thick 

descriptions that were triangulated, and underwent a process of member-checking. The thick 

descriptions ensured that the findings were “transferable between the researcher and those 

being studied” (Creswell, 1998, p. 197). I would also add that it ensured transferability 

between the researcher and the reader. Based on the description, can the reader see what I 

have seen? In addition to the notion of transferability, trustworthiness includes credibility, 

dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985 in Creswell). The credibility of 

the findings was established through the triangulation of the six data sources. This was done 

when the resulting data from the six sources were compiled and coded. At this point, data 

that didn’t contribute to the pre-assigned codes, and didn’t create a new category that fit into 

the parameters of the study, were set aside. The data that were not included dealt with student 

requests and my role as a program administrator, and were not related to the study. 

Triangulation helped to clarify meanings from multiple perspectives, verified the 

repeatability of an observation or process, and identified different ways that the phenomenon 

or process can be seen (Stake, 2000). Emerging issues or themes from one data source were 

confirmed with other data sources. The dependability and confirmability of the data were 

established through a member-checking process, in which students and instructors read 

narratives of their interviews.  
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Chapter Four - Findings and Interpretation 

The intent of this study was to examine an employment preparation and literacy 

program using ideas of situated learning and literacy in order to explore the dynamics of 

literacy and learning within the three distinct settings of the program. Guiding the exploration 

were the following questions: What does literacy and learning look like in each of the three 

settings? a) What is the material and knowledge content in each of the settings? b) What are 

the physical and non-physical aspects of the settings that shape the context for literacy and 

learning? c) Who are the people and what are the activities that comprise the literacy and 

learning community of practice in each setting? d) And, how do people participate with each 

other and the activities in each setting? To answer these questions, an in-depth picture of 

each of the three settings, guided by the four elements of situated learning—content, context, 

community of practice, and participation—are presented in this chapter. The backbone of the 

chapter is the sections that describe each of the program’s settings: the classroom, the coffee 

shop, and the job placements. Within the three major sections are sub-sections that will 

explore the ways in which content, context, community of practice and participation shape 

literacy and learning. Following each of the three primary sections is a summary and 

introductory interpretation of the dynamics that shape literacy and learning within each 

setting.  

Before beginning the in-depth descriptions of the three settings, the students who 

participated in the study will be introduced through individual profiles. These are followed 

by a brief history of the development of the employment preparation program. An 

understanding of the students’ educational and employment background, coupled with a brief 

description of the program, builds a basis from which to connect a situated learning analysis 
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of the program. The past experiences of the students deepen the analysis of the findings. In 

addition, it is important to trace the employment preparation program’s transition from a 

traditional skills-based literacy education program to a program that incorporates hands-on 

learning related to employment in order to provide a basis of understanding from which to 

further develop issues for discussion in the final chapter.  

A. Student Profiles 

The following profiles focus on how the past educational and employment 

experiences of the eight student participants have shaped their goals, motivations to attend 

the program, and expectations of the program. A brief demographic description of each 

student will also be included. During the student interviews, when most of the profile 

information was collected, it became apparent that similar stories (by no means were these 

the same stories) were being told by the students who were newest to the program (Hannah, 

Marion and Maritza), the students who had been in literacy programs for four years or more 

(Nadine, Stacey and Rouda) and the students with a mild developmental disability (Tom and 

Martha). Subsequently, the similar stories have been presented together to better understand 

both the shared and distinct experiences of the students.  

NEW STUDENTS TO THE PROGRAM 

Hannah 

Hannah was 38 years old at the time of the study and the mother of three children. 

She is separated from her husband and depends on social assistance. She came to Canada in 

1990 from Somalia and is now a Canadian Citizen. When she first arrived in Canada she 
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attended ESL classes, then stopped when she became pregnant with her third child. While 

growing up in Somalia, she attended school regularly and even finished her high school 

education, which is not usual for the majority students in the program. Most students in the 

employment preparation program have incomplete or modified (special education) formal 

education backgrounds. 

Hannah is a gentle and deeply spiritual woman who has an innate ability to deal with 

daily struggles, anxieties, and tensions that can often become overwhelming for people. She 

is able to step back from these day-to-day stressors without appearing distant or arrogant, and 

can then quickly assess the intentions of people and the dynamics of a situation. She is very 

connected to the world around her, and views her world with clarity and honesty.  

During our interview, Hannah shared many fond memories of her father who helped 

her regularly and spent precious time with her as a child. She said her father was unique 

because he encouraged her to do well in school just as much as he encouraged her brothers. 

She recalled that he walked her to school the first day she attended at the age of six. He also 

taught her to write her name, which she proudly did on her first day of school. He taught her 

to add and subtract, and then created tests to help her practice these skills. Hannah described 

how her father was also involved in her education in a less direct but equally influential way. 

“I learned from my father,” she said. “Always he was reading, to show us how to read, [and] 

to encourage us to read. So I always became one like that. I like reading.” 

 Hannah not only learned reading, writing and math skills from her father but she also 

learned a way to model reading behaviours and methods to encourage her own children’s 

reading habits. As a single mother, she has sole responsibility for the education of her 

children and it is a parenting task that she has embraced. “I always encourage them. I take 
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them [to the] library and stuff like that. We go to the library every Saturday. In spare time, 

when they finish their homework, we all read because I always like to show them I am 

reading something.”  

 Hannah described in detail the “quiet time” routine she has established with her three 

children. 

We open the book. Quiet time. My little son we colour or something like that. 

Always we have quiet time for reading—everybody. At night, I read a story for 

them before bedtime. My son, four years old, he has some books, Barney or 

something like that. Every night when he go[es] to bed, he takes his books and 

then I read for him, but the others, they read by themselves.  

 

 Hannah left Somalia immediately after high school and lived in Italy with a friend of 

her family’s who helped her find a job as a caregiver with an Italian family. This was 

Hannah’s only paid work experience. She considered returning to school once her oldest 

child was old enough to attend daycare. She initially attempted to register in an ESL class, 

thinking this was the only way available to continue her education. The ESL assessors then 

referred her to the employment preparation program based on the length of time she had been 

in Canada, her high oral language abilities, and her desire to find part-time work.  

Marion 

Marion was much more reticent than Hannah during her interview and did not share 

any recollections of her childhood education in Somalia. She did say she had to leave school 

at the age of 12 when civil war forced the closure of her school. She and her husband 

immigrated to Canada in 1995 and both of their children were born after their arrival. She 
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also attended ESL classes when she first arrived in Ottawa. Similar to Hannah, she stopped 

attending when her youngest child was born.  

Marion is very shy and soft-spoken. She gave only brief responses to the interview 

questions and never provided more information or details to help illustrate a point. Despite 

her reluctance to talk at any length, it is apparent that she is very thoughtful and has a strong 

desire to learn. It was her husband who encouraged her to return to school. He seems to value 

education, based on Marion’s description of his encouragement and willingness to share 

childcare responsibilities. Marion explained how he helps her at home with her English 

reading and writing. He has also taught her to use their home computer and navigate the 

Internet. She and her husband do not rely on social assistance and do not have subsidized 

daycare for their children. In order to accommodate Marion’s return to school, her husband 

cared for their children in the morning while Marion attended the employment preparation 

program. He then went to work each afternoon and evening while Marion stayed home with 

their children. Marion, like Hannah, has never had paid work in Canada. In addition, she 

never worked outside the home before coming to Canada.  

When Marion first entered the employment preparation program, after also being 

referred from the ESL program, she said she wanted to overcome her shyness and to learn 

what to say to people in different situations. Although she had a high level of oral language 

skills, she felt her shyness prevented her from expressing herself and fitting into the 

community. She was also motivated to find part-time work in order to supplement her 

husband’s income. 
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Maritza 

Maritza is a single mother of two sons who were 10 and 19 at the time of the study. 

She relies on social assistance and the small amount of money her oldest son makes at a part-

time job. Maritza had completed nine years of education before leaving El Salvador in 1988 

and coming to Canada. When she arrived in Ottawa she went to work immediately and never 

attended ESL classes. Maritza said she learned to speak English in the community and at 

work. Her sister-in-law also helped her with more practical matters, such as taking the bus, 

opening a bank account, writing cheques, and paying bills.  

Maritza spoke in a rapid-fire, almost frenetic manner, and didn’t appear to be 

listening to others during the group interview. She waited for opportunities to speak only to 

tell a story about her situation, but she never commented or added to the words of another 

student. Near the end of the group interview, a couple of students began to show their 

impatience with her lengthy, self-focused comments.  

 Maritza vividly recalled her past education experiences in El Salvador. She talked 

about the pride her mother felt when she received an award for Spanish dictation. Maritza 

said her mother was so proud of her accomplishment at school that she cried. Her memory of 

this occasion is pierced by the poverty her family endured. 

My mother, she was crying. She was very, very poor, my mother. This day I no 

have a pencil and I say to my friend, ‘Can I borrow your pencil?’ And then my 

mother was crying. She said, ‘Oh, you got a certificate.’ Oh I loved to stay in the 

school when I was young. 

Maritza had to leave school soon after she received the certificate in order to work and help 

support her family. School was an added expense that her family simply couldn’t bare. 

Although Maritza never said she complained about leaving school early, she wished 
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circumstances could have allowed her to continue. She is now working to ensure that her 

youngest son, Juan, learns to recognize the value of education. To do this, she is directly 

involved in his school. In addition, Maritza and her 10-year-old son visit the library 

regularly.     

Maritza, unlike Hannah and Marion, has been working since she left school at the age 

of 14 and continued to work full-time as soon as she came to Canada. She has held a variety 

of jobs that have included work as sewer in a factory, an attendant in a dry cleaner’s, and a 

hotel housekeeper. Her work history has also included periods of unemployment. She was 

laid off from her job as a sewer when the lingerie company that she worked for shut down; 

she had to leave her job at the dry cleaner’s when she experienced an allergic reaction to the 

chemicals; and she left her most recent job as a hotel housekeeper when her social assistance 

benefits were threatened. While on assistance, she was able to top up her income with her 

wages but then ran into problems if she earned too much money. She explained the 

predicament she was in while working at the hotel. 

My day off, Monday, my boss call me. He say, ‘Maritza, come. I give you some 

rooms because someone is sick.’ I go there. I want to get more money but no, no, 

no if I got more money, more cuts. But I did it because my social worker say, 

‘Work Maritza?’ Yes, yes, yes. I explain to her everything. Too much problem. 

After the welfare, I went to my boss and say he [must] give me lay off because 

[of] my medication. 

Maritza explained that she needed to retain her benefits in order to continue to receive 

drug coverage, but she also wanted to earn more money. As soon as she earned more than an 

allotted amount of money to supplement her monthly social assistance payments, she began 

to see decreases in her cheques. A year before participating in this study, she lost her 

benefits, including her drug coverage and subsidized apartment, and lived in a shelter for one 
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year. Eventually, she secured a subsidized home, resumed her social assistance benefits and 

had her drug costs covered. Now, after her rent is paid, she has only $200 a month to pay 

bills, buy clothes, food, and other essentials for her and her two sons.   

Maritza needed to wait until her home life was predictable and her son was secure in 

his new school before she felt ready to pursue her own education. When she first came to 

register in the program, she wasn’t sure what was available and said she simply wanted to go 

to school to learn to read and write better. During her intake interview, she then added that 

she wanted to attend the program to find a job other than cleaning, a job that required a skill, 

such as using a cash register. 

When Marion, Hannah and Maritza Entered the Program  
 Each of the three students experienced different levels of confusion when they first 

entered the employment preparation program. Although the program was explained to all 

three and they could choose to enter it or one of the other programs offered by the school 

board, each one expressed surprise when they found themselves in the coffee shop. Hannah 

recalled her first day in the program. 

The first day I started [I was in] the class, and the next day I went to the kitchen. 

It was my first day to cook. When you explained to me the program, I didn’t 

know exactly what we are doing…I was a little nervous because I was not 

expecting the kitchen. I didn’t know exactly what we are doing here.  

Marion also remembered feeling confused. She thought the program was at a higher 

level than she was able to achieve. “I think it’s like university or something,” she said. She 

was aware of the kitchen setting but didn’t think the program was for her. Both Marion and 

Hannah withheld their initial feelings and participated fully in the program. Hannah said, “I 
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wait and then when we finish I understand. Also, my first day I start the cash…the first 10-15 

minutes I was a little nervous, but after I became normal.”  

Maritza’s transition was not so simple and it turned out that the program was not the 

right fit for her. It was only during her interview for this study that Maritza revealed her 

primary reason for returning to school was not to find part-time work, as she had initially 

stated, but to help her son who was in danger of failing Grade 4.  

I can’t write too much. Sometimes, well every night, I have to help my son for 

homework so it’s a big problem. Sometimes I don’t understand [and] he don’t 

understand. The problem is he don’t do the homework. He have to go to the 

school, go to the teacher [and] explain everything. Oh my goodness, it’s a big 

problem I have. I explain to [the teacher] I go to school, this one, because 

sometimes I need to write the letter for the teacher or something, but I can’t.  

 Her son’s teacher suggested she arrange private tutoring to help Juan pass the fourth 

grade. Maritza explained this nervously and repeated the phrase, “You have to pay.” Another 

reason that she wanted to improve her writing was to be able to write letters to her son’s 

teacher when he didn’t complete his homework. The teacher requested this method of 

communication instead of a phone call, which Maritza used to do with other teachers. She 

explained that she is not able to write a letter on her own. To solve this problem, she and 

Juan work together. Juan writes a first draft of the letter for Maritza. She then checks the 

words using her English-Spanish dictionary, makes corrections, copies the letter, and finally 

signs it. She was visibly relieved when I began to recognize the full impact of her problems 

with Juan and his teacher.  

You see? Now you see the problem. The problem is because sometimes my son 

put ‘m’ and ‘b’, he not put ‘n’ and ‘p’. And me, I can’t do too much. [The 

teacher] told me, ‘Juan, if he continue down, he can’t go to Grade 5.’ He can’t. 

He can’t. Oh my goodness. They explain not too much, but I try. I try.    
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STUDENTS PREVIOUSLY ENROLLED IN LITERACY PROGRAMS 

Nadine 

Nadine is a single, 27 year old woman who lived with her sister and helped to care for 

her niece and nephew at the time of the study. She was only 18 when she immigrated to 

Canada from Jamaica. While growing up in Jamaica, she had attended school sporadically 

until the age of 12. Her only paid employment was in Canada working for a few months as 

an office cleaner. A few years after her arrival in Canada she enrolled in a general literacy 

program at the school board. After attending the program for three years and making steady 

improvements, she was forced to leave when her sister needed her to care for her children. In 

addition to babysitting her niece and nephew while her sister worked, Nadine also cared for 

her grandmother. Although she left the program unwillingly, she had achieved a level of 

reading that allowed her to read picture books to her niece and nephew. While she was away 

from the program, she said she used her newly acquired reading ability regularly.  

Nadine is painfully shy and before participating in the study, rarely spoke more than 

one or two words at a time. She often only smiled nervously in response to a question. She is 

also a very gentle and caring person who was placed in the role of family caregiver. She 

never complained about this role but told Carrie, one of the program’s instructors, that she 

had recently applied for a subsidized apartment so she could begin to build a life of her own. 

During the interviews for this study, Nadine began to show a side of herself that her 

instructors had rarely seen. She answered questions in a careful and thoughtful manner, and 

even gave advice to other students in the group interview regarding the need to use literacy at 

home and not just in the classroom. 
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Nadine’s main motivation for participating in the employment preparation program 

was to learn new skills and gain work experience so she wouldn’t have to return to cleaning 

jobs. “I don’t want to do that anymore. I want to try something else. That’s what I know 

alone so I want to go do different things, get more experience.” Besides wanting to gain 

employment experience, Nadine also wanted to continue to improve her literacy ability.  

You need to learn to read because I [don’t] want to go out there and see things I 

can’t read. I don’t want to be embarrassed. For most of the jobs you have to learn 

to read too, and you need to spell. If they give you things to do, you have to 

learn. 

Nadine also discussed the kinds of literacy skills, tasks, and practices that she wanted to learn 

to do: “I can say the word but I just can’t spell it. I want to write, to fill out forms, how to 

look for a job. When I go to the supermarket, I want to make a list for the things I buy there.”  

Ideally, she would like to work part-time and continue to attend the literacy program. “It’s 

important to get a job too. But I want a job in the afternoon and I go to school in the 

morning.” A couple of years after leaving the general literacy program, Nadine returned, was 

told about the newly established employment preparation program, and decided to register. 

Stacey 

Stacey is a single mom with an older teenage daughter. She came to Canada in 1979 

when she was 24, after living in a refugee camp on the Thai Cambodian border. While 

growing up in Cambodia, she had never attended school. Her literacy struggles are further 

compounded by her ethnicity and first language. Although raised in Cambodia, she is 

ethnically Thai, which is also her first language. She explained that she does not have literacy 

skills in either Thai or Khmer, a Cambodian language. The only language she has learned to 

read and write is English, her fourth language (she also speaks Vietnamese). 
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Stacey is a petite woman with a very pleasant round face and sparkling brown eyes. 

She giggles easily and often, and appears to be an easy-going and happy person. But her 

frequent laughter hides a tension and anxiety that bubbles beneath the surface. This tension 

has been known to well up and has been directed at meeker students when Stacey becomes 

impatient and feels the need to assert her control in a situation.   

Stacey, like Nadine, didn’t talk about childhood education experiences, but instead 

focused on her experiences as an adult. Also like Nadine, Stacey had attended the general 

literacy program for a few years before enrolling in the employment preparation program. 

She compared the two programs and said she missed doing some of the literacy skill 

activities she used to do in the general literacy program.  

I miss, like Nadine said, to write letter, computer and comma…the end and dot. I 

miss that. I want to learn that again you know. Now we don’t have much, like 

writing and reading. We don’t have much now. I need that very much. But now 

we have coffee shop. We don’t learn much English. 

She readily agreed with Nadine’s suggestion that it would be an ideal situation to work part-

time and continue to attend the literacy program part-time. 

 Stacey had held a few different jobs in the past 20 years, but none of these lasted 

more than three years. She has had to depend on social assistance most of the time. She had 

worked for a cleaning company, at a small grocery store in Chinatown, and in a hotel laundry 

facility. She worked for cash at the grocery store and said the experience was “more like 

hell.”  

They treat me like, they use too much. No lunch. No break. Just tell you to do 

something. Just do it. You do one job…you not done yet and they just tell you, 

‘Pick up that bag of rice to bring to the customer.’ Big bag of rice and I cannot do 

it, you know. I do it slow. Sometimes he told me to go and pick up the order food 
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at the restaurant and I waiting and they not done yet. Then I come back and I do 

the same job, and they say, ‘Why you do this all day. Why you do so long?’ You 

feel like, oh this job, I don’t need it. It was cash, you know, $5.00 an hour. 

Criminal people work like [that]—no lunch, no break. 

It was work and literacy experiences like Stacey’s that the employment preparation program 

hoped to address, although when the program began she was no longer enrolled. She was 

called by the program to register, but waited another year to actually enroll. 

Rouda 

Rouda is a recently divorced single mother of six children. Before her divorce she had 

been separated for a number of years and had been raising the children on her own. She was 

36 years old during the study, and had immigrated to Canada from Somalia in 1992. She 

became a Canadian Citizen, and like Marion and Hannah, had attended ESL classes when she 

first arrived in Canada but quit after a few months to care for her children. Rouda went to 

school until she was 10 years old in her native Somalia, but was forced to leave due to the 

civil conflict. After her youngest child was in daycare, Rouda returned to school and 

registered in the general literacy program. The ESL program was no longer suitable for her 

because she had gained strong oral abilities after six years in Canada. Like Stacey and 

Nadine, Rouda didn’t talk about past educational experiences. Even in her adult years, no one 

encouraged her to attend school. In fact, she was discouraged by her former husband who 

thought she should be at home with their children full-time.  

Rouda’s only paid work experience was occasional employment in childcare 

facilities. But without recognized credentials, she could obtain only part-time or occasional 

work. Her reason for entering the employment preparation program was to obtain a job 

placement in one of the school board’s childcare sites. She explained that she also wanted to 
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find a job in order to be a positive role model for her children. She said she didn’t want her 

children to see her at home everyday and not working. 

If the mother sit at home, not doing anything, you know, she don’t care about 

nothing, about work. So the children, they don’t focus on nothing at all. They 

think it is the same, like normal, when mommy she is sitting so she is not doing 

nothing. When they grow up, maybe they take bad example for you. Children, 

they learn from you, but if you’re very, very careful, your children take good 

example of you and also you get respect even. 

Rouda is an honest, direct and sometimes outspoken woman who talks and acts as if 

she doesn’t care what people think of her, but can be very hurt by the criticism of others. 

Although she is Somali and Muslim, she has chosen not to wear the traditional hijab or head 

scarf. This choice once made her the focus of comment and rebuke when she was in the 

general literacy program. She continued not to wear a hijab but was visibly hurt and upset by 

the comments of her Somali classmates. 

STUDENTS WITH MILD DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES 

Tom 

Tom was 33 years old during the study. He has a mild developmental disability and 

lives at home with his parents. He also receives a monthly disability pension. He is a very 

easy-going and handsome man who readily smiles and is always offering to help others. In 

the past, his parents have been very protective of him and he has had to struggle to become 

more independent, to travel on buses alone, to visit friends, and to attend school alone. His 

two sisters have supported him with his gradual but steady progress towards a life that he 

alone controls. 
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After completing his education in classes and schools for students with 

developmental disabilities at the age of 21, Tom worked part-time in a grocery store as a 

packer. He got the job after completing a placement organized by his school. Tom worked 

for five years and would have continued working, but lost his job when the grocery store 

eliminated the packers’ positions. Tom then returned to a school setting and the literacy 

program for adults with a developmental disability. Although he said he would have 

preferred to find another job, Tom willingly participated in the school program. He said his 

goal was to find a full-time job in a grocery store. 

Tom said he was excited when an instructor in the literacy program for 

developmentally delayed adults suggested he transfer to the employment preparation 

program. He wanted to do this because it would bring him closer to his goal of finding a job. 

He also wanted to take on new challenges; he said he was feeling bored in the literacy 

program. Tom proudly explained that he was the first student from the literacy program for 

developmentally delayed adults to make the transition into the employment preparation 

program.  

Martha 

Martha, who was 46 during the study, shared many of the same educational 

experiences as Tom. She also attended schools and classes for students with developmental 

disabilities, participated in placements, and even worked for a period of time after 

completing a placement. She too returned to an adult literacy program for students with 

developmental disabilities when she was no longer working. Her personal life, on the other 

hand, is vastly different than Tom’s. She lives on her own and had been raising her son by 

herself. Although she received support from a social worker and one of her sisters, she was 
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the primary caregiver for her son. The responsibilities became overwhelming as her son grew 

older, and when he was 12 he was placed in foster care. Martha continues to visit him 

regularly and proudly showed his picture, but became very emotional when talking about 

him. 

 Martha once worked at a school for disabled children. While at the school, she helped 

feed the children during lunch and snack times. She worked each day and was paid $10.00. 

She said she quit this job when she witnessed a teaching assistant hitting one of the children. 

She had requested that the assistant be fired but when this didn’t happen she felt too 

frustrated and upset to continue working at the school. She has also been employed in 

positions that were created specifically for adults with developmental disabilities, such as 

working in a sheltered workshop and watering plants in government buildings. Her goal is to 

find a job in a childcare setting with children who may or may not have disabilities. 

Martha was in the literacy program for adults with a developmental disability when 

she saw Tom transfer to the employment preparation program. She was motivated by his 

transition into the program and one year later asked if she too could try the program.  

PROFILE SUMMARY 

The profiles illuminate a key issue that needs to be highlighted before examining the 

program because of its impact on both the students and the extent to which the employment 

preparation program can affect any real change in their lives. A socioeconomic reality that all 

but one of the eight students face is their struggle to obtain employment that will allow them 

to support themselves. They all want to find work, but without credentials or work 

experience, with minimal levels of literacy and formal education, with children and childcare 

challenges, and with visible minority status and disabilities, they face multiple challenges and 
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barriers, and are unlikely to be able to support themselves through employment. The only 

jobs they will likely be able to obtain are low-wage service industry jobs that have no 

security, no benefits, and little status. 

Only Marion, who is married and living with her husband, does not depend on some 

form of social assistance; Rouda, Stacey, Maritza, and Hannah are single mothers and receive 

general welfare; Martha and Tom have a developmental disability and receive a disability 

pension; and Nadine, who is single, also receives general welfare. It is the single mothers 

along with Tom and Martha whose employment goals must be carefully considered and 

weighed against their current incomes. Rouda wants nothing more than to find full-time 

employment in order to not be dependent on welfare, but she has six children to support, 

lives in a subsidized home, does not have to pay the full cost of prescription drugs, has access 

to subsidized daycare, and receives minimal dental benefits. The likelihood of finding a job 

without credentials, and recognized training that could cover her monthly expenses, is poor. 

Even full-time work at one of the school board’s childcare centres would not be enough to 

independently support her and her family. Only Nadine, who is single, could possibly hope to 

earn enough from full-time employment to support herself. She is also on a waiting list to 

live in a subsidized apartment, and would have to measure potential income with the value of 

assistance that she received.  

Both Tom and Martha would prefer to work full-time, but they too are in a position in 

which full-time employment could jeopardize their ability to support themselves. Tom 

continues to live with his family, and can depend on them for support, but Martha lives on 

her own. If she found full-time work, she would see decreases in her disability pension, 

which could be withdrawn if she continued to work. Then, if she lost her job, she would have 
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to reapply for a disability pension, a cumbersome bureaucratic process that could take time 

and leave her without any income. Employment income could also jeopardize the support of 

a social worker that Martha is eligible to receive as long as she receives disability payments.  

Each of the students will have to weigh any potential employment income with the 

value of the social assistance benefits that they receive. Carrie, one of the program’s 

instructors, explained her role in this area, “We can’t have them trade a dollar for four 

quarters and think they are further ahead.” The students will have to carefully calculate the 

value of the benefits they receive and how much they would have to earn in order to maintain 

what little they do have. Carrie emphasized the importance of ensuring students didn’t get 

into situations in which they jeopardized the well-being of themselves and their families. 

“The ideal situation,” she said, “is to help the students find part-time employment so they can 

maintain their benefits and supplement their income.”  The socioeconomic conditions 

highlighted in the profiles will be discussed in relation to the program findings in greater 

detail in the next chapter. 

 From Academic Upgrading to Employment Preparation 

It was students like Nadine, Stacey and Rouda that the employment preparation 

program wanted to focus on when it was first developed. They, and many other students with 

similar educational and employment experiences, had been in the general literacy program 

year after year with little progress in literacy skills. For students whose first language was not 

English and/or whose formal education level was less than Grade 8, progress in English 

literacy skills seemed to stall at the LBS 2 level (equivalent to approximately a Grade 2-4 

reading and writing level). With such low literacy skills, they were not able to access many 
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existing job training programs and would most likely never gain a level of literacy that was 

high enough to enter adult high school credit programs.  

Besides meeting the needs of students, other factors combined to spur the program to 

move away from an exclusively academic program towards a program that offered 

employment training linked to literacy development. These factors were lowered entry 

requirements for the adult high school, changing demographics, and the development of 

government training programs designed to help students become less dependent on social 

assistance. The local high school program began to offer credit courses to help students 

prepare for entry. Many students, whose only previous option was to upgrade in a non-credit 

program, like the literacy program, opted to upgrade at the high school instead. At the same 

time, the literacy program began to see an increase in the number of students who had 

immigrated to Canada, became citizens, had obtained a proficiency in oral skills, but 

demonstrated a significant gap between their oral abilities and literacy skills. Finally, the 

provincial Ontario Works (OW) program, run by the city’s social services department, 

initiated a variety of training programs to help social service recipients become employed. 

Students who once attended literacy programs because there were few educational options 

available, opted instead to attend OW sponsored training. Simultaneous to the program’s 

demographic changes and the changes in the community related to education and training, 

were changes in literacy education funding and delivery. A greater emphasis was being 

placed on the development of literacy related to employment, and more rigorous 

accountability measures were being implemented. Instructors and program mangers quickly 

recognized an ever-widening gap between the funders’ expectations of the program and the 

learning realities of the students.  
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For nearly two years before March 2000, when the employment preparation program 

was initiated, ideas were discussed and attempts to secure extra funding were made to help 

establish a literacy and employment program for students. The goal was to provide hands-on 

learning in three different work environments—the coffee shop, a greenhouse, and an office. 

At first, the main stumbling block was funding. Regular funding for the literacy program 

could not be used to purchase the non-literacy related materials and equipment that were 

needed to set up these work environments. The program searched for additional funding 

outside the traditional literacy budget and obtained a one-time grant of $25,000 from the 

city’s social services department. This money had been earmarked for programs in the 

community that could help social assistance recipients enter the job market. The money was 

used to purchase some of the tools, supplies, and equipment for each of the three work 

environments1 in the program. In addition, instructors received funding to write curriculum 

materials for the program. Once the coffee shop was operational, it began to sustain itself by 

using the money from sales to replenish baking and coffee supplies. Provincial literacy 

funding was obtained two years in a row to help support the development of the program 

through research, materials development, and the establishment of job placements for the 

students. 

After the one-time provincial funding was used to establish the placement sites, the 

program recognized that it would need to pay an instructor to develop and maintain links 

with employers, to establish students at their placement sites, and to provide ongoing support 

to students at their placement sites. This kind of work would require an instructor who did 

not have her own class. Such a position became a problem with the program’s funder because 

                                                 
1 The simulated office was disbanded after only three months. There was no employment potential for the students since most jobs required 
a high school diploma. The greenhouse ran for over a year but ended when the program moved to a new location. 
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it meant the instructor did not have direct contact with students in a class setting, a primary 

condition of program funding. Despite this, the position was eventually built into the 

program’s budget on a trial basis, but continues to be scrutinized each year by the funder. 

Another concern for the program was the erosion of contact hours when students were in 

their job placements. Although the students were still involved in the program, the hours they 

spent in a job placement could not be counted as contact hours because they were not 

physically in the program with an instructor. 

The employment preparation program is part of the larger literacy program offered by 

the school board. The complete program is situated in a former vocational high school near 

the centre of the city. It shares a small portion of the available space in the school with 

second language programs and general interest continuing education classes. All of the 

programs in the school are for adults. The remaining space in the school was unused at the 

time of the study, except for the occasional rental of the gymnasium or auditorium by other 

schools and community groups. The general literacy program has moved locations four times 

in ten years. Finding secure space within the school board is an ongoing issue.  

The three instructors in the program are women, as are all but one of the 14 

instructors in the general literacy program. They work on a contractual basis, receive an 

hourly wage with only the minimum legislated benefits (vacation time), and renew their 

contracts every three to four months. During the 16 weeks of the year that aren’t covered by 

contract, the instructors are unpaid; a common practice is to apply for employment benefits 

during the summer months, the longest stretch of non-teaching time. Instructors, with the 

exception of Carrie, are paid only for direct ‘contact hours’ or the time spent actively 

delivering instruction; they are not paid for preparation, assessment, curriculum 
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development, or marking. One of the employment preparation instructors is a recently retired 

elementary school teacher. Another instructor spent the majority of her career working with 

adults who had developmental disabilities. The third had a varied career as a tutor for 

children (K-12), a high school French teacher, and an educational assessor. Their experience 

working with adult literacy students varies from one year to four years.  

B. Learning Settings 

The three distinct settings that comprise the employment preparation program—the 

coffee shop, the classroom and the job placements—will each be examined based on Stein’s 

(1998) four elements of situated learning in adult education: content, context, community of 

practice, and participation. Stein’s interpretation is directly connected to Lave and Wenger’s 

(1991) description of situated learning and both are used to guide the findings. In addition, 

ideas connected to situated literacy have also been used, particularly in relation to analyzing 

literacy activities as they occur within the three settings. These interrelated ideas of situated 

learning and literacy will be used to analyse the employment preparation program in order to 

answer the guiding research question: What does literacy and learning look like in each of 

the three settings? Each of the three settings will be described separately, and within each 

description, each of the study’s sub-questions will be addressed. These sub-questions focus 

on the following: the material and knowledge content in each of the settings; the physical and 

non-physical aspects of the settings that shape the context for learning; the people and 

activities that comprise a community of practice in each setting; and the ways in which 

people participate with each other and the activities in each setting. 

To understand each of these elements and how they will be described in the next 

sections of this chapter, a brief definition of each will be reviewed first. The content 
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description will capture the facts and process of the materials and knowledge in each setting 

(Stein, 1998). Materials refers to the printed materials and visual materials that are used. 

Knowledge or the non-material resources refers to the ways in which people think and the 

understanding that is connected to the daily lives of the students. In addition, the ways in 

which the materials and knowledge are meaningful to the students will also be analysed. 

Based on Stein, context comprises both the physical and non-physical environments of the 

three learning settings. Physical aspects include a description of the décor, furnishings, and 

tools of the settings. Non-physical aspects are the values, norms, and culture that are made 

apparent in each setting. In addition, it is important to uncover whose values, norms, and 

culture comprise the context in order to discuss individual and institutional power balances. 

Elements that define a community of practice, according to Lave and Wenger (1991), are a 

focus on learning, compared to teaching; strong goals for learning because learners 

understand what needs to be learned and the purpose for learning; an ability for learners to 

see and understand the whole, and not simply discrete and unrelated pieces of knowledge; the 

idea that learning is improvised practice; and viewing the curriculum as opportunities for 

engaging in practice, and not a set of “dictates for proper practice” (p. 92). Finally, 

participation is the process of becoming, state Lave and Wenger (1991), becoming a 

legitimate member of a community of practice. It “involves the construction of identities” (p. 

53) in that a person who participates in a community of practitioners in a productive activity, 

is developing a new way of seeing him or herself. Each of these elements will come to life as 

they are seen in the program’s three distinct settings.   

Throughout the in-depth description of the program, literacy will continue to be 

defined as skills, tasks, practices, and critical reflection (Lytle and Wolfe, 1989). To review, 
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literacy as skills is seen as the accumulation of technical reading and writing processes, such 

as decoding, spelling, and grammar that are acquired sequentially and applied in a variety of 

literacy activities. For example, a student might learn and study the construction of complete 

sentences in order to write for work-related or home purposes. Literacy as tasks is the 

application and use of literacy in day-to-day literacy activities, such as form filling and letter 

writing. As an example, a student might learn to complete a variety of different kinds of job 

applications in order to help prepare him or her to seek employment. Literacy as practices 

would take the job application activity one step further and into a setting in which the activity 

is to be carried out. Instead of simply completing application forms in a class setting, a 

literacy-as-practices view would also include applying for the job under the conditions 

required by the employer. The literacy activity is developed and supported in a situation that 

is a real activity, or mimics as closely as possible real-life uses of literacy in specific settings 

that incorporate the people, pressures, actions, and tools of that setting. Finally, literacy as 

critical reflection is an understanding of literacy activities and their impact on both a personal 

and public level. For example, the issues that may arise from the job application activity, as it 

is carried out in a specific setting, may become the focus of critical and personal reflection. 

Literacy as critical reflection can become a vehicle for personal and social change. If, for 

example, the student applying for the job encountered uncomfortable issues during the 

application process—he had to complete the form in front of the supervisor, she was asked if 

she had children and who would care for them, or he was asked his age—these issues could 

become the focus for reflection on a personal and political level, and subsequent action. As 

students and instructors share their ideas about literacy, one of these four terms will be used 

to help give a shape to the notion of literacy in the employment preparation program.       
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THE CLASSROOM 

To begin to develop a picture of the first of three settings in the employment 

preparation program, two brief glimpses of the day-to-day routines of the classroom have 

been created. These take the form of vignettes: the first is focused on a vocabulary 

development activity; and the other is focused on a numeracy activity. Following the 

vignettes, is an analysis of the content, context, community of practice, and participation 

elements of the classroom setting. 

Classroom Vignette One - Learning About Vocabulary 

Hannah, Nadine and Marion, are working with five other students in the higher-level 

group. They are focused on a vocabulary exercise, an activity that the instructor, Suzanne, 

said is a highlight of their weekly schedule. The activity has been photocopied from a 

commercially produced vocabulary development workbook. Suzanne explained that her goal 

is to do one activity per week but often a single lesson can last up to two weeks. The students 

have been studying words such as exaggerate, mediocre, valid, and prominent for the past 

week and are now preparing for a spelling dictation. Before the dictation though, the 

instructor leads a variety of exercises to help them review and practice the words.  

The group has gathered at the end of the cafeteria, behind a set of movable partitions, 

and is clustered around two of the cafeteria tables that have been pulled together. They are in 

the cafeteria because there isn’t enough space in their classroom for both instructors to work 

with the higher and lower level groups at the same time. In the first part of the activity, 

Suzanne points out the tricky parts in each word that make them difficult to spell. She then 

tries to have the students connect the word to their daily lives by having one of the students 

explain how they might use the word. Next, the students are given the dictation. The dictation 
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is done like a test and the students work alone. A couple of students use their forearms to 

cover their pages to ensure no one can take a peek. In the final part of the lesson, the students 

use their dictation words to complete a fill-in-the-blank exercise developed by the instructor. 

The sentences are related to the work the students do in the coffee shop. For example, one 

sentence reads “Mrs. Jones remarked that her muffins were only _____ and that she would 

try to make them better next time.“ The students are permitted to discuss the vocabulary with 

each other but not the spelling of each word. The dictation and the fill-in-the-blank exercise 

are then handed to the instructor for marking. 

Nadine summarizes the vocabulary lesson:  “[The teacher] told us them [the words], 

then we go back there, like if we do spelling, we learn them there. We go home with them, 

then we come back to review. She review with us.”  She said that this process was helpful but 

sometimes she gets frustrated with herself because she forgets the meanings of the words that 

are discussed in class. “Sometimes you don’t know the meaning of it. Like she told me what 

it is then I forgot what it means so I can put it in a sentence.” 

Classroom Vignette Two – Learning About Fractions 

The lower level group, including Tom, Martha, and Stacey (Rouda and Maritza are 

absent) are engaged in a math lesson on fractions and measurement. Fran, their instructor, 

has decided to focus on this because the students are dealing with fraction measurements 

when baking each week in the coffee shop. Assembled at the front of the class is a muffin 

tray, glass measuring beakers, a container of water, and measuring cups. The first part of the 

lesson is focused on completing a meticulously hand-written worksheet, filled with careful 

printing, divided circles and divided measuring beakers. A total of 15 questions and 

directions covers the page. One of the directions requests the students to “Colour in 2/4’s of 
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the circle.” Other questions ask “How many equal parts are there?” and “Which is 

bigger…1/4 or 3/4?”  Led by the instructor, the students complete the worksheet as a group. 

Fran asks different students to read a question, the same student then provides an answer, and 

the other students express their agreement or disagreement. The most common problem 

seems to be naming the fractions. Is 3/4 read as three over four, three quarters, three fourths, 

or simply three-four? The instructor leads the students through each of the 15 questions. At 

the end, she compliments the students on their abilities to “concentrate” and “follow along”.   

After the worksheet has been completed by most (the slower students are to complete 

any remaining questions on their own) Fran asks Stacey to measure two cups of water into 

the large glass beaker. Another student is asked if the two small measuring cups were equal 

to the amount of water in the large beaker. This student is then asked to measure 2/4 into the 

beaker. Although this is not a fraction seen in their recipes, the student is able to do this 

without difficulty and recognizes that it is the same as 1/2. Prompted by the instructor, the 

student then refers to a recipe that is used in the coffee shop to read some of the 

measurements.   

Tom then volunteers to measure 2/3 in a beaker. He has some difficulty and self-

corrects a couple of times. The instructor then adds enough water to get to the 2/3 line. 

Stacey is able to identify 3/4 as a larger amount than 2/3 when asked. Fran then holds up the 

12-hole muffin tray and asks questions such as, “What is 1/2?” and “What fraction is one line 

of holes?” The students understand that 6 holes represents 1/2, but have difficulty 

representing a single line of muffin holes (four) as 1/3. 
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Content 

In the classroom setting of the employment preparation program, content comprises 

the materials and knowledge of the setting. Knowledge is often related to the students’ 

experiences, as in the vocabulary and fractions activities, but there is a dictated structure and 

approach to the activities that is rooted more in schooling experiences than life experiences. 

Three mornings per week were devoted to subject-based, academic skills, such as spelling, 

vocabulary, grammar, reading, math, and computers. The fourth morning focused on 

employability skills, such as health and safety issues, employee rights, and applying for a job. 

The students were divided into two groups based on their reading and writing levels, which 

were defined by their competencies in reading and writing skills, such as writing complete 

sentences, using a dictionary to edit, and reading for understanding and comprehension 

(Ontario Literacy Coalition, 2000). The lower level group encompassed LBS levels 1+ and 2, 

and the higher-level group was defined by literacy skills at LBS 2+ and 3. LBS levels 1-5 

parallel literacy skill requirements in Grades 1-10; therefore, LBS level 2 is parallel to 

Grades 3-4, and LBS level 3 is parallel to Grades 5-6, etc. Tom, Martha, Nadine, Rouda, and 

Maritza were in the lower level group along with three other students. Hannah, Marion, and 

Nadine were three of the eight students in the higher-level group.  

Both classroom instructors relied on a variety of instructional materials that focused 

mostly on the development of literacy skills and tasks. These materials included commercial 

workbooks (like the vocabulary development activity) and reading books, their own hand-

printed or computer-printed worksheets (like the fractions activity), the coffee shop 

curriculum that was developed by program instructors, and authentic materials like forms, 

newspapers, and flyers. Occasionally, materials or tools that were not print-based were also 
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used. For example, Fran used a variety of kitchen tools to help explain her lesson on 

fractions. 

Context 

The context of the classroom comprises both physical and non-physical elements. The 

physical elements can be found in a description of the class space, its furnishings, décor, 

books, and tools. The non-physical elements are the values, norms, and culture that are 

apparent in the setting. These are described based on the level of importance that students 

and instructors assign to various classroom activities.  

Before moving into their current location, program mangers were able to request 

minor renovations to the building to better accommodate the program. As a result, 

prefabricated walls were installed at the end of the existing cafeteria to create a classroom 

space for the employment preparation program. Despite the fact that the students are split 

into two learning groups, only one classroom was provided. A second classroom area was 

created with moveable partitions that were assembled to demarcate space in the cafeteria. 

This was where the higher-level group had gathered for their vocabulary lesson. This space 

has worked fairly well for short periods of time, but becomes noisy during the morning break 

and just before lunch when students from other programs go to the cafeteria. As a result, 

class-based sessions were often shortened. The two instructors arranged a schedule that 

allowed them to use the walled classroom space as much as possible.  

There were many elements in the main classroom that reflected classrooms found in 

older elementary schools. Most of the furniture was obtained from the board’s surplus supply 

depot. This meant that furniture was often older, not in demand, and mismatched. There were 

a variety of desk and table sizes, and an assortment of chairs. The haphazard desk and table 
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heights made it difficult to assemble the desks together so students could work in small 

groups. Instead, the desks were set up in three horizontal rows, facing a moveable 

blackboard. In this configuration, the students faced the blackboard and instructor who often 

stood at the front of the room. Two instructor desks were placed at the side of the classroom. 

Other desks were placed along the back wall and four computers were set-up on these. The 

classroom computers were not often used; instead, students went upstairs each week to a 

computer lab used by both the general literacy and employment preparation programs.  

The bookshelf contained a few copies of two or three different dictionaries and a few 

math workbooks. Books were borrowed by the instructors from a teaching resource library in 

the building. Students could use the books in the classroom but couldn’t take them home. 

Decorating the classroom were a few houseplants that sat on a deep window sill and a variety 

of posters were on the walls. Most of the posters were not directly related to employment 

preparation but were more inspirational and related to personal aspirations. The largest poster 

read “Today is a good day to learn something new.” Other motivational posters read, 

“Attitude is the mind’s paintbrush; it can colour any situation” and “Success is yours; start 

with A…” followed by several sentences outlining steps to take to be successful. A map of 

Canada was on the wall beside the blackboard. The instructors had hung calendars by their 

desks: one was from a Chinese restaurant; the other was an emergency services calendar, one 

of many copies left after a recent guest speaker visited from the fire department. The only 

direct links to the coffee shop were two posters taped to the classroom door. Both posters 

were from the city’s health department. One explained proper hand washing, and the other 

explained safe food storage and cooking temperatures.  
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Values, norms and culture 

For the most part, the students placed a tremendous value on the learning that 

occurred in the classroom. When they discussed their learning, they focused on the 

development of their literacy skills, and to some extent literacy tasks, rather than literacy 

practices. Most of the students discussed literacy development in relation to the improvement 

of spelling, grammar, and vocabulary skills. Only Nadine focused on the ways in which she 

would use literacy outside the classroom. Although she did emphasize the importance of 

learning skills, she also talked about actively using literacy outside the classroom and the 

personal feelings she experienced when doing so. 

Both Hannah and Marion said that going to school and finding a job were equally 

important in their lives, but continued to focus on the value of learning grammar, spelling, 

and vocabulary. Hannah said, 

I love grammar. I like to learn more language, more English, how to talk. I 

believe if I don’t learn grammar, I will talk broken English. My writing and 

reading I am comfortable. What I need is more vocabulary and grammar. 

Nadine, whose first language is English, also emphasized the importance of learning 

grammar: “You learn grammar and to make a sentence, to understand which to go where, and 

to put [on] the first one a capital. I didn’t know this.” Like Hannah, she also said she felt 

comfortable with her reading abilities: “It feel good because if you go outside at least you 

have to know to read something.”  But Nadine, unlike Hannah, frequently mentioned the 

importance of literacy in relation to its public uses. She said she wanted to improve the way 

she did various literacy tasks outside the classroom, such as completing job applications, 

reading forms and understanding difficult words on signs. She also alluded to her active use 
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of literacy, her practice of literacy, and commented that she no longer felt embarrassed in 

public situations that require her to engage in literacy activities.  

Suzanne, the instructor with the higher-level group that included Marion, Hannah, 

and Nadine explained why students placed a greater value on traditional literacy skills, and 

why this has become the norm for the class. 

I think they are wrapped up in that traditional way because that’s what they knew 

first, and that’s what they’ve been taught, that you should be able to learn to read. 

You should be able to do this fairly easily, like most other people. And when 

they can’t it sets them up for failure. Perhaps many students view ‘pen and paper’ 

tasks as having more importance because of the concrete results. It’s more 

tangible and bears evidence that learning, in their eyes, has taken place. For some 

students who have had several or more years of schooling in their own countries, 

pen and paper tasks represent the familiar or known. They are a constant between 

the cultures.  

Suzanne is fully aware of the literacy activities that the students enjoy and value. She 

is perceptive to their needs and has also received direct feedback from them.  

They like the traditional things. They love the vocabulary program. That one they 

ask for. They say, ‘We haven’t done that. Where is it this week? We would do 

this four days a week.’ They told me this yesterday, and I thought really? This is 

really great feedback. Not only do I like teaching it, but it’s very good for me to 

hear that this is something they want. ‘We see these words all the time now. I’m 

seeing them in the newspaper. I’m hearing them, now I understand them.’ Wow. 

I thought that was really good. 

Fran, on the other hand, recognized that her group, which was at a lower literacy 

skills level, didn’t share the same strengths as Suzanne’s group. With this in mind, she has 

placed a greater emphasis on the development of self-esteem, rather than more academic 

topics. 
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I would say probably [the most important thing is] that they feel good about 

themselves in some way. Obviously, part of my job is to try to nurture that or 

bring that out… as I think about it more and more, that personal component is 

really important. I guess the thing that I’ve learned over the term is that my 

students don’t have the ability to remember “academic facts” for a long period of 

time. It’s not that you’re adding all that information on and that it will be a 

building block. It’s probably not going to happen that way. So I just have to 

accept the fact that as long as they feel good and comfortable in the teaching 

setting, that they feel this is their place and they have a spot, then that probably is 

a success. 

Fran acknowledged that her students value writing skills and want to be better writers, 

but at the same time, she has seen her students struggle without showing significant progress 

or improvement in the development of their literacy skills. She recalled a student who 

identified her strengths as a learner only with her ability to do well on a weekly spelling 

dictation.  

She just kills herself with her attempt to learn spelling and dictation. She kind of 

goes bananas over it. She focuses on that endlessly. That’s come to represent her 

failure completely. 

In this student’s view of herself, her ability as a good speller was synonymous with her 

perception of her overall intelligence. Fran explained how she attempted to untangle this 

damaging relationship by pointing out the student’s numerous strengths, which were 

demonstrated regularly in the coffee shop. She admitted that she faced an uphill battle in 

trying to convince the student that her achievements in other areas of learning outweighed 

her ability to spell correctly.  

Stacey, like the above student, also identified herself and her self-worth with her 

literacy skill achievements. Despite being in the program for many years, Stacey felt she 
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would never reach a point at which she could feel satisfied with her literacy abilities. She 

explained how she saw herself as a literacy learner for life. 

Nobody try like me. I’m the best trying, but it’s still hard you know. It’s hard... 

I’m [too] old to learn. That’s why I have to say I have to keep learning, keep 

trying. Keep active, do lots [of] things until the end.    

More than the other students, Stacey placed a strong emphasis on the value of the 

learning that occurred in the classroom above all other settings. She explained that she felt 

she was missing important classroom learning time while on her placement. She said, “I 

missing like English words, like the reading is important for me. I learn to spell the word that 

I need very much.” She went on to explain that she needed to learn to read food labels and 

ingredient lists so she could know if there were ingredients in the product that could cause an 

allergic reaction. This task is important, she added, for her own knowledge and her 

placement in the bakery department at a grocery store. She explained that the only way she 

felt that she could learn this information was in the classroom, and not on her job placement 

where she was surrounded by food labels.   

One student, Maritza, expressed dissatisfaction with her learning in the classroom 

because she felt she wasn’t being challenged enough and wanted to transfer to the higher 

level group. She never approached her instructor about her concerns. When I suggested that 

she could talk to her instructor about her frustrations, she was silent, and did not want to 

discuss the idea further. She may have thought I would interpret her frustrations as a 

complaint against her instructor.  

Tom and Martha were the only students who thought that the learning that occurred in 

the classroom was far less important than the learning that occurred in their job placements. 

Both wanted to see themselves as employees and were no longer as interested in being 
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students. While they said they enjoyed being students and recognized that they were able to 

learn new skills in the classroom, such as handling money, they seemed to place a greater 

value on their job placements and their desire to be working. 

The classroom context, like its content, emphasized a traditional skills approach to 

literacy development. The space looked like any classroom found in an elementary school, 

and may have looked worse than many rooms because it used castoff furnishings and relied 

on temporary spaces. In relation to the non-physical learning context, students placed a 

tremendous value on the development of literacy skills compared to the development of 

literacy tasks, practices, and critical reflection. Some of these values may have been brought 

into the class, based on the students’ past experiences, but they were then engrained as the 

norm by the physical setting, the skills-based materials and knowledge, and the teaching 

approach of the instructors, which will be examined next.  

Community of Practice 

Overall, the activities that were done in the classroom were fueled by a teaching 

approach rather than a learning approach, one of the key elements that defines a community 

of practice. In addition, students and instructors did not share the same ideas about what the 

learning purpose was. Instructors saw the classroom as preparation for the activities that 

occurred in the coffee shop, but students did not see this connection.  

Activities for both groups were scheduled into time slots, and there were usually two 

main activity periods in the morning: one before break and one after. Students carried a copy 

of the schedule in their binders and a copy was also posted on the wall of the classroom 

behind one of the instructor’s desks. Included in the weekly schedule was a time slot for the 

computer lab, spelling/vocabulary, reading/writing, and math. In both classes, the instructor 
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(Fran for the lower level and Suzanne for the higher level) had set the schedule, but it was 

not strictly adhered to. The instructors were more than willing to address other issues on both 

a private and public level. For example, if a student needed help reading an official 

document, the instructor offered individual assistance during the break, after class or during 

class time. In addition, if a more common or public issue, such as a news event, was brought 

into the class, the instructors had on occasion disregarded all or part of the morning’s 

schedule to focus on the issue.   

Fran said her class was predominantly teacher led, as illustrated in the fraction lesson, 

but she encouraged students to work together, and strives to enhance this dynamic. 

Compared to her class, Suzanne thought that her students were more interactive and 

contributed more to learning decisions. She attributed this to “the nature of the group”.  

There is a global feeling there. Something that is solid, something has gelled—

the identity with the group, the way that they work together—it all plays 

together, and I think it enhances each thing so both of them [the classroom and 

coffee shop] are positive experiences. They love the coffee shop. They are 

getting a lot out of that, and it’s the same as the classroom as well. There is 

usually a good feeling. It just feels as if it is working and I don’t know what that 

is. It is a combination of things. Last year was spotty. We had some people in 

there who kind of dragged down the dynamic a bit. This year it’s working really 

well. They have common goals. They’re supportive. 

A clear purpose for learning in the classroom—an element of a community of 

practice —was viewed differently by the students and instructors. The instructors thought of 

the classroom activities as a learning base for the coffee shop activities. The students, on the 

other hand, did not see this link and viewed the two settings separately. Fran said that the 

strong link between the classroom and coffee shop provided the students with a more 

meaningful experience. 
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I think it is much more meaningful for the students if they see it as a support 

because, accept for some of the students who are much more higher-functioning, 

most of these students aren’t going to go on to higher level academic stuff. For 

them, they want to feel successful in this program and eventually in getting a job. 

They want to see that blend, I would think, between the two areas. That would 

make more sense to them rather than just taking a body of information and 

literacy material that they can’t really relate to. 

Carrie also emphasized the importance of using the classroom to prepare students for the 

activities they did in the coffee shop. “It is such a high pressure situation that you cannot just 

have a teaching moment all of a sudden. It is ongoing. There’s pressure. There are 

expectations.” She felt that once the students had control over the literacy portions of an 

activity, they could then learn all the other aspects of a specific job in the coffee shop. Carrie 

said, 

With each job there are multiple tasks and organizational skills—those are huge. 

If they are going to bake muffins, they have to compile all the tools [and] the 

ingredients. Then they have to read the recipe and then go through all the steps. 

There’s a timeline. There is also the hygiene aspect. There’s working together, 

the measurement, the reading. There are many, many different skill sets in there. 

The instructors felt that the groundwork that is needed to successfully complete these 

activities was laid in the classroom. An example of this approach was the way in which Fran 

created the fraction lesson to help students when they were reading the recipes in the coffee 

shop. It was in the classroom that students also reviewed the vocabulary in the recipes; 

learned the subtle meanings of verbs, such as blend, fold, and mix; and learned to read 

expiration dates, food labels, and measurements. Fran said she made a concerted effort to 

connect activities such as numeracy, which she said the students may not value as much, to 

the activities in the coffee shop. She explained that this connection helped the students to 
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recognize the significance of numeracy in their daily lives. In addition to learning the literacy 

and numeracy skills that were needed to support activities in the coffee shop, incidents that 

occurred in the coffee shop were examined in the classroom. Suzanne wrote, 

The classroom also provides a forum for discussion about coffee shop incidents 

or issues. There is often little time to discuss these on coffee shop days. The 

classroom, in this way, becomes an outlet for opinions, feelings, and suggestions.    

A couple of the students, on the other hand, didn’t see the same connection between 

the learning in the classroom and the learning in the coffee shop. Marion thought that her 

learning in each setting was different and said, “The kitchen work, we work together like 

group, like real work. [In] the class, we learn the reading and writing.” Hannah agreed, then 

suggested that the employability work they did once a week was more connected to the 

coffee shop than the literacy skills work. During the time set aside for employability, students 

discussed  topics such as fire safety, personal safety at work, and health regulations related to 

the handling and storage of food. Suzanne also commented on the employability class. 

Getting input from the students and using their input as much as possible, really 

facilitates learning. This worked very well, for example, in employability class 

where students had lots of real-life examples and situations to relate to the rest of 

the class (food safety, fire safety, hazardous products, etc.) This made the 

information so much more meaningful, and when information is meaningful, it is 

more easily retained.      

Overall, the classroom did not contain consistent elements that could be described as 

a community of practice. The focus was on teaching, and the students and instructors had 

contradictory ideas of the learning purpose. One of the instructors, Fran, acknowledged that 

her group was predominantly teacher-led. Suzanne, in comparison, said her group 

contributed more to the class but this occurred within a structure set by the instructor. 
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Examples of this structure include the subject-based schedule, the types of materials used to 

support learning, and the physical set-up of the class. With regards to identifying the learning 

purpose, the instructors felt that the class activities were directly related to the activities that 

occurred in the coffee shop, and became a preparation for the coffee shop activities. The 

students viewed the two settings separately. Classroom activities did not support or connect 

to coffee shop activities; the only exception to this understanding was the time spent in the 

class doing employment activities, such as learning about fire and employee safety.    

Participation 

Students were engaged in a variety of activities in the classroom that emphasized the 

development of literacy skills, as illustrated by both the vocabulary lesson and the lesson 

devoted to learning fractions. But to see participation in a learning setting, as described by 

Lave and Wenger (1991), a student would have to be involved in a productive activity that 

leads to a new way of seeing herself. In other words, the literacy activities of the classroom 

would have to be seen to be an integral part of a broader activity that was meaningful to the 

students and helped them to think of themselves in new ways. One way to look at 

participation in the classroom is to focus on how students might integrate the classroom 

activities with the way in which they feel about themselves. Are the classroom activities 

helping them to see themselves in new ways? 

Fran thought that participation in the classroom and to some extent the employment 

preparation program led her students to see themselves only as students. They were engaged 

in activities that helped them to identify themselves as adult students who attended school, 

not necessarily as adults who were preparing for employment. 
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I would say that, for many of the students, the class is a primary activity for them 

and, therefore, a primary way that they identify themselves.  Having said that, I 

also see that most of the students certainly hope that the coffee shop training, and 

eventual placement, is their route to some type of employment eventually. 

The higher level students, Marion, Hannah, and Nadine, also identified themselves as 

students, but this identity had a less dominant role in their lives. Their participation in the 

classroom and the program was seen as an opportunity to gain knowledge, apply this 

knowledge, and move on. It was not a primary activity as Fran described. Suzanne explained 

the difference: 

It doesn’t have to be an end itself. It’s a stepping-stone. For now it’s good for 

them, for their family situation, for where they are at. For some of them it’s 

employment related; they would like a job out of this and that’s their goal. But 

for many of the people in my class, I know it isn’t [the end]. They’ll do other 

things after that. 

Suzanne was referring to their desire to continue their education and possibly enter a credit 

program or achieve a recognized credential in an educational setting. 

Another way to look at participation in the classroom is to determine whether or not 

the students are engaged in a productive activity. In other words, do the literacy activities of 

the classroom lead to a purposeful and meaningful product? And, how do the students know 

when they’ve achieved that end? Nadine was able to describe the difference between the 

activities she did in the classroom and those she did outside the classroom. The classroom 

was the setting where she learned about literacy, and where she gained confidence. But it was 

outside the classroom that she engaged in meaningful and productive literacy activities. She 

recalled being in the general literacy program, learning the skills that she needed to read. But 

the key to her learning, she explained, actually occurred outside the classroom. “You have to 
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learn to help yourself too. You got to learn at school, then you have to [go] home to read or 

you’ll never learn. You have to learn to help yourself.”    

Fran noted the difference she had seen in students’ attitudes when trying a new task in 

the coffee shop compared to the classroom. She said she didn’t see the same enthusiasm or 

willingness in the classroom as she saw in the coffee shop. In the classroom, students might 

express a need to focus on an area of weakness, she explained, but they lacked the desire to 

learn new things. Fran explained, 

I don’t think it’s quite so immediate, practical, or refined as getting in there [the 

coffee shop] with the hands-on stuff. They do verbalize those things, but it’s 

probably much more real for them, I think, in a real setting. 

In other words, the coffee shop activities were more practical, concrete, and meaningful for 

the students compared to the more nebulous classroom activities. 

In order to judge their success in the classroom, most of the students said they 

depended on the teacher to tell them if their work had been done well. Nadine explained that 

she knew she had done well “when the teacher told you, like you’re working and someone 

says, ‘Oh, you’re doing a very good job.’ Often, she wasn’t sure how she was doing with her 

classroom work and explained how she depended on the teacher’s judgment, even when it 

contradicted her own. 

At least you have confidence. It probably doesn’t look good to you, but it look 

good to them, and I say okay. If they say I do a good job, at least I have more 

confidence to push myself, to go far, and far more. 

The key to understanding participation is to be engaged in a productive activity with a 

community of practitioners to the extent that the learner begins to see him or herself as a full 

member of that community. In the classroom, the instructor felt that lower level students 
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identified themselves primarily as students. For some, this may be a new way of seeing 

themselves, particularly for Stacey, who had never attended school before. But these same 

students didn’t necessarily see themselves as employees or potential employees, despite the 

fact that the classroom was an integral part of the employment preparation program. The 

higher level students, on the other hand, seemed to have a more flexible and broader vision of 

themselves. In addition, the classroom did not provide many opportunities for the students to 

be engaged in productive and meaningful activities.  

Summary and Interpretation of the Classroom Setting 

Literacy and learning in the classroom setting focused on the accumulation of literacy 

skills. Although these skills were intended to support the two other settings in the 

employment preparation program—the coffee shop and the job placements—the classroom, 

for the most part, supported literacy skill development for the sake of its use within the 

classroom. In other words, students learned to spell in order to do well on a spelling test, not 

to write words for a meaningful activity rooted in their daily lives. Most often, the content of 

the classroom was predetermined by guidelines, workbooks, schedules, and progress levels 

that approach literacy development as a set of hierarchical skills that can be accumulated then 

transferred to situations in the lives of the students. In other words, the grammar exercise or 

spelling dictation done in the classroom is viewed as a precursor to doing a letter writing 

activity at home. 

The physical context of the classroom also reflected a skills-based approach that is 

grounded in traditional schooling models of education. The classroom resembled an 

elementary class for children, and the students valued the schooling activities that are 

associated with literacy development. They may have been exposed to similar activities 
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during their own formal education experiences, or they may have become familiar with 

literacy skill-building activities through the work of their own children in elementary 

schools. The classroom setting mimicked the culture of traditional elementary classes and 

activities, and the students came to expect these norms from their adult literacy classroom. 

The values and norms of an elementary school setting are also most familiar to the classroom 

instructors, Fran and Suzanne, who worked in elementary schools. In addition, an elementary 

school curriculum is the basis from which the provincial funder has developed a set of 

guidelines to describe progress in adult literacy programs (Literacy and Basic Skills Section, 

Workplace Preparation Branch, MTCU, 1998). 

In the classroom setting, there was an emphasis on teaching rather than learning, 

which is a key element in a community of practice. In addition, the learning purpose was 

unclear. There was a discrepancy between the instructors and the students regarding the 

purpose for learning and the role of the classroom in the program. The instructors viewed the 

classroom activities as a basis for learning in the coffee shop, whereas the students did not 

see this connection. Compounding the competing notions of the classroom’s learning purpose 

was a content and context that emphasized skills as opposed to practices. An emphasis on 

skills did not permit the students—or the instructors for that matter—to see and understand 

the whole. Instead, they focused only on building discrete pieces of knowledge.  

In a community of practice students would be engaged in literacy practices; they 

would be doing the practice of literacy as it relates to their daily lives with people who are 

engaged in the same kinds of practices. In the classroom though, students were engaged in 

practices about literacy that were often disconnected from its use in their lives (as in the 

example of the fractions exercise that was developed to help students double recipes in the 
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coffee shop). The students’ instructor devised an activity, incorporating a variety of tools—a 

worksheet, measuring cups, and measuring spoons—for use in the classroom. Although 

students had opportunities to use the same tools that they used in the coffee shop, the 

handling of the tools was isolated from their real use (they weren’t actually preparing 

muffins), and the worksheet, rather than facilitating understanding, added an additional level 

of learning (students had to discern the meaning of written questions and representational 

diagrams, and then figure out how to represent an amount, then record that amount in an 

acceptable manner). In this way, they were engaged in practices about literacy as opposed to 

actively doing literacy practice. 

As stated earlier, the key to understanding participation is to be engaged in a 

productive activity with a community of practitioners to the extent that the learner begins to 

see him or herself as a full member of that community. Students who entered the classroom 

were accepted as members of the group despite striking differences in culture, abilities, and 

lifestyle. (It was a testament to the instructors and students who strove to support one 

another, reserved judgment, and learned about each other that such a supportive and cohesive 

group formed.) But without realizing the learning purpose of an activity (a vocabulary 

exercise will help students expand their vocabulary, but for what purpose?), it was difficult to 

perform the integral tasks and to engage in the improvised practices that are part of 

participation in a community of practice. In addition, students in the classroom identified 

themselves more as students than employees or potential employees, which is contrary to the 

program’s goals. 
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THE COFFEE SHOP 

Similar to the previous section, the description of the coffee shop setting will begin 

with two vignettes to sketch a picture of the daily activities that occur in the coffee shop. 

Coffee Shop Vignette 1 - Doubling the Recipe for Blueberry Orange Muffins 

According to the job chart, Marion and another student, Leila, who is in the lower 

level group, have signed up to bake muffins. Although they have both baked muffins before, 

this is the first time either has attempted to double the ingredients in a recipe. Neither seems 

particularly concerned about this new challenge when Fran briefly explains what doubling 

means.  

The students are each responsible for their own batch of muffins but work along side 

each other to share tools and ingredients. Leila collects all the food ingredients while Marion 

assembles the tools such as bowls, pans, spoons, and measuring equipment. Leila said that 

she no longer reads the posted job list to remind her what to do when baking. She referred to 

it only once, the first time she did the job, and now she says she can remember all the steps to 

prepare for baking.  

Fran stands to the side of the two students and makes her presence known only when 

the students face a problem that they can’t solve on their own or with each other’s help. Her 

interventions are most often related to doubling the ingredients and the reading of 

abbreviations in the recipe. She will remind a student to double the amount or asks how they 

plan to double. To solve the doubling problem, the students simply fill their measuring cup or 

spoon twice for each ingredient. Although with a whole number amount, such as one cup, 

they double mentally and fill their measuring beakers to the two-cup mark.  
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Leila has difficulty distinguishing the meaning of tsp. and tbsp. She knows one is 

bigger than the other but isn’t sure which abbreviation matches which spoon. She looks at 

me, then Marion, while holding the teaspoon measure in her hand (she actually needs a 

tablespoon). Marion quickly points out which one to use, and then tells her that a tablespoon 

is always bigger. As they work their way through the recipe they often confer with each 

other. Fran stays in the background and intervenes only when asked or if she spots a problem.  

Coffee Shop Vignette 2 - Supervising the Counter Set-Up/Server 

Stacey has been assigned the role of supervisor for the front counter position. This 

role demonstrates significant progress in her willingness to try new jobs in the coffee shop. 

When she first entered the coffee shop she was content to remain in the kitchen baking 

muffins, the job she felt most comfortable doing. Carrie said she had to encourage Stacey to 

try other jobs, but when that didn’t work, she had to sit down with her privately to talk about 

the goals of the program and the need for her to attempt all jobs before going out on a job 

placement.  

Carrie explained how she looks for a student’s willingness to try new jobs and 

activities, and their ability to take on challenges independently in order to assess a student’s 

readiness for a job placement. 

There’s this little spark [that] you usually see when they say, ‘Okay, I haven’t 

had a chance to make muffins yet.’ or ‘You haven’t put me on cash yet.’ So they 

come and tell us. Those are the ones that you know are going to go on. The ones 

who just do the dishes or just want to be on the counter all the time or make the 

muffins all the time, they don’t want to get out of their comfort zone. 

Initially, Stacey’s training strategies are limited. She points to the posted job 

description, and says to Farah, a student who recently entered the program, “We do this.”  
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Stacey continues to do the activities for her job without saying a word and Farah watches. 

Carrie, who is standing at the doorway to the serving area, suggests Stacey describe what she 

is doing as she does each activity. Stacey accepts this comment without reaction and begins 

to narrate her work. “After this (she points to the coffee that she has measured into the filter 

basket) then the sugar and milk.” Stacey walks to the counter where customers add milk, then 

pick up napkins and lids. Farah follows, stands beside the counter and watches quietly as 

Stacey prepares the counter area.  

Below the counter is a cupboard that contains napkins, stir sticks, lids, utensils, and 

sugar dispensers. The items are listed on the door of the cupboard. I interrupt their work and 

ask each if they read the labels on the cupboard while they are working. Stacey interprets my 

question as a request to read the labels and begins reciting the words. She has some difficulty 

decoding the words. Farah then decides to also read the words, and has trouble with  “stir 

stix”, “creamers”, “cutlery”, and “dispenser”. Stacey explains that she never reads the list, 

but knows where everything is and what needs to be set-up.    

Farah then asks, “What’s cut-rey and dis-pens?” She looks at me but I remain silent 

and look at Stacey.    

Stacey points out the sugar dispenser and Farah is surprised. “This is dis-pens?” 

“No, not dis-pens, dissenser, no…” Stacey giggles at her own mistake. “It’s dis-pen-

ser.” From the pass-through window between the serving area and kitchen, Carrie asks 

Stacey if she remembered to take the frozen cookies out of the freezer. 

“I’ll do later,” says Stacey. 

Carrie hesitates, then asks, “Will there be enough time for them to thaw?” 

“What’s thaw?” interrupts Farah. 
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Carrie explains the meaning of the word, then she and Farah go to the freezer to take 

out a container of frozen cookies. Carrie continues to work with Farah while Stacey finishes 

setting up the counter.  Carrie tells Farah to use the tongs to assemble the cookies on the 

pedestal. Farah looks confused and says nothing for a moment. She then goes to the shelf and 

brings over a silver serving tray on a stand. “This is a pedestal?” she asks hesitantly. She had 

remembered how the cookies and muffins were displayed, but never knew the name of the 

tray. 

During a quiet moment, as Stacey and Farah wait for their first customer, I ask Farah 

if she remembers what was in the cupboards. Not once did she look at the list, but names six 

out of seven items that are stored in the cupboard and assembled each day on the counter, 

including items such as stir stix, a word she had just learned. Farah then approaches Carrie to 

ask her what time the coffee machines should be turned on. Carrie suggests she ask Stacey, 

and she does. 

Content 

The learning content of the coffee shop was determined by its function. In other 

words, students were learning the procedures to operate a small coffee shop that was open to 

the public. The materials for learning were the tools, equipment, instructions, and supplies 

that were needed to prepare baked goods and coffee, serve customers, make money 

transactions, and maintain supplies. The knowledge they were gaining, including literacy and 

numeracy, was directly related to the functioning of the coffee shop. They were reading 

instructions to bake, reading labels to assemble ingredients, deciphering numbers, fractions 

and abbreviations related to measurements, counting money to set up a float, making change 
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for customers, placing orders, tracking inventory, etc. This knowledge was directly related to 

the real-life experiences and activities of operating a coffee shop or similar small business.   

While in the coffee shop, the students were split into two groups (not based on LBS 

level) and each group operated the coffee shop one morning per week. Sometimes students 

had two mornings in the coffee shop if there were not enough in attendance to allow the split 

group. The coffee shop was only open two mornings each week.2 Although there was 

demand from the customers and some students to open the coffee shop five mornings each 

week, the instructors were reluctant because of past experiences. When the program was first 

developed, students spent two and sometimes three mornings in the coffee shop, but many 

complained that they were missing too much classroom time and a couple of students left the 

program because of this. 

From 9:00 am until opening at 10:15 am the students prepared baked goods, set up 

the counter and serving areas, made coffee, labeled and displayed the day’s baked goods, and 

prepared a float for the cash register. During the 85 minutes that the coffee shop was open, 

they served customers, operated the cash register, finished baking, replenished the coffee, 

began washing dishes, prepared for the following day, and kept the serving area clean. They 

also arranged to take a break at some point in the morning. When the coffee shop closed, the 

following activities were undertaken: the cash was counted and recorded; leftover baked 

goods were stored; expiration dates were checked and old food was discarded; serving trays 

were cleaned; the counter where customers added milk and sugar to their coffees was cleaned 

and items were put away; ingredients that were used or nearly used were added to a shopping 

list; aprons, tea towels, and dish rags were washed; all ingredients and baking tools were put 

                                                 
2 A third day was added during the study in order to provide a job placement experience for students who were 
not able to go into a placement site in the community. There is no instructor presence on this third day. 
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away; dishes were washed and left to air dry; and finally floors were swept and the counters 

were wiped and disinfected.    

The activities of the coffee shop were derived from the performance of six different 

jobs: Baker, Cashier, Counter Set-Up/Server, Coffee Maker, Cleaner, and Dishwasher. Each 

job was accompanied by a job description that was posted close to the area in which the job 

was performed. The goal for each student was to learn every job well enough to perform it 

independently. The students demonstrated this mastery by teaching a new student how to do 

the same job. The role of Student Supervisor was also one of the jobs and it had its own 

description and evaluation checklists.  

In addition to learning the procedures of the coffee shop, students also learned about 

work culture. The concrete and very real activities of the coffee shop have become “building 

blocks”, according to Carrie, from which less tangible skills were developed. Carrie referred 

to these as soft skills. The soft skills included problem-solving, prioritizing, taking risks, 

solving conflicts, supporting others, asking questions, taking initiative, working together, 

dealing with change, learning to be dependable and depend on others, pushing the boundaries 

of personal complacency, learning that mistakes are a part of learning, and learning that they 

have many valuable skills. These soft skills, explained Carrie, evolved from the real-life 

activities of the coffee shop; and it was the students themselves who set the content for 

learning these. For example, if a student was late or absent, then the others had to do his/her 

work. They may then criticize the late student, and in this way, the student realizes the 

impact of his/her actions on others. Carrie described other ways in which the students learned 

the more affective skills in the coffee shop. If two students worked together, sharing tools 

and space, they had to work out a way to do this so the job got done. Or if a student planned 
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to bake a certain type of muffin but someone else forgot to record an item on the shopping 

list, then, again, the students were the ones who called attention to the problem and not the 

instructors.     

Finally, students were engaged in a variety of activities that required them to use 

literacy and numeracy. These activities were reading the recipes, reading abbreviations, 

signing up for a specific job, reading food labels, reading various dry and wet measures, 

counting money, making change, completing a cash tally sheet, labeling the day’s baked 

goods for sale, reading expiration dates, and making lists of items to be bought. Students 

rarely talked about these separately. Rather, they were seen simply as part of the overall 

operation of the coffee shop.  

To conclude, the learning content evolved from the activities and processes that 

needed to be performed to operate a small food-service business. Students learned one of six 

jobs, including the literacy activities associated with each job. They then demonstrated their 

mastery of the job by teaching another the same job. All of the learning materials in the 

coffee shop were directly related to the functioning of the business, and, in turn, were 

materials found in other similar settings. In addition to learning about the operation of the 

coffee shop, students also developed personal knowledge about themselves as they learned to 

work together towards a common goal. This knowledge, or the soft skills, was in fact 

generated mostly by the students, and not the instructors. 

Context 

A description of the learning context in the coffee shop, like the classroom, comprises 

both physical and non-physical elements. The physical elements can be found in a 

description of the coffee shop space, which is a former commercial kitchen in a vocational 
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school. The non-physical elements are the values, norms, and culture that are apparent in the 

setting, and are described based on the activities that the students and instructors feel are 

most important to learn. 

The coffee shop was located in a former institutional cafeteria. The cafeteria, typical 

of many in a high school setting, was equipped to prepare and serve a wide range of lunch-

time foods for staff and students. By the time the employment preparation program took over 

the space, some of the existing appliances had been removed or were in disrepair. In the food 

preparation area, the walk-in fridge no longer worked and was used for dry storage, and the 

commercial dishwasher was broken. The original skillet and stoves had been removed, and 

although a warming stove was left, it was not used. Permanent fixtures such as stainless steel 

cupboards, butcher block counters, an island with pot racks, large double sinks, shelving, 

range hood, and drying counters were left intact. In the serving area all permanent fixtures, 

such as the cupboards, counter, food warmers, and glass cooler for self-serve items were 

intact. The cash register had been removed, and the cooler along with the warming trays were 

not functioning. Start-up money from the city’s social assistance department was used to 

purchase two stoves, a fridge, a washer and dryer, and a variety of baking tools and 

equipment. 

Values, norms and culture 
The coffee shop had two distinct learning areas: the front counter area and the 

kitchen, which seemed to generate different but equally valuable kinds of learning. In 

addition, it was in the coffee shop, and specifically the kitchen area, that students learned a 

new literacy practice, which was integrated into their daily lives. When students were 

working at the counter, they were interacting regularly with customers as they operated the 
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cash register, and served coffee and baked goods. The kitchen jobs, on the other hand, were 

more isolated from customers. Although the jobs were quite different, students talked with 

equal enthusiasm about the meaningfulness of their learning while working at the counter 

and in the kitchen. All of the students enthusiastically shared stories about their newly 

acquired baking skills and the success they experienced when trying out these new skills at 

home. When talking about her children’s reaction to her baking, Hannah said, ”Oh they love 

it. They love it for snacks.” Marion, Rouda, and Stacey agreed that they had all experienced 

the same positive reception at home when they tried out their new skills. Although all of the 

women were accustomed to preparing food for their families, they had never baked cakes, 

cookies, and muffins, and they had never used a recipe while preparing food in the past.  

 While the kitchen jobs were valued for the skills the students could use at home, the 

counter jobs were valued for the skills that could be used in the workplace. Hannah clearly 

made this distinction. Although learning to read recipes to bake and use the cash register 

were equally valuable to her, they were valued for different reasons. “The muffins, the 

cookies I learn because before I didn’t know how to cook…also I cook for my children.” 

Learning to use the cash register, on the other hand, has led her to think of herself as 

someone with a marketable skill. She explained, 

Before, when I see some of my friends when they are working in the stores or 

doing something like that, I believe it is a hard job. But right now, I know I can 

do it like them. It makes me feel very nice because I believe it was something 

hard. I can’t do it. But right now I know it’s easy for me. I can do it. 

Stacey valued her new skills working at the counter and serving customers. When she 

first entered the program, she chose to do jobs in the kitchen only, and was nervous about 

working at the counter where she would have to interact with customers. After Carrie 
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encouraged her to work at the counter, this became her most valued learning experience in 

the coffee shop. “I never done that before…I surprise myself. Oh, I can do anything I 

want…” Like Stacey, Maritza also valued her newly learned customer-service skills. Before 

entering the program, she said she felt very nervous and shy around people. It was very 

difficult to initiate a conversation with someone she didn’t know. She recalled her first day 

working at the counter, serving customers. 

The first time I say, ‘No. I don’t like it.’ But I say I have to. I’ve got to try. It’s 

true. I no like it. ‘Yes. Can I help you?’ No, no, no. I feel very bad. When I go 

home on the bus I say, ‘Why I have to say that?’ But the next time I feel more 

comfortable, you know. Then I say, ‘Hi. Hello.” You know, go to another step. 

Other students connected with Maritza’s story and said they also learned to overcome 

their nervousness while in the program. Rouda said, “You know wherever you go, whatever 

place you go, just like that, you make friends. Just like that, you talk.” Hannah, Stacey, Tom, 

and Nadine agreed that one of the most significant changes that the employment preparation 

program helped them to make was to become more confident when interacting with others in 

both positive and negative situations. Rouda said, “No matter what, you can get along. You 

can see the person. You can tell that person what they like [and] what they no like…if 

friendly or not friendly.” Hannah and Tom also learned to handle the occasional rude 

customer without feeling flustered.  

The intent of the coffee shop was to create a context of work. It drew upon the 

procedures of a workplace as opposed to a classroom or a home kitchen. For many students, 

their experience in the coffee shop was the first time they were exposed to the culture of 

work in Canada. Trying to create a work setting in a school program has had its challenges. 

Other students, many of whom ultimately rejected the program, viewed the coffee shop in 
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one of two ways: it was a kitchen and not a work setting that they wanted to learn about, or 

they saw it only as a work setting and not a setting in which to learn literacy. Despite this, the 

students who did enter the program and participated in all aspects, have accomplished key 

“firsts’ in their lives: some acquired their first employment experience; others obtained their 

first job; and many realized that they could fit into a work setting.     

 The instructors were aware that the employment preparation program did not suit the 

needs of all students and quickly recognized when this occurred. Usually, they said, this 

became apparent in the coffee shop setting, and the student might become uncommunicative, 

aloof, and generally uncomfortable. The instructors recognized that students had many 

reasons for not wanting to join the program: the majority of students enrolled in the 

employment preparation program were women, and men may have felt uncomfortable; 

working in a kitchen is considered women’s work; the program may not look like a student’s 

idea of school; the student may not want to work, even if this was a stated goal; and the 

student may experience pressures from family and friends to be in a class setting and not 

‘waste their time’ in the coffee shop. “I’ve learned that my expectations are not always their 

expectations. Fair enough. Why should they be?” said Carrie. The coffee shop setting has a 

context that many students from the general literacy program reject. Those who do accept it 

though, value the learning experiences that help them at home, with each other, and in the 

workplace.   

Community of Practice 

A community of practice was more apparent in the coffee shop setting than the 

classroom. Unlike the classroom, there was more of a learning focus in the coffee shop. In 

fact, the classroom instructors’ role diminished and students often became supervisors, as in 
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the vignette with Stacey. In addition, there were strong goals and a clear purpose for 

learning; students could see and understand the whole of their learning as opposed to small 

pieces of knowledge; the coffee shop was designed as an opportunity to engage in 

improvised practice in a supportive setting; and the learning curriculum—in other words, the 

process of learning each of the jobs in the coffee shop—was an opportunity to engage in 

practice.     

While in the coffee shop, Carrie was the primary instructor, Fran became more of an 

assistant instructor, and Suzanne remained with one group of students to teach employability. 

Carrie explained her instructional approach. 

It’s ongoing teaching, demonstrating, and modeling. That’s what we do, and no 

one just stands around observing. It’s hands on.” 

Fran and Suzanne occasionally switched roles to allow Suzanne to be in the coffee shop 

while Fran led the employability group. Suzanne spent the least amount of time in the coffee 

shop overall, and found herself being taught by the students when she was in the coffee shop. 

She wrote, 

The student/teacher line tended to blur a lot for me in the kitchen.  Because I was 

not there very often, I was not as familiar with the location of supplies, 

procedures, etc.  The students were delighted to help me and seemed to take great 

pride in their knowledge and expertise.  This was a very ‘neat’ thing to witness 

and really demonstrated to me how far they had come.     

The coffee shop is viewed as a vehicle to move beyond learning about employment 

practices, and allowed students to learn to do employment practices. Students were not 

simply reading, discussing, and role-playing about employment preparation; they were 

engaging, deciding, and actively doing activities that are employment preparation. As Rouda 

said, “If I can do it in the cafeteria [coffee shop], I can do it outside.” Even if a student’s 
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placement or job was unrelated to operating a coffee shop, students learned to be an 

employee. Rouda stressed that it didn’t matter to her that the coffee shop activities were not 

the same activities she did at her job placement. She said she learned to “become stronger” 

and that was most important to her. Nadine and Stacey agreed. They both said that the coffee 

shop helped them to gain confidence in themselves and helped them to realize that they could 

be a good employee. Nadine explained further, 

When you’re there [in the coffee shop] you never know anything before, but at 

least when you’re there they teach you. If you go out in the world, at least what 

they will ask you, you will understand exactly what they’re talking about. Before, 

you wouldn’t know anything. You have to ask, ‘What are you saying? I don’t 

understand.’ Here they teach you things.        

Rouda described how the improvised practice of the coffee shop with its clear 

learning purpose helped her in her job placement. The most important learning for her she 

said was to learn to understand people and “the culture” of work. She compared her brief 

work experience in the past with her current placement experience. “That time I didn’t know. 

I was working but I didn’t know the people. Now I can understand people like this [she snaps 

her fingers].” She continued to explain what she learned in the coffee shop from the 

instructors and students. It’s important, she said to… 

…be friendly, to understand other people and to work—how it’s important and 

how they do it, how they teach you. You have to follow that. That is very 

important because if you go to another job on your own, something that is a little 

tiny that you must understand…god knows that you might get fired [if you don’t 

understand]. So they learn here [in the coffee shop] a little bit what you are 

supposed to do [and] what you are not supposed to do.  

Carrie also emphasized the importance of helping students learn how to be an 

employee. Although the coffee shop was a different environment than most of the job 
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placements, the students were actively engaged in experiences that allowed them to develop 

skills for a variety of placement sites. Carrie said, “They are able to draw on their skills from 

the coffee shop, obviously, or else they wouldn’t be successful in their placement.”  For most 

students in the program, the employment placement is their first job experience. Carrie 

summarized her focus as an instructor in the coffee shop. 

The focus is teaching a specific task, teaching a job, following directions, 

working together, asking questions. Then the softer skills are the judgments, 

making judgments, problem-solving, and critical thinking. But in order to run a 

business, you have to have the bricks, you have to lay the groundwork.   

Students expressed a variety of ways of understanding the learning that occurred in 

the coffee shop. On a direct and concrete level, they gave animated details about the way 

they ran the coffee shop, such as the way they baked, what they baked, who did what, their 

problems, successes, and many more details about the coffee shop’s day-to-day operation. 

They also discussed the practical skills they acquired (such as operating the cash register or 

using a commercial coffee maker), and the numeracy and literacy abilities they acquired  

(such as reading recipes and abbreviations),  and using measuring cups. They also discussed 

their employment readiness skills, such as preparing for an interview and workplace safety. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, they talked about how their experience in the coffee 

shop has made them feel more confident. 

Hannah said the most important thing she learned in the coffee shop was to use the 

cash register independently. This will be the skill, she explained, that she will depend on to 

help her find a part-time job. The other things she learned included baking muffins and 

cookies, reading recipes, and learning to read carefully. She explained, “A lot of stuff looks 

alike, like teaspoon and tablespoon. It’s tsp, then b, something like that. Little differences. 



 117

Baking powder and baking soda, something like that. We have to be careful.” In addition, she 

said she has learned about workplace safety. “I knew some but I also learn about something 

new. This morning I learn about hearing. When something is very loud, it can affect you. 

You can lose your hearing. I didn’t know that before.” 

Learning about safety and procedures also stood out in Rouda’s mind “The most 

important thing is safety. I remember the safety.” Rouda then quickly added that she learned 

more than safety procedures in the coffee shop. “I remember the muffins, [and] reading.” She 

then added that she also learned how to prepare for a job interview: “How to talk, not to be 

nervous, [and] calm down.” She learned to use the coffee machine and to serve customers 

“the polite way”. She also talked about the importance of learning to be “particular”, and 

compared the way she approached a task at home with the way she has learned to do a 

similar task in the coffee shop. “At home,” she said, “your mind knows everything. 

Everyday, what you are doing, you know.” The coffee shop, in contrast is very different. 

Sugar we know, flour we know. It’s important, You have to be particular [about] 

how you use [them]. You have to know [and be] careful because you never know 

if you get the job and you have to know metric. [At home] everything you know. 

When you [are] making something, cooking something. [at] home, it’s not 

important. 

She said the activities that are done in the coffee shop, such as metric measurement, 

and careful reading, may be similar to the activities that are done at a job. She felt it was 

important to learn these things in order to prepare for work.  

If you know or not, they [will] tell you, ‘Follow that paper.’ If you don’t know, 

you [are] lost. You don’t know nothing. You cannot ask people [who are] 

working; they are concentrating on something else. ‘Excuse me, can you help 

me?’ That means you don’t know. You [have to] be ready. 
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Stacey expressed similar opinions as Rouda. “When you are going on [a] job, you 

have to know everything they teach or you [are] lost. Otherwise, you need help or 

something.” Like Hannah and Rouda, Stacey said she learned to read and use recipes. Even 

though she enjoyed cooking and learned to prepare different cultural foods, she said she 

didn’t understand how to use recipes before she participated in the coffee shop. She 

explained that she used to read them but did not actually use them when preparing food. Now 

she explained, “I like to read the recipe—how to measure, what to put, and how many. I’m 

glad that now I understand.”  She also talked about learning to be more organized and 

methodical when she prepared food. She then added that it has helped her to understand text 

better when she is actually using the text, like reading the recipe or following directions for 

making coffee. Fran aptly described the learning in the coffee shop: “[The students] are very 

eager to be in [the coffee shop] and certainly seem to know what they are doing. They have a 

clear sense of direction that they brought with themselves.” 

The coffee shop, more than any other setting demonstrated a community of practice. 

It had a learning focus as opposed to a teaching focus, one of the key elements that defines a 

community of practice. The classroom instructors switched roles with the coffee shop 

instructor and took on more of a supportive role. While the coffee shop instructor, Carrie, 

focused on modeling and coaching in her approach to teaching, the students were expected to 

take on the role of supervisor. In addition, the learning purpose was clear (the students had to 

run a small food service business); they understood the whole and not simply discrete pieces 

of knowledge (they had opportunities to see and experience each of the jobs and activities 

that were necessary in a small business); the coffee shop was set up as an improvised practice 
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opportunity to prepare students for work; and the curriculum, based on the six coffee shop 

jobs, was an opportunity to engage directly in practice and not dictates for practice.  

 Participation and Legitimate Peripheral Participation 

It was in the coffee shop setting that participation could be described in the greatest 

detail compared to the other two settings. To help with this description, Wenger’s (1998) 

interpretation of legitimate peripheral participation will also be used. Building on the notion 

that participation involves the construction of identities as an individual engages in a 

productive activity in a community of practice is the idea of legitimate peripheral 

participation. In legitimate peripheral participation, an individual is fully accepted into a 

community of practice, is considered a newcomer and is trained by oldtimers, is immediately 

engaged in activities that are integral to the learning process, receives monitoring and 

support, and is given room to make errors. All of which leads to the students’ changing 

identity and new ways to see themselves as employees and learners.  

Acceptance 

New students were accepted into the coffee shop environment despite cultural, age, 

gender, and personality differences. Instructors explained how they purposefully set a tone of 

mutual respect, openness, and non-judgmental attitudes. In addition, students have learned to 

trust that their instructors will not permit anyone to jeopardize the environment that was 

created in the coffee shop. They have witnessed their instructors address issues with students 

whose words, attitude, or habits may be detrimental to the group. For example, one instructor 

worked closely with a student whose lack of hygiene was preventing his acceptance in the 

group. Instructors said that they quickly address students who are overly sharp, critical, or 

rude to one another in order to maintain a supportive and inclusive environment. Another 
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example of the kind of open and accepting environment that a new student entered was the 

way in which students shared their breaks. In other classes, in the general literacy program, 

students usually took breaks with others who shared a dominant cultural similarity, such as 

ethnicity, gender, or age. This did not seem to occur as often with students in the 

employment preparation program. Rouda commented on the feeling of acceptance that 

existed in the coffee shop. 

At the start of the cafeteria, a lot of students help because they know they can do 

it. They get strong. They are not thinking [that] this is another culture so you 

cannot do it or be shy or be ashamed or something like that.  

Rouda, Stacey, and Nadine explained that the students and instructors in the coffee 

shop have “open minds”. This means that there was a feeling of equality that enabled the 

students to work together in groups and to help each other. In addition, explained Rouda, 

“Group work is more friendly and happy; you can laugh, you can talk, you can do whatever 

you want.” 

Newcomers Are Trained by Oldtimers 
The coffee shop established a routine in which oldtimers, students who have worked 

in the coffee shop and are able to independently perform a job, train newcomers. The 

program has continuous intake of new students so a newcomer can join at any time during 

the term or school year, as in the example of Stacey training Farah to set up the counter, 

make the coffee, and serve customers. Hannah described how she worked with new students 

one day when Carrie was absent. 

I can teach a lot of things that I learned. Like last Tuesday, I was supervising 

them. Carrie was not feeling well, so for those who have a little difficulty 

reading, I was supervising. I was helping them when they see the recipe. I was 
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helping them when they are not sure. I was helping them and telling them which 

one is exactly the one they are using. Most people, they have a little difficulty 

measuring. Most of them, I was telling them and pointing [for] them. 

In addition to helping newcomers learn to do the tasks and jobs in the coffee shop, 

oldtimers pass on a way of communicating. Fran said that she learned about this 

from Carrie when she first began working in the coffee shop, and has since passed 

on her knowledge to new students. During the group interview, she told Carrie 

how this occurred. 

You were really great at providing those guidelines for me, without telling me. 

So I was trying to observe Carrie at the beginning for those first two or three 

months really. You really taught that well, and you’re demonstrating that to me 

so I’m pretty sure that is what they are picking up. So that’s really great. You 

have to take full credit for that because that is the way that you present yourself 

to them and so when they have to make a decision, they’ve heard how you’ve 

said, ‘Can I help you with this? or ‘Do you want help with that?’ Rather than 

someone simply coming down on them. So you can really see how they pick that 

up, that mannerism. 

Integral Tasks 

While in the coffee shop, students were engaged in activities for a clear purpose; that 

is, they contributed to the operation of the coffee shop through the completion of integral 

tasks, such as preparing baked goods, serving customers, and operating the cash register. 

Their active involvement in these integral tasks impacted them in two ways: it helped 

students to work together, and it gave students a taste of the realities and pressures of an 

actual employment setting. Hannah and Marion described how the activities of the coffee 

shop supported and in fact demanded collaboration and interaction amongst the students. “In 

the coffee shop we are all... How can I explain? But we are, we have more time to do things, 
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talking because everything…We are looking at recipes. We are…” Marion finished her 

sentence and added, “…asking questions.” Hannah then continued and explained, “If we 

work together to make the muffins, you have to ask the question: ‘I think that’s not right’ or 

something like that [or] ‘What does that mean?’ In this way, she said, the students must get 

to know each, work together, and overcome their apprehensions. 

Hannah then explained how this kind of communication occurred only in the coffee 

shop and not the classroom. 

[The coffee shop] is different from other classes because when you are in class, 

when we are in the class, or other students are in the class, there’s not a lot of 

time to talk. Everybody is busy for learning. But our class, we go to the kitchen, 

we work together. We talk. We help each other. 

Rouda who was actively involved in her placement at the time of her 

interview, saw the link between the integral activities she did in the coffee shop 

and the activities she did in her placement. Despite the fact that they were two 

very different settings, she felt that she was prepared to work in the childcare after 

being in the coffee shop. 

The cafeteria [coffee shop], is like a real job because you are doing everything as 

work. You are not thinking about doing it for nothing. You are thinking this is 

your job and you have to do it. 

Monitoring and Support 
In the coffee shop there was a distinct difference between the classroom regarding 

how students monitored each other and offered support or feedback. In the classroom, 

explained Suzanne, students who were focused on an activity might say something like, ‘Oh, 

you got that one.’ But the high level of personal feedback, in which one student once told 
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another that she’s “amazing”, didn’t occur in the classroom. Suzanne felt that this kind of 

personally affirming feedback from a peer was more influential than anything an instructor 

might say. Suzanne described an exchange she once witnessed in the coffee shop. 

Hannah had just come in and she was talking to Stacey who was a busy bee 

working around there, just doing everything. Hannah didn’t know I was there and 

she said, ‘I saw you the last time.’ She said, ‘Yesterday when everyone was gone 

you were just doing everything. You worked so hard. You did this job and this 

job. You’re just amazing.’ Stacey was just beaming and she said, ‘Yep I was 

doing all of that.’ That was a really nice thing initiated by Hannah towards 

Stacey, and I thought wow—this is good. It made me feel very good to hear that. 

Fran suggested that the coffee shop might be one of the only settings outside of family in 

which students received positive feedback and affirmation from peers.  

Students not only supported each other’s learning through feedback but they also 

analysed their own work and learned to self-correct. Fran said they pushed themselves to do 

well and wanted to determine where and how an error had been made. She said, 

They’re really great at that actually. You see how sincerely interested they are in 

looking at that cookie, and seeing and realizing why it didn’t work. They go back 

many extra steps, evaluating the results. 

This ability may be related to Carrie’s instructional approach, suggested Fran. She explained 

how Carrie set clear expectations and modeled the behaviours that she wanted to encourage 

in the coffee shop.  

Students not only tried to meet the expectations with regard to the ways of doing the 

coffee shop activities, such as preparing for baking by assembling all the ingredients, but 

they also began to meet expectations that the instructor set regarding their personal growth 

and abilities. Rouda said,  
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They teach you how to be okay, like yourself…They teach you how…Like 

example. [I’m at the placement] 8:30 until 3:00. It’s long hours. I can do it if I get 

the job. I can do it. That is what they teach you. ‘Go ahead Rouda, you can do it. 

You can do it.’ Something like that. To be what you have to be. Do it, and how to 

be better, you know. Something like that. 

Room for Error 
One of the reasons that students were willing to push their learning, and to analyse 

their learning, may be because they knew mistakes were simply a part of their learning. They 

were not penalized in any way if a mistake was made, and were pushed to think about 

mistakes as an important part of learning.  Nadine described how she gained more confidence 

in herself because she was encouraged by Carrie to try new tasks and work through her initial 

confusion, apprehension, and errors. She said Carrie taught her “to do things like, you don’t 

know what to do and she say, ‘It’s okay if you don’t understand, you do it the next day and 

you get a handle on it.’ In addition, said Nadine, Carrie helped her to feel differently about 

herself, and she needed Carrie to push her to try new activities. Through this process, she was 

able to gain new confidence in herself. "If you have no confidence, like me, by myself, I 

won’t push me to do anything.”     

Rouda said that she always knew that the coffee shop was a safe place to make 

mistakes, but at the same time, she recognized that she wouldn’t have the same flexibility 

once she was working at her job placement.  

When you are in school or [the employment preparation program] sometimes, as 

a human, you make a mistake, and you think, ‘Okay, I have to depend on my 

teacher; she will be telling me.’ Now by yourself, at a placement, no teacher [is] 

telling you something. You have to be smart yourself, to do it, everything by 

yourself.  
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Nadine also recognized a difference between the coffee shop and a workplace setting. She 

explained that she understood she could make a mistake in the coffee shop without fear of 

criticism. “It doesn’t seem bad because we know each other, but if we’re somewhere else, we 

feel really bad.” Tom said that he was nervous when operating the cash register but knew the 

instructors were there to help him. He also stressed “people have to understand that we’re 

learning,” and admitted he felt more relaxed and assured if the instructor stood next to him.  

At times, Fran has wondered if the environment they’ve created in the coffee shop is 

too supportive. 

The thing that I worry about is the fact that our coffee shop is so supportive and 

so, not protected in a negative sense, but nicely protected. We all know that when 

we go into the work world, people are encountering people that are going to be a 

bit difficult or there’s going to be challenges all around for them.   

Changing Identities 

Fran said that the greatest impact of the employment preparation program was on the 

student’s changed identity, and this change occurred in the coffee shop. She said the students 

began to recognize that they have skills, which could lead to a job or a better job. Carol 

agreed and suggested that one of the factors that helped to precipitate this change was the set 

of well-defined and challenging expectations that the program had.  

For some, this is the first time that anyone has expected anything of them. They 

just come in and see this busy place and everybody doing their job. They just 

kind of come into the flow. The expectations are high and they’re specific. It 

seems to be a happening place. 

Rouda said that the instructors, students, and her work in the coffee shop helped her 

to become “stronger”. By working with other students, she learned to overcome her 

apprehension and nervousness. She said the instructors, “show you that you can do that.” 
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They encouraged her and taught her to be self-reliant. Rouda referred to this as 

“responsibility yourself”. She said that the instructors and program in general taught her to…  

…[have] responsibility yourself. You don’t need every time [to have somebody 

say], ‘Okay do that.’ You have to learn quickly, you know to be responsible 

yourself. I am learning by myself. First time in the placement, if they tell you 

something, they not keep repeating, you know, you have to do it yourself.  

She said she could see and feel her confidence growing: “I see it. I am growing 

myself. I am more confidence in myself.” She added that her children have also seen a 

change. “My children, they see now that I am very, very serious about [getting] a job.” She 

felt that the program had changed her and given her both the practical skills and self-

confidence she would need in a job.  

Now I am better. I am better to stand up myself, to do something they teach me 

here. If I try to get [a] job in [a] restaurant or cafeteria, Tim Horton’s or 

something like that, I know everything about the rules, [like] safety. I know 

everything about it. Before I didn’t know about Canada culture, you know, they 

have to do it about this safety. I didn’t know about that before. So now I know 

about it, everything. So I can try to get a job that will support me. 

Not only could participation be described in the coffee shop based on its fundamental 

notion that identities are constructed as an individual engages in a productive activity in a 

community of practice, but it also contained elements of the more complex idea of legitimate 

peripheral participation. Legitimate peripheral participation was apparent as new students 

were fully accepted into the coffee shop. These new students or newcomers were usually 

paired with a more experienced student or oldtimer to learn a specific job. The job that had to 

be completed was an integral part of their learning and the functioning of the coffee shop. In 

other words, if the job was not completed, it affected the operation of the coffee shop and left 

a gap in the student’s learning and understanding. The instructors and other students provided 
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monitoring, support, and direct feedback. In addition, students learned to self-correct. 

Feedback was often related to an activity, such as successful baking or missing a step in a 

recipe. It could also be more personal in nature, in that students were complimented on their 

overall abilities and personal characteristics. The coffee shop environment, although filled 

with pressures, was also an environment that was supportive and maintained a focus on 

learning, as opposed to simply running a coffee shop. When errors were made, they were 

discussed and used as learning opportunities.  Finally, students experienced changes in the 

way they viewed themselves. As their confidence grew, they began to think of themselves as 

employees.  

Summary and Interpretation of the Coffee Shop Setting 

When students were in the coffee shop they were engaged in activities for a clear and 

real purpose, but the overall tone was learning and not production. The coffee shop was a 

created setting, more like a simulated lab. It was a setting where mistakes were expected and 

then dissected, where risks were encouraged and supported, and where expectations were set 

and met. In addition, a continuous process of trial and error, attempts, adjustments, and 

discoveries was fostered. In this way, learning the practice of running the coffee shop became 

a way to prepare for employment.   

The main learning goal in the coffee shop was independent mastery of each of the 

coffee shop jobs. Mastery of the jobs, such as Baker, Server, or Cashier, did not necessarily 

lead to the students obtaining these jobs outside the coffee shop setting. Rather, they applied 

different aspects of their learning and new knowledge outside the coffee shop setting, both in 

their homes and job placements. Most of the placements did not involve food preparation and 
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even the placement in the bakery used such different methods of preparation that Stacey, who 

was in that setting, felt she had to learn a completely new set of bakery skills.  

One setting where many of the students did use their new knowledge about baking 

with recipes was at home. In fact, the students incorporated a new literacy practice into their 

lives when they began to use recipes at home. All the students, except Martha, said they had 

tried baking at home with a recipe, something they had never done before. In addition, most 

had integrated this new knowledge into their daily lives. Hannah said she now bakes 

regularly for her children using recipes. Before working in the coffee shop, she said she had 

never used recipes and wasn’t even interested in learning to use them. 

I was always cooking what I knew. [Recipes] are a good idea because it’s easy. I 

put the papers there and then I put everything together. It’s very easy, a very nice 

idea. I like it because now I believe that without recipes, we can’t cook. Some 

days I try the recipe that I have from the coffee shop. 

In addition to introducing a new literacy practice in their lives, students also gained 

new ways of seeing themselves from their experiences in the coffee shop. They began to see 

themselves as employees who had practical abilities, such as using a cash register; affective 

abilities, such as communication with customers; and personal abilities, such as confidence. 

It’s difficult to say which elements in the coffee shop most helped the students see 

themselves as employees. Was it the mastery of a task; the instructional approach; or perhaps 

the support of other students? In addition to gaining new knowledge about themselves as 

employees, students also learned about the culture of work. They learned that work safety 

and being “particular” were valued in many workplaces. They also learned, as Rouda did, to 

take initiative and not to interfere in personal disagreements with other staff. Whether these 
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were some or all of the outcomes that the program wanted to foster is unknown. Also, are 

these the kinds of knowledge students need to learn about workplace culture?    

JOB PLACEMENTS 

The descriptions of the job placements relied upon the student and instructor 

interviews as a main data source. Subsequently, the format of the next section is slightly 

different than the descriptions of the classroom and coffee shop settings. I was not able to 

actually observe students in their job placements and relied on their stories about their 

experiences. As a result, the content and context sections, which drew from observation data, 

are not as detailed as the descriptions of the previous settings, and have been combined. 

Separate sections remain for the descriptions of a community of practice and participation. In 

addition to these differences, the way in which the job placements are described will change 

within each of the three major sections. An overview of the placements will be described in 

the content and context section. Then, in the community of practice section, each of the job 

placements sites will be described. Focus will then shift to each of the students in the 

participation section.  

Content and Context 

This section will analyse what students are learning (content) and the learning 

environments (context) of the job placements. Most of the information about the job 

placements came from the student and instructor interviews, particularly an interview with 

Carrie, the instructor who supported the students in their job placements. The focus of this 

combined section is not on each site but on the overall role of the placements within the 

program.    
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The program did not have set times for students to move into a job placement. Rather, 

Carrie said she looked at each student’s performance in the coffee shop and their job 

readiness, which was gauged by the student’s ability to master the coffee shop jobs. But it 

didn’t seem to be the practical skills that were being measured as much as the students’ soft 

skills. Carrie said she wanted to see the students demonstrate an ability to solve problems 

independently, ask questions when clarification was needed, and prioritize tasks. In addition, 

the students had to be able to make accommodations in their home schedule in order to 

participate in a placement. Normally, students were in a placement two or three mornings 

each week, and missed the coffee shop and employability portions of the program. Although 

the placements were not intended to change their established schedules, students sometimes 

had to travel to get to their placements or arrive a little earlier than the program start time, 

which was 9:00 am.  

According to the instructor, Carrie, a job placement was an opportunity for students 

to gain knowledge about the workplace and workplace culture; it was the first workplace 

experience many students ever had; and it gave students a chance to build a resume. 

Although the students were participating in a job setting (the coffee shop), there was also a 

need for them to participate in a work setting outside the supports of the program in order to 

gain confidence and become more independent. In their job placements, students had to 

communicate with people they had never met before; depend on themselves, without the 

direct support of the program, its teachers and students; learn new skills for the specific 

placement setting; experience a period of diminished confidence that must be rebuilt during 

the first month of their placement; and encounter a variety of new people who may not 

always be supportive and accepting. She also emphasized that the placement experience 
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helped students to develop “soft skills” such as problem-solving, adaptability, working with 

others, and confidence. Very little emphasis was placed on the development of literacy and 

numeracy in the placements since most of the activities did not require a high degree of 

literacy and numeracy ability.  

There were five different job placement sites and the choice of a placement site was 

negotiated between Carrie and the students. To choose a placement site, Carrie said she 

wanted the students to express an interest in the placement and wanted to ensure the student 

would be capable of performing the activities related to the placement. She referred to this 

process as determining the “job fit”. The sites were a childcare facility, a grocery store, a 

discount department store, the school board cafeteria, and the coffee shop, which became a 

modified placement. The sites were chosen for a variety of reasons, including their potential 

for future employment, their willingness to accept adult student placements, and their ability 

to provide meaningful employment experiences. The childcare—run by the school board for 

students in various adult education programs—is one of the few established childcare 

facilities in the city that hires childcare assistants without credentials. The assistants can earn 

over $10.00 an hour and work up to 30 hours per week. A well-known chain grocery store, 

located near the centre of the city, accommodated students in both its bakery and produce 

departments. The grocery store placement was considered a good site because there were 

opportunities for students to learn a variety of jobs, including a coveted job as a cashier. A 

popular discount department store was chosen as a site because there was a potential to be 

hired and there were a variety of jobs within the organization. The school board cafeteria was 

chosen mainly because it also offered a variety of training opportunities, and it had a history 
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of working with high school students on placements. Finally, the coffee shop became a 

modified placement site to accommodate students with childcare needs. 

Once the students completed their placements, they were encouraged to return to the 

program, unless they received a job offer. Re-entry into the program was established in order 

to support a transition form the employment preparation program to the workplace. Initially, 

the transition period was intended only to support students during their job search. But in 

addition to this support, Carrie recognized an even more valuable reason for students to 

return to the program after completing their placements. The returning students displayed 

more confidence, she explained, and other students began to inquire about his or her 

experiences in the placement. The returning students were more than willing to share 

experiences with those who had not been on a placement, and they compared experiences 

with those who did have a placement.  

While the students were on their placements, the classroom became the setting in 

which they discussed placement experiences. The instructors initially thought the students 

would use the classroom for literacy support but they were rarely asked to help students solve 

problems related to either literacy or numeracy. Instead, students needed help dealing with a 

myriad of non-literacy issues, such as working with others, dealing with supervisors who 

didn’t permit them to do any challenging tasks, or who expected too much, and working with 

staff members who either didn’t understand that the student was a volunteer, or even felt 

threatened by the student. The classroom then became a setting for focusing on the 

behaviours and culture of the workplace, as they related to the job placements, rather than 

literacy.  
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Community of Practice 

This section will examine how the job placements may or may not have resembled a 

community of practice. The following questions can be used as a guide to determine whether 

or not any of the placements had the elements of a community of practice. Was the focus on 

teaching the activity or learning? If learning was predominant, what was its purpose? Did 

students see and understand the whole? Did activities permit improvised practice or were 

they simply a set of skills and tasks that were unrelated to the actual practices of the job 

placements?     

The childcare 

Nadine, Martha, and Rouda had placements in the childcare,  Nadine’s placement 

arrangement was standard; both Rouda and Martha had more unique placement agreements. 

Martha wanted to work with children, but she most likely would always need to be 

supervised. The goal of her placement in the childcare was to help her gain experience, and 

not to find a job as much as perhaps to find a position as a volunteer. She continued to 

participate in the employment preparation program each morning and went to her modified 

placement two afternoons a week. Rouda’s case was completely different. Her placement 

was almost independent of the program, and she followed the path that all potential childcare 

assistants took to be hired: she volunteered at various childcare sites, was on the supply list, 

and was beginning to supply teach in the hopes that a position would become available. She 

worked at childcare sites four full days a week and maintained contact with the program only 

one day a week. This arrangement was made in order to maintain Rouda’s student status so 

she could receive support and assistance from the program. 

While in the childcare, students were engaged in a variety of activities essential to the 

job of childcare assistant. They led reading circles; helped the children eat, wash and dress; 
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sang songs with the children; supervised their play time; changed diapers; comforted children 

who were upset; prepared the children for fire drills; and even participated in a professional 

development day for the childcare staff. Depending on the site and supervisor at each site, the 

students’ level of engagement with the children, staff, and activities varied. At one site, 

Nadine was rarely permitted to act independently and was not given challenging tasks. She 

said she felt useless and incapable as a result. She transferred to another site where the 

supervisor asked her to “shadow” her and became fully engaged in all of the day-to-day 

activities.  

All three students said they were most involved with the childcare supervisors, and 

referred to them for assistance, direction, and support. Rouda explained her interaction with 

the childcare supervisor, “They tell you. The first time they introduce you to the staff and 

[tell you] what you should do and shouldn’t do. If you need help or you don’t understand 

something, so [I] ask for directions myself.” Rouda added that she has also learned to depend 

on her own skills and knowledge. “I really focused and depending on myself even.” 

The grocery store 
Stacey worked in the bakery/deli department and Tom worked in the produce 

department of a chain grocery store located close to downtown. Both were assigned jobs that 

an employee would do. Tom explained that he had to unpack and display produce. He 

learned to rotate the old and new produce, and was surprised to find out how many different 

types of apples the store sold, all of which he learned to identify and name. Stacey unpacked 

the dry ingredients for various baked goods, she wrapped and bagged the muffins, bread 

sticks, and buns when they were cooled, and she brought out items for display. Both she and 



 135

Tom worked closely with other employees who would tell them what to do, then demonstrate 

the task, and then let them do the task independently.  

Discount department store 
Marion was the most isolated student in her placement but didn’t complain about this 

to anyone. She was in the women’s clothing department at a discount department store, and 

her job was to price clothing. She said she was given instructions first thing in the morning 

(she wasn’t sure if the person was a supervisor or an employee) and then worked mostly by 

herself, tagging the new clothes or putting sale stickers on marked-down items. She didn’t 

take a break, and sometimes left at noon without seeing or talking to anyone.   

The cafeteria 
Maritza traveled to the school board’s administrative offices to work in the cafeteria. 

Her placement lasted only a few weeks. Carrie said she had a feeling it wouldn’t work out 

when Maritza approached her about the potential difficulties she faced making bus 

connections in order to get to the cafeteria. Although her home was only a seven-minute 

drive away, she relied on the city bus and only one per hour ran up the street past the 

placement site. If she missed that one bus, she was forced to take three buses and spend at 

least an hour traveling the few kilometers to get to the site.  

Maritza said when she first went to the site she was given a quick tour and expressed 

interest in learning to use the cash register. The supervisor misunderstood her interest and 

thought she was expressing concern. She told Maritza she didn’t have to worry about 

learning to use the cash register. Maritza did not correct her. Despite this misunderstanding, 

Maritza had another opportunity to display her skills and initiative. One morning when she 

walked in, two employees were off and no one was available to make the day’s soup. Maritza 
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volunteered to make it. When asked if she had ever prepared soup before she said she did it 

regularly at home. The supervisor told her she could use the recipe book but Maritza declined 

and made the soup on her own. Carrie found out about this when the supervisor contacted her 

to praise Maritza. She also said that Maritza had done more than her employees were able to 

do on such short notice. Carrie glowed with pride when she retold the story. Unfortunately, 

the pride was short-lived and a week later Maritza decided not to return to the placement. 

The cafeteria had the potential to be a community of practice but this potential was not fully 

realized because of Maritza’s decision to leave. While there, she was able to perform integral 

activities, she seemed to be accepted (at least by the supervisor), and she was in a supportive 

environment.  

The coffee shop 

Because Hannah’s four-year-old son was in the childcare run by the program, she was 

not able to participate in a placement outside of the school. To accommodate Hannah and a 

newer student in a similar position, the decision was made to open the coffee shop a third 

morning without instructors. Hannah and three other students were chosen to run the coffee 

shop. The instructors first discussed the idea with the students and chose the group carefully. 

They wanted students who would work well together and wanted to give capable students a 

greater challenge. After having one of the classroom instructors open the coffee shop, the 

students worked on their own to set up the counter, prepare the cash, display baked goods, 

prepare the coffee, serve customers, balance the cash, and clean. After a couple of weeks, 

they felt they were able to prepare so quickly that they had time enough to bake one batch of 

muffins. Hannah said, “We also cook because Carrie said, ‘You did everything so you can try 

also cooking.’ So we did very well.”  The only job that was pre-assigned was the job of 
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cashier. The students decided amongst themselves who would do the other jobs. Then they 

all pitched in to do the dishes and clean because it was agreed these were the least favourite 

jobs, and they decided no single person should get stuck with them week after week. The 

only time they called for instructor assistance was when the coffee maker wouldn’t work one 

day. Hannah proudly explained that even the instructor had to get help from the custodial 

staff because it was a problem that she too was unable to fix. 

Not all of the job placement settings resembled a community of practice. Only one 

setting (the childcare where Nadine was asked to “shadow” the supervisor) seemed to contain 

all the elements of a community of practice. The setting that contained the least elements was 

the discount department store, where Marion was isolated and doing the same mundane tasks 

day after day. In the second childcare where Nadine worked she was actively involved in the 

integral activities of the childcare, including leading a reading circle. She worked closely 

with a supervisor who used modeling and coaching to facilitate learning, and the focus was 

on learning rather than direct teaching. In addition, Nadine was able to recognize the learning 

purpose of the activities and how they contributed to the operation of the childcare. She was 

also engaged in activities that were improvised practice situations and related to the day-to-

day operation of the childcare centre. Marion, on the other hand, was isolated. She received 

brief instructions in the morning and had little interaction after that. This provided little 

learning. She was assigned a single mundane task that was quickly mastered, and was not 

able to move beyond this activity. She learned very little about the day-to-day operation of 

the work setting and was not exposed to any other aspects of the store or even the department 

she worked in.  
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Participation 

Participation is integrally linked to a community of practice and, subsequently, the 

sites that best demonstrated a community of practice (such as one of the childcare settings) 

also demonstrated participation. The opposite is also true. The site that least demonstrated 

participation (the discount department store) was hard pressed to reveal any tangible 

evidence of participation. In the best examples of participation, the students were engaged in 

a productive activity in a community of practice. In addition, based on the notion of 

legitimate peripheral participation, students were fully accepted into a community of 

practice, were considered a newcomer and trained by oldtimers, were immediately engaged 

in activities that were integral to the learning process, received monitoring and support, and 

were given room to make errors. In the poorest examples of participation, very few (if any) 

of these elements were apparent. The students readily shared their experiences regarding how 

they participated at their placements. Subsequently, this section is richer than the previous 

job placement descriptions that appeared in the content and context subsections.. 

Nadine experienced two participation extremes while doing the same kind of 

childcare work at two different sites. At the first site, she was often ignored by the staff, felt 

unchallenged, and made to feel incompetent. She described how she was not permitted to 

become fully involved with daily activities; she said she was sometimes given conflicting 

information from different staff members; and she said the staff sometimes laughed at her 

mistakes. She knew that she needed to become more involved in the operation of the 

childcare if she was to learn to be a childcare worker. She said,  

I didn’t feel comfortable there, and they didn’t let me do anything, like take care 

of the kids. If I see them going to fall or something, they say let the teacher do it. 

I didn’t do anything. I do lunch and stuff. I feed them and that thing. But I think I 
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need to get more involved with them or I not going to learn anything. So I never 

feel comfortable there. 

Once Carrie became aware of Nadine’s situation, she was moved to a new childcare 

site with a supervisor who was accommodating and well-respected. Despite her negative 

experiences at the first site, Nadine convinced herself to try a second time. “I said, ‘I’m going 

to try.’ I’ve been there a long time and those teachers teach me so I’m not going to let them 

down here.” She added that the instructors “believe in me more than I do.” Although she was 

initially motivated to try a second placement to avoid disappointing her instructors, she soon 

realized that she had greater strength and capabilities than she previously thought. Nadine 

smiled when she summed up how she felt about herself after trying the second placement: “I 

think I could do anything I want.”  

In the second childcare site Nadine was asked to “job shadow” and was told this 

involved following the supervisor and performing tasks under her supervision. Nadine 

described how the supervisor explained what it meant to job shadow, an idea that was new to 

Nadine: 

She told me, ‘When I told you things, I think you do very well but I want you to 

do it on your own. I want you to shadow me. Everything I do, do it because I 

want to make you learn so that you get the job. Shadow me to do everything. 

Follow me around.’ And then I do. 

Job shadowing the supervisor prevented Nadine from receiving conflicting instructions from 

other staff members, and she was given more challenging tasks. 

They let me do with the kids: take care of them; watch them; talk to them if they 

are doing something wrong. I even read to them. I have one [singing and reading] 

circle by myself with the kids.   
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Next to the positive experience Nadine had at the second childcare site, the 

experiences of Stacey and Tom may have come closest to being described as participation in 

relation to a situated learning framework. Both Stacey and Tom talked about employees who 

taught them integral work-related activities in similar ways while at the grocery store. They 

first watched an employee perform the activity they were to learn. As they watched, the 

employee carefully described what he/she was doing and why. Then, Stacey and Tom were 

given the opportunity to try the activity under the employee’s supervision. Finally, they were 

asked to perform the activity independently, but the employee remained available for 

questions or to help fix any errors.  

In addition to this demonstration of participation elements, Stacey described how she 

felt accepted by the employees. When she joined them for morning break, she said she was 

able to contribute to the conversations they had about their children and even their pets. She 

was struck by what she learned about herself, and by the idea that she had more in common 

with the employees than she had ever imagined. She explained how nervous she felt the first 

day of her placement. “Oh my god. How am I going to do that? Maybe they hate me.” She 

was surprised that the employees were so welcoming and supportive, and she felt 

comfortable enough to express her own ideas about what she’d like to learn. Stacey was one 

of the only students who talked about sharing breaks with the employees while on her 

placement. 

I like the people. You never know them before and they [are] smiling, and say hi 

and talking [at] break-time. ‘How are you doing?’ I say fine. I like this job, you 

know. Sometimes another person tells the story too. Then I talk about [how] I 

came to Canada, and I don’t know anything about English. Another lady said, 

‘Don’t worry. My mom, she stay here all her life, and she never speak English.’ 

She’s Italian. We talk like that.  
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Humour also helped to create a positive placement experience for Stacey. She had an 

infectious giggle, and used it most often when she was nervous. The employees seemed to 

share Stacey’s ability to laugh at mistakes, and seemed to use humour to help Stacey correct 

errors. She described an incident in which she was unable to use a pair of oven mitts that 

were too large for her. 

I cannot put my hand inside. It’s too long, you know. Then she said, ‘Oh Stacey, 

your hand, where is your hand?’ And I said, ‘I don’t have my hand. I can’t reach 

the baking tray.’ It’s funny because…I learn a lot of things they show me to do. 

Sometimes it’s nice to do something we don’t know before, you know. 

Tom was also at the grocery store, although in a different department than Stacey.  

Similar to Stacey, he also seemed to have had an experience that had elements that could be 

described as participation. He learned to do various tasks in the produce department, such as 

helping to unload shipments, displaying fruits and vegetables, rotating old stock with new, 

learning to identify various kinds of apples and lettuces, cleaning, and trimming vegetables 

for display. “It was a good experience. I learned a lot,” he said. Besides the practical tasks, he 

was also encouraged to ask questions when he was unsure of something. “They said don’t be 

shy to ask, just ask questions. I did that.” He felt that one of the keys to being a good 

employee was to ask a lot of questions. “Asking questions, I find, is really good. I learn about 

produce and stuff. I’ve never seen so many different kinds of apples. I knew Macintosh, but 

they were all different kinds of colours.” It was interesting to note that Tom was the only 

student who stressed the importance of asking questions. Both Rouda and Nadine felt that 

asking questions in the workplace was a sign that you didn’t know something, and may lead 

employees and supervisors to think that they were not ready to take on a specific job.  
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The only other placement setting that may have had elements of participation within a 

community of practice was the modified coffee shop setting. Hannah’s placement in the 

coffee shop allowed her to experience full independence and mastery of the coffee shop, and 

she was able to achieve the status of oldtimer as she began to train other students without any 

instructors present. A placement in the coffee shop may have been second best compared to a 

placement in the community, but it provided the setting in which Hannah (and other students) 

evolved from a newcomer in the coffee shop with the instructors to an oldtimer in the coffee 

shop without instructors. Hannah emphasized that she learned to be independent and was 

particularly pleased with her new ability to operate the cash register without instructor 

support. She said the students learned to fix problems by themselves. In addition, they 

assumed responsibility for jobs that instructors did, such as making a phone call to the office 

to announce the day’s menu. “Before, without teachers, we thought we couldn’t do. But after, 

when we try everything, we became independent.” 

Without instructors to guide them, the students not only showed their independence 

with the jobs, but they also began to change a couple of the procedures in the coffee shop. 

Only the job of cashier was pre-assigned by the instructors, and it was up to the students to 

assign the other jobs. Instead of using a sign up sheet and assigning one job to each student, 

they decided to do all the preparation together. Hannah explained,  

Everyone’s more responsible. They help each other. For example, my job is the 

cashier but when I come in the morning, we clean together, [and] we cook 

together. Then when we prepare everything, I go to my place, and everyone goes 

to a different place for working. 

Unlike these experiences, the other placements did not have as many or any 

participation elements. Marion experienced feelings of isolation as she was left on her own 
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most of the time in the women’s section of the discount department store. Maritza left her 

placement after completing only four out of 12 weeks. Lastly, Rouda occasionally 

experienced minor conflict and competition from other volunteers who were also vying for a 

paid childcare position.  

Marion had the least to say about her placement experience. Her own shyness may 

have precipitated her reluctance to talk or she may have had very little to say about her 

experience due to the lack of interaction and challenge that she had. She was left alone to 

perform the same task each morning, and often left the store at noon without seeing the 

employee who had originally assigned her job. She was given little feedback, was not able to 

take on more challenging tasks, and did not have any social interaction with the employees. 

During the group interview, Marion was the only student who did not contribute to the 

discussion about placement experiences.  

Maritza was the only student who did not complete her placement. The reason for this 

was not clear because Maritza gave different reasons for wanting to leave the placement 

early. Initially, she told Carrie that her arthritis was acting up because her hands were 

exposed to extreme water temperatures when preparing food in the school board cafeteria. 

Then, in our interview, she revealed that her priority was not to find a job but to help her son, 

Juan, who was in danger of failing Grade 4. Perhaps she didn’t feel challenged at the 

placement and was not able to learn the jobs that she wanted. Early in her placement, Maritza 

asked her supervisor if she could learn to use the cash register, but the supervisor 

misunderstood her request. “One day I ask the lady, ‘You teach me for the cash?’ She say, 

‘Don’t worry Maritza, I don’t give a hard time for you.’ I say okay. Oh, I need to try this.” 

Martiza didn’t correct the misunderstanding. Afterwards, she repeated the exchange to Carrie 



 144

who assured Martitza that she could learn to use the cash register when she completed her 

placement and returned to the coffee shop.  

Perhaps the reason for her quitting the placement was related more to her own 

personal conflicts. In the few weeks that she was at the placement, she had demonstrated 

enough capability to be offered a job, yet turned down what Carrie thought would be the 

ideal situation for her. She was offered a part-time job at a high school cafeteria within a 

short walk of her home. The job would have enabled her to work and retain her social 

assistance benefits. Carrie was frustrated and confused when Maritza turned down the offer 

then left the placement.  

Although she left her placement early, Maritza said she did learn while there. She 

explained how she learned different methods of food preparation in a large cafeteria and 

realized that her way of preparing food was very different from food preparation in the 

cafeteria. “What I think, they say is different. Everything they have is different, like make the 

sandwich, make the salad…” She knew she was doing well when other employees called her 

“the new chef”. She said, “They looked at me as if I had been there ten years.” Maritza may 

have showed her strengths when the kitchen was short staffed one morning and she was 

asked to prepare soup. Maritza explained the situation: 

The boss told me, ‘You have experience for soup?’ I say yes, in my home. I say 

what soup you like? ‘You do any like Maritza, any like you want.’ Okay, so I 

make the tomato. After another lady told me, ‘you very good for soup. Do you 

have a lot of experience?’ ‘No,’ [I say], ‘everyday I do in my home.’ 

In addition, Maritza also learned to use recipes to prepare food. One of her first jobs was to 

prepare a salad for 20 people. She was simply told to “use the books” to do this. She was 

glad that she had learned to use recipes in the coffee shop and was able to understand the 
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directions to make a salad. She thought that she was told to depend on the recipe books rather 

than have someone teach her because the other employees were busy.  Maritza’s placement 

had many elements that would enable participation in a community of practice but her own 

conflicts and decision to leave the placement were barriers to full participation.    

Rouda had the most intense and long-lasting placement experience of all the students. 

She also had a modified experience, which was done to help her get a job in the childcare and 

to maintain a link with the program in order to provide any needed support. This support was 

not related to literacy; rather it was related to childcare and personal issues. After 

volunteering four days a week at different childcare sites for three months, Rouda was put on 

the supply list and started to be called for paid supply work. Since Rouda volunteered 

alongside other women who were not in the employment preparation program, she 

experienced competition and conflict more so than any other student. Rouda described how 

she learned to distance herself from other volunteers who may have felt threatened by her. 

There are a lot of volunteers there. They might say something wrong so they say, 

‘You and me in competition now.’ You know, who is going to get the job and 

who’s not. So you have to be friendly. [I said], ‘God knows who is going to get it 

but I’m a student and I’m leaving anyway.’ I don’t get upset. No get [me] wrong. 

Whatever they say, answer whatever you can, otherwise leave alone and go keep 

on working. 

She also learned to withhold comments, and not to confront staff and volunteers if 

they made mistakes. She said she learned this from Carrie. 

My teacher told me about it, you know. Whatever you see, keep it to yourself. 

Don’t say it. Like, if you see something wrong, that person is doing, you cannot 

say it…I learned something like that. You cannot say nothing about the person, 

like, ‘Why are you doing that?’ After that, she might be against you…I was 

always careful. 
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In addition, Rouda realized that she would have to learn quickly and remember information 

while on the placement because the staff would not be as patient as her instructors in the 

coffee shop. “One time they tell. You can’t repeat, repeat, otherwise they think you will 

never learn.” She also thought that repeated questions would indicate that she was not ready 

to do the job.  

One of Rouda’s greatest problems was the amount of conflicting information and 

directions she often received from different staff members.  

The child wake up and she no have shoes so the supervisor want to be that child 

walking down. Another person you have to pick up so two person arguing me. 

I’m in the middle. Supervisor in the front so one staff telling me, ‘Rouda, pick up 

that child.’ I pick up that child. Another staff telling me, ‘Rouda, put down that 

child.’ I put down that child. I don’t know what I have to do. So I am in the 

middle. I am getting stressed. We go outside and after that when the meeting 

come, the supervisor said, ‘No listen those two, and listen to me.’ How I can 

listen? She’s far away and these two are playing with my head. Which one I have 

to listen? I am a student here. I lost. I don’t know what I have to do. 

Compounding this was her own experience as a mother of six, and the idea that she had to be 

shown how to do fundamental work, such as changing a diaper that she had done countless 

times in the past.   

It sounds weird but you have to do it…this I know and the person is telling me 

how to do it. So if they want to have me watch that, I’m a student, I’m learning 

so I have to act like I’m learning.  

Rouda began to feel diminished by these events and others like them. She said that 

she sometimes felt she was getting “smaller and smaller”, but she felt pressured to continue 

the placement so she would be hired. 
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Sometimes I say, ‘Oh my god, what am I doing here? I have to give up 

everything.’ I did that sometime. I think about it and I say what am I doing here? 

Somebody telling me to do something and I know already. So another person 

comes and different way. She telling me not this way, and do it that way. Even 

some people they tell me to stop, ‘No listen to supervisor. Listen to us. She don’t 

know nothing. We are the old staff, three years working here. She don’t know 

something. Listen to us.’ Who you listen? As a student, it’s tricky. 

The students experienced different levels of participation within their placements. 

Most often this was directly related to the extent to which they were accepted, the 

opportunity to perform integral jobs, and the kinds of support and feedback they received 

from other staff or supervisors. In addition, as in Maritza’s situation, the students themselves 

affected the extent to which they participated.  

Summary and Interpretation of the Job Placement Settings 

A job placement experience, unlike the classroom, had a structure that could be fully 

described as a community of practice, but whether or not it became one depended mostly on 

the host and employees. The placements were like an informal  apprenticeship opportunity, 

the learning dynamic that is central to the theoretical ideas behind a situated learning and a 

community of practice. They were opportunities for a student to learn a job that he or she 

could and would actually do with the skill base they currently had. The job placement sites 

were chosen to allow students to gain knowledge about work practices and market 

experience: two opportunities they may not have been able to obtain without the transition 

offered by the employment preparation program. For example, Nadine, who had worked as 

an office cleaner and had no other means of gaining other kinds of experience or even 

thinking she could perform other kinds of jobs, was able to consider other kinds of 

employment after her experience in the coffee shop and her job placement. Students in the 
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employment preparation program, who may have never received a second look based on their 

application and resume before attending the program, were offered employment because a 

supervisor got to know them and their work practices while they were at their placements.    

All of the placement sites, with the exception of the discount department store, were 

focused on learning rather than teaching, presented the students with an immediate 

understanding of the job they performed, had opportunities for improvised practice, and 

allowed the students to learn to do practice and not to simply learn about practice. For 

example, in the childcare, Rouda, Martha, and Nadine worked alongside staff with the 

children from the beginning of their placement until the end. While each was given different 

levels of responsibility, autonomy, direction, etc., none were removed from the setting when 

engaging in learning activities. In other words, they were not sequestered in a room learning 

how to read the words to a song they had never heard or never witnessed being sung in order 

to prepare to sing it with the children. Instead, they were part of the circle when the song was 

sung, they tried singing along, they saw the purpose of the song in relation to the activities of 

the day (to quiet the children before nap time), they were given the words to the song and 

practiced reading them with a staff member—Rouda even sung the song at home, and had 

her children help her. Finally, Rouda and Nadine each tried to lead the song on their own. If 

words were forgotten, the voice of another staff member piped up to fill in the silences. In 

this way, they were engaged in a community of practice to become a song leader.  

While the framework was in place to support a community of practice at each 

placement, whether or not the students become a part of one was less sure. Unlike the coffee 

shop, which had instructors and students actively working to foster a dynamic, supportive, 

and valued learning experience, the employees and supervisors hosting students at the 
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various placement sites did not necessarily share this perspective. Many were not directly 

involved with the negotiation to become a placement host. This was often done with more 

senior management staff (as in the case of the grocery store and discount department store). 

In addition, there was no formalized process to support the placement host in what may be an 

unfamiliar role. As a result, the ability of the students to participate in a community of 

practice was mostly dependent on the employees and supervisors.  

The learning goal of the placements was to help students acquire knowledge about 

workplace culture and practices. The intent was not only to learn the practical skills, but to 

also learn more about how to fit into a workplace, how to communicate with employees and 

supervisors, and how to begin to feel like an employee. 

Afterwards 

Although Tom was not offered a job immediately after his placement, he did find 

another one three months later. Once Tom finished his placement, he returned to the program 

and coffee shop where he took on a supervisory role. At the same time, he began his job 

search with Carrie’s support. His goal was to find a position in the produce department of a 

grocery store. When a new grocery store announced a job fair, he attended and was hired on 

the spot. Besides Carrie’s support, he also received support and encouragement from his 

family, and his sister accompanied him to the job fair. When Carrie visited him during his 

first week, he said the opening had been very stressful. Carrie emphasized that he was 

experiencing the same feelings as all the new employees. By the third week, he seemed more 

relaxed, said Carrie, and he continues to work a part-time shift (no full-time employment is 

available) in the afternoons and evenings in the produce department. He also continues to 
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live at home and maintains his full disability benefits. His goal is to save enough money to 

move out of his parents’ home and buy his own home. 

Martha continued her weekly volunteering in the childcare after her placement was 

officially over. Her goal was to find a regular volunteer position in a childcare setting. Carrie 

had hoped to receive support from Martha’s sister to help find a volunteer position in the 

community. Unfortunately, this support did not materialize and Carrie’s options were limited. 

In order for Martha to have a successful volunteer job, she would need ongoing support. 

Carrie refocused and decided to ask the childcare where Martha had a placement if they 

would consider having her continue as a regular volunteer. The childcare agreed and Martha 

completed the employment preparation program, and will volunteer in the childcare without 

being enrolled in the program. The childcare site (located in the same building as the 

employment preparation program) and Carrie will provide informal support to Martha if 

needed. 

Marion completed her placement at the discount department store without a job offer, 

but she had finally gained employment experience and an employment reference. She 

decided to return to another class in the general literacy program, a class that helps students 

prepare to enter one of several health care training programs in the community. Marion may 

face an insurmountable financial barrier when applying to any of these programs because she 

does not receive social assistance and will have to find a way to pay for the tuition herself. At 

the end of her placement she encountered a similar situation when she wanted to enter a 

training program for the food service industry. But she was unable to access the program, 

which was financed by the city’s social service agency to help welfare recipients find 

employment. Carrie remained in contact with  Marion and offered to help her find a job. 
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Marion was also invited to join a one-day food handler’s certification session for the current 

employment preparation students. Marion never did start her own job search and is now 

pregnant. 

Hannah decided not to return to the employment preparation program and said her 

priority had changed and she now wanted to continue to upgrade her academic skills in order 

to enter an adult high school program. Her goal is to earn her high school diploma, but she 

has no plans regarding how she would use it in the future. Completing high school may be 

possible for Hannah, unlike any of the other students in the study because she had already 

gained a high school education in her native country. Hannah, like Marion, returned to the 

general literacy program. She then enrolled in a class that focused on academic literacy skill 

development.   

Maritza, who left her placement early, was ironically the only student who was 

offered a job as a result of being in a placement. Maritza turned down the job offer and 

enrolled in a food service training program (the same one Marion wanted to enter). Carrie 

tried to ensure that Maritza understood the impact of her decision: if she enrolled in the 

program, she would have to find a full-time job and eventually leave social assistance, lose 

her drug plan, and possibly lose her subsidized home. Maritza said she understood her 

decision and completed the food service training program. Soon after her training, during the 

job search phase of the program, Maritza saw Carrie and complained that she was only being 

offered minimum-wage, part-time jobs in fast food restaurants. “I’m no teenager. I don’t 

work there,” she said to Carrie. Her job search continues. 

Stacey had hoped she would receive a job offer from the grocery store but she didn’t. 

She mistakenly thought she had completed the employment preparation program and didn’t 
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re-register the following term. Carrie called her at home and encouraged her to return for one 

term while continuing her job search. While at home, Stacey had been feeling very down; her 

daughter had recently moved to another city to go to school, and her ex-husband, who she 

saw regularly, had also moved. Stacey returned the day after Carrie called and has taken on 

the role of supervisor in the coffee shop. Carrie attempted to find a volunteer position for 

Stacey at a senior’s facility close to the school. Unfortunately, the facility did not respond to 

several of Carrie’s and Stacey’s attempts to obtain a position. Instead, Stacey will return to 

the program and volunteer in the coffee shop two mornings per week. 

At the end of her placement in the childcare, Nadine decided that she may not be the 

right person to work in a childcare setting. She enjoyed the children one-on-one but admitted 

that her extreme shyness made it difficult to fit in with the staff and the children as a group. 

She had enjoyed being the cashier in the coffee shop and decided to focus on this in her job 

search. She eventually found a job at a discount store and was employed part-time for nearly 

six months. She unfortunately lost her job, although the reason was unclear. She said she 

thought she was laid off because she wasn’t able to use the computer database to track 

inventory, and she also said she was let go because the staff was downsized in the winter 

months. She did move out of her sister’s home and into a one-bedroom subsidized apartment. 

She returned to the general literacy program and her goal is to find another part-time job in 

retail.  

It took Rouda nearly one year to finally secure steady part-time work in a childcare. 

Initially, Rouda wanted full-time employment, but this would have meant that she would 

begin to see decreases in her welfare payments, and could even lose her subsidized home. 

Part-time work is an ideal situation because it will allow Rouda to supplement her social 
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assistance benefits without jeopardizing any of the subsidies she receives for her and her six 

children. In addition, she works only during the school year and shares all school holidays 

with her children.     
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Chapter Five - Discussion and Contributions 

The final chapter of the study will directly address the research questions, discuss the 

implications of the findings, and delve into its contributions. First, the four sub-questions of 

the study (also the focus of the previous chapter) will be further analysed. This will not only 

serve as a review of the previous chapter, but it also raises issues and questions that will 

become the focus of the discussion and contributions sections. The issues raised are findings 

that were either repeated throughout the previous chapter or that stood apart and demanded 

attention. Issues from the findings are discussed in relation to the applied literature of adult 

literacy education, and address the study’s overarching question: How do situated views of 

literacy and learning contribute to an understanding of the employment preparation program 

and its three settings? Following the discussion, are the study’s contributions as they relate to 

program, policy, and research in adult literacy education. 

ADDRESSING THE FOUR SUB-QUESTIONS 

The previous chapter presented situated views of literacy and learning in each of the 

three distinct settings of the employment preparation program. Literacy and learning were 

described based on the content, context, community of practice, and participation that was 

evident in the classroom, the coffee shop, and the job placements. These descriptions directly 

addressed the study’s four sub questions: a) What is the material and knowledge content in 

each of the settings? b) What are the physical and non-physical aspects of the settings that 

shape the context for learning? c) Who are the people and what are the activities that 

comprise the community of practice in each setting? d) And, how do people participate with 

each other and the activities in each setting? For review and further analysis, the findings 
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have been reshaped so that it is possible to compare and contrast the three settings together. 

The section will be guided by each of the study’s sub-questions. 

Sub-Question 1: What is the material and knowledge content in each of the settings? 

The content in each of the three settings was diverse, which in itself is not necessarily 

negative. What is more important to determine is whether or not the content in each of the 

program’s settings was congruent, and did each setting support the overall learning goal of 

the program or were there conflicting messages? 

Content in the classroom setting emphasized the accumulation of literacy and 

numeracy skills, such as spelling, fractions, and vocabulary. The most obvious indicator of 

this accumulation was a class schedule that divided the students’ learning by schooling 

subjects. This schedule was not strictly adhered to though, and personal or pressing issues 

from the lives of the students sometimes became the content focus. In addition, students also 

learned about employability, which was a chance to discuss work-related issues, such as 

safety procedures and employment rights. The knowledge focus of the classroom, which was 

predominantly school-based, was supported by the types of materials used, including 

commercially produced workbooks and stories that emulated a skills-building approach to 

literacy. Although the materials were often supplemented by instructor-created materials and 

the program’s own curriculum, the focus of these materials was also on the accumulation of 

skills and facts. For example, students could learn the words for the equipment in the coffee 

shop by doing a vocabulary exercise or a word search puzzle.      

The coffee shop, on the other hand, focused on the development of practical 

employment skills (such as using a cash register) in addition to soft skills (such as 

prioritizing activities). While in the coffee shop, students also learned a new literacy practice 
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that was integrated into their home routine. Knowledge was gained by performing the various 

jobs, such as baker and cashier, which were needed to operate the coffee shop. Each job was 

accompanied by a written job description, which became the material used to support 

learning. The learning goal was to achieve independent mastery of each of the coffee shop 

jobs. By successfully completing the jobs, students gained both practical and soft skills 

related to employment. One specific job (a baker) helped them to acquire a new literacy 

practice—reading recipes to bake. This was the only example during the study in which a 

new literacy practice was acquired. 

The job placement sites were chosen to allow students to gain, then market, 

experience that they may not have been able to obtain otherwise. The focus of the job 

placements was two-fold: to successfully complete the various activities of specific jobs in 

order to apply for the same or similar jobs; and to learn about workplace culture. Similar to 

the coffee shop dynamic, the students were assigned specific jobs, such as a produce clerk in 

a grocery store or childcare assistant in a daycare, and were expected to perform the jobs 

independently. The various activities of the job were the knowledge focus, and materials 

directly related to doing the job were used in support. For example, as a produce clerk, Tom 

had to read, sort, and display signs for various produce. The signs were the materials used to 

support the knowledge focus, which was learning to display produce. He was not engaged in 

activities (such as writing the produce in alphabetical order or using the words on a spelling 

test) which were not directly related to his ability to do the job. Instead, he learned to identify 

and match the written name of the produce with the actual produce. He was engaged in 

sorting, classifying, and matching activities as opposed to spelling, alphabeticizing, and 

writing activities, which were not needed to do the job. 
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  In many ways, the classroom content was distinct from the content of the other two 

settings. The original learning goal of the classroom was to help support and prepare students 

to do well in the other two settings through the development of literacy skills. These skills, 

once mastered in the classroom, could then be used to support learning in the coffee shop or 

job placements. In addition, if a student encountered a literacy-based difficulty in one of the 

other two settings, it could be brought into the classroom and addressed. There was a major 

problem with this thinking though:  the students did not see the classroom as a support for the 

literacy requirements of the coffee shop. In their view, the content of the classroom, except 

for employability, was not related to the content of the coffee shop. Ironically, it was in the 

coffee shop—and not the classroom—that the students actually acquired a new literacy 

practice. An example of this disconnect occurred when students were learning about 

fractions. The intent was to build their knowledge of doubling fractions related to measuring 

ingredients but the choice of materials used (a worksheet) and not used (the actual 

ingredients and recipe) distanced the activity from its purpose. Students even had to acquire 

additional and different kinds of knowledge to complete the activity. Why was the classroom 

content not seen to be connected to the other settings? In addition, why did the coffee shop 

become the setting in which a new practice was learned as opposed to the classroom, which 

focused on literacy development? 

Sub-Question 2: What are the physical and non-physical aspects of the settings that 

shape the context for literacy and learning? 

The physical and non-physical aspects of the settings worked together to shape 

learning and literacy in each. Besides examining what aspects shaped the settings, it is also 

important to look at who planned and organized learning. 
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The context of the classroom mimicked that of a traditional elementary class. Many 

factors (including the physical setting, the background of the instructors, the funder’s 

expectations and support) came together to form a schooling environment. The class 

depended on cast-off furnishings from the school system, and was located in a former 

vocational school. The instructors taught in elementary schools longer than adult literacy 

settings, and were familiar with this learning culture. In addition, the students expected this 

type of learning in the classroom. They were drawn to enroll in a school board program with 

expectations of what learning might look like in such an environment. These expectations 

may have been based on their own experiences in formal education settings and on the 

experiences of their children in elementary schools. Finally, one of the few widely-used 

documents produced by the funder for use by instructors drew heavily on an elementary 

school curriculum to describe literacy (Literacy & Basic Skills Section, Workplace 

Preparation Branch, Ministry of Training Colleges and Universities, 1998). The intention of 

the document was to help instructors assess progress in literacy skills, but it also became the 

dominant way in which instructors viewed literacy development. 

The coffee shop was a simulated work environment focused on the operation of a 

small business. The physical context of the coffee shop was a workplace, although this 

sometimes created unease when students first entered the program because it didn’t match 

the students’ ideas of a learning setting found in a school. In addition, the functioning of the 

coffee shop centred around a kitchen and baking—work that is most often the domain of 

women. Most men who identified employment as a goal were reluctant to take part in the 

program. Of the potential students who did enter the program, most seemed to value the 

opportunity to learn a marketable employment skill (such as operating the cash register) in 
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addition to the chance to take part in a work setting to gain experience and knowledge about 

the expectations of work. Although they didn’t usually transfer the practical skills developed 

in the coffee shop to their job placement, they did seem to draw upon their knowledge about 

workplace culture. Students also talked about how they learned to be more particular when 

reading, although most didn’t say that they used any specific literacy skills in their job 

placements.  

The coffee shop—like the classroom— was also shaped by the people in the setting. 

Unlike the classroom though, the students did not contribute as much to the context. In the 

classroom, students had expectations of what literacy and learning should look like and even 

asked for specific kinds of learning, such as the vocabulary lesson. But in the coffee shop, 

most students had very little paid-work experience and even less experience learning about 

work. It was a very new and unique learning setting for them. Subsequently, they contributed 

very little to the context. In addition, one of the instructors, Carrie, played a large role in 

shaping the context. Compounding this was the changed role of the other two instructors who 

took on the role of assistants while in the coffee shop. Fran even recollected how she learned 

to communicate with the students after witnessing Carrie. For the most part, the context of 

the coffee shop was shaped by one individual who held the balance of power. She established 

the routines, set the expectations, assessed progress, and gauged a students’ readiness for job 

placements. One question that arises is what could this environment look like if the students 

had more of a say in shaping the context for learning?  

The choice of the specific job placements was made with the following criteria in 

mind: the job had to offer the students a hands-on and supportive learning opportunity; the 

job  had to be the kinds of jobs that students could realistically see themselves doing; the job  
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had to be different from the kinds of jobs students could get on their own, such as cleaning or 

working in a fast food restaurant; and the job had to have the potential for future 

employment. Although the program attempted to control the overall context of the job 

placement component, it could not always have any influence over the specific site contexts 

once students were in the placements. This was why Carrie, the instructor, who visited the 

students on their placements, played a key role. If a student experienced difficulties while in 

the job placement, as in Nadine’s example, Carrie could intervene. Although the supervisor 

working with the students at each job placement was most influential in shaping the learning 

context, Carrie could negotiate changes if needed.       

Again, the classroom setting is distinct when compared to the contexts of the coffee 

shop and job placements. Where the coffee shop and job placements were shaped by 

workplace culture and the expectations of that culture, the classroom was shaped by a 

schooling structure. Is this appropriate? In addition, how can the program reconcile the 

tremendous value students place on the classroom and schooling, compared to the need to 

create a context that is more in line with the other two settings? 

Sub-Question 3: Who are the people and what are the activities that comprise the 

literacy and learning community in each setting? 

Only one setting stood out as having consistent elements that could be described as a 

community of practice, and that was the coffee shop. Although certain job placements may 

have had many elements that constituted a community of practice, whether or not all of these 

elements surfaced at each site was unpredictable. The classroom, on the other hand, had very 

few elements that would allow it to be described as a community of practice. It is important 
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to fully understand the elements that surfaced in the coffee shop that enabled it to become a 

community of practice.     

While in the coffee shop, there was a focus on learning the operation of a small 

business as opposed to being taught how a small business works. This difference was evident 

because students were actively engaged in the day-to-day functioning of the coffee shop and 

were ultimately responsible for its operation. This responsibility meant there was a very clear 

learning purpose and related to this, the students were able to see and understand their 

activities as a whole: they were working together to operate the coffee shop for their paying 

customers. At no time would a student be engaged in an activity that was not purposeful and 

did not contribute to the functioning of the coffee shop. Finally, one of the greatest attributes 

of the coffee shop was that it had been set up as an environment in which students engaged in 

improvised practice, which meant that the focus was on learning, and not production. 

In stark contrast, the classroom focus was on teaching literacy skills and tasks rather 

than learning literacy as it would be used outside the classroom. This focus meant that 

students were engaged in activities about literacy that were intended to give them a basis of 

skills from which to draw upon in their daily lives. They were rarely engaged in literacy 

activities they actually used in their day-to-day lives. In other words, they were taught about 

spelling and writing paragraphs even if they had no purpose for this knowledge once they left 

the classroom. Activities, guided by a description of cumulative literacy skills, were done 

most often for the purpose of achieving progress markers and not for the purpose of 

performing an activity in daily life. The purpose of the classroom activities was linked more 

to the notion of literacy skill development than to its actual use. Most classroom activities 

were developed for use within the class and school setting and not for any setting outside of 
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that. In addition, the opportunity for improvised practice rarely surfaced, although this may 

have been the intention of the classroom setting, as in the example of the fractions lesson. 

The classroom was intended to support learning in the coffee shop by allowing students the 

time, repetition, and support they needed to master an activity. But in the case of the fractions 

exercise, this link was immediately broken when the fractions lesson was separated from the 

activity for which it was intended to support. Not only was the learning about fractions 

separate from its purpose, tools, and setting, but the format of the lesson added additional 

layers of understanding, knowledge, and interpretation that needed to be mastered in order to 

complete the activity.   

A job placement experience had a structure that could be described as a community of 

practice, but whether or not a community of practice emerged, in which members of that 

community could fully participate, was out of the control of the employment preparation 

program. Each placement site—the grocery store, cafeteria, childcare, discount department 

store, and coffee shop—was focused on learning rather than teaching, presented the students 

with an immediate understanding of the job they would perform, had opportunities for 

improvised practice in that job, and allowed the students to learn to do practice and not to 

simply learn about practice. But in order for all of these elements to be realized, the student 

needed to be given the opportunity to fully participate, and this was dependent on the 

supervisors at each site  and their interpretation of their role with the students.   

Despite the lack of a community of practice in the classroom, there were hints that it 

could in fact become a community of practice. For example, the only aspect of the classroom 

that students thought was linked to the rest of the program was the time spent on 

employability. In addition, students themselves began to use the classroom setting in a 
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different way. It became the setting in which they shared their job placement experiences. A 

question that arises is how can the classroom better connect to the other two settings? Could 

the people and activities become a community of practice, and if they could, what would 

become the learning focus?  

Sub-Question 4: How do people participate with each other and in the activities at each 

setting? 

The notion of participation is integrally linked to a community of practice to the 

extent that one cannot be realized without the other. Further analysis of participation across 

the settings, permits us to see how sociocultural learning is sustained. If a community of 

practice is the road map that guides learning, then participation is its engine.  

The coffee shop exemplified legitimate peripheral participation in a community of 

practice. Newcomers were fully accepted into the coffee shop community of practice and 

were trained by oldtimers, the students who had mastered one of the jobs in the coffee shop. 

The newcomers were immediately engaged in activities that were integral to the learning 

process and the operation of the coffee shop. They received monitoring and support from 

both the instructors and other students, and were given plenty of room to make errors. All of 

this led to the students’ changed identity and new ways of seeing themselves as employees.  

 Unlike the coffee shop, which had instructors and students actively working to foster 

a dynamic, supportive, and valued learning experience, the employees and supervisors who 

hosted students at the various placement sites did not necessarily share this perspective. The 

ability for students to fully participate at each job placement site was completely dependent 

on the willingness of the employees and supervisors to work with a student on a placement 

and their personal approach to learning and teaching. Students had a range of participation 
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experiences, from Judith who was told to job shadow, to Stacey who shared stories about 

family, to Marion who was essentially ignored.      

Students who entered the classroom were legitimate members of that group despite 

striking differences in culture, abilities, and lifestyle. But without realizing the learning 

purpose of an activity, it was difficult to perform integral tasks and to engage in the 

improvised practice that is a big part of participation in a community of practice. 

What can be learned from the coffee shop, the setting that best exemplified 

participation in a community of practice, and applied to other settings? In addition, can the 

dynamics of the coffee shop be fostered in other literacy program settings? 

 

 

A. Discussion of the Findings and their Implications: A Disparity Between 

Learning Literacy and Learning About Work 

In addressing the study’s four sub-questions, one issue seemed to emerge over and 

over, albeit in a variety of different ways. This issue also addressed the study’s overarching 

research question: How do situated views of literacy and learning contribute to an 

understanding of the employment preparation program and its three settings? Using the 

frameworks of situated learning and literacy to closely examine the employment preparation 

program revealed a disconnect between the work settings (the coffee shop and job 

placements) and the class setting, and subsequently between the notions of learning literacy 

and learning about work. This disparity or disconnect became apparent when 1) the funder’s 

vision of literacy education was not realized through its success measures; 2) literacy was 

schooling and learning was doing; 3) a new literacy practice emerged from the coffee shop 
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and not the classroom; 4) and the original intentions of the program were different from the 

results. In addition, there was an issue that remained outside the frameworks of situated 

learning and literacy as they were used in this study, and that is an understanding of the 

individual and the factors that affect his or her learning. As part of the discussion, the 

limitations of the employment preparation program to affect economic and social change in 

the lives of the students, will also be explored. Although all of the above issues are specific 

to the employment preparation program, they will be placed within a context of research and 

common understanding in order to make connections that suggest how this study has 

implications for the field of adult literacy education. 

The employment preparation program’s unique combination of learning—literacy 

development in a class setting, employment development in an operational coffee shop, and 

employment experience in a job placement in the community—is an uncommon approach in 

the field. St Clair (2001) notes that the combination of employment preparation and literacy 

education is unusual and not widely supported in Canada, despite suggestions that this 

approach is an ideal way to meet the employment, learning, and literacy needs of students 

(Hull, 1992; Imel, 1998; Martin, 1999). The program’s uniqueness was an opportunity to 

explore a variety of learning dynamics within a field that is deeply entrenched in traditional 

methods (Purcell-Gates, Degener, Jacobson & Soler, 1998).  

THE FUNDER SUPPORTS LEARNING LITERACY NOT LEARNING WORK 

While the program’s funder supports adults in developing the literacy skills needed 

for employment, they do not see themselves directly involved in employment training. 

Herein lies a key disparity between the funder’s approach to literacy development and the 

idea that literacy and learning is integrally tied to social practices. Their role, as evident in a 
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recent series of presentations to literacy practitioners, is to help students become more 

employable but not to help them become employed; to focus on training readiness, but not 

engage in job training; and to teach transferable skills, but not the skills particular to one job 

(Learning Works: Establishing the Foundation, 2004). If literacy development takes place 

within specific settings, then is it possible to develop literacy separate from the way in which 

it is used? The funder obviously thinks this to be the case—which was not the experience of 

the employment preparation program.    

The funder’s skills- and task-based approach to literacy for employment is also 

reflected in the way funds are allocated to programs. Funds are dispersed based on the 

number of attendance hours generated by the students in programs. In order to count 

attendance, a student must be in contact with an instructor or tutor. The funding formula 

impacts the employment preparation program in two ways: the hours students spend on a job 

placement could not be counted on attendance records, and therefore could not contribute to 

the amount of funding received; and the time an instructor spends supporting students at a 

job could not be covered. It seemed that the closer a student got to actual employment, the 

less the funder was willing to provide support. This is their stance despite the fact that 

programs are mandated to serve the employment goals of students. In fact, employment has 

become the funder’s priority, and 60% of students leaving a program must exit into 

employment or further education that will eventually lead to employment. Although the 

employment preparation program continued to function within the parameters set by the 

funder, they are under pressure to find other ways to fund the job placements and instructor’s 

job support. If the field is to move towards a literacy-as-practices approach, then the funder 
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will need to begin to look at literacy development beyond the scope of transferable skills and 

tasks. 

LITERACY IS SCHOOLING AND LEARNING IS DOING  

Learning literacy and learning about work are not synonymous, and may in fact be 

incongruous in the minds of the students who participated in this study. Learning literacy was 

associated with schooling, whereas learning about work was associated with doing. For 

example, when students discussed their learning activities in the different settings, they often 

described what they learned in the classroom and what they did in the coffee shop and job 

placements. Marion summarized this idea (the italics are mine): 

When we are in the kitchen, we are doing the different things like baking, 

cleaning [and] cash. In school, we learn the reading, writing and grammar. [In] 

the kitchen, work together like group, like real work. The class, we learn the 

reading and writing. 

For Marion, the classroom, the main setting for literacy activities, was equated with school, 

and the kitchen was equated with work. She learned academic skills (like reading, writing 

and grammar) in the classroom, and did work (such as baking and operating the cash register) 

in the kitchen. 

Previous research has also made a clear distinction between the way in which adults 

perceive learning literacy and other forms of learning. Zieghan (1992) described adults who 

value the opportunity to learn in a practical way over learning literacy, which was aligned 

with schooling. Quigley (1993) noted that adults resisted traditional schooling models but 

valued other forms of learning. Similarly, the adults in this study made distinctions between 

learning literacy and learning about work. But there is a critical difference: the students in the 
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employment preparation program value learning literacy just as much as learning about 

work, and sometimes even more. It should be no surprise that adults who enroll in literacy 

education programs place such a high value on learning literacy. After all, they have sought 

out a traditional academic environment that perpetuates a literacy-as-schooling view, a view 

described by Purcell-Gates et al. (1998) and Beder (2001). But the employment preparation 

program is not solely a traditional academic environment. It has attempted to present a 

variety of literacy and learning activities in which literacy is presented as skills (in the 

classroom), tasks (in the classroom and coffee shop) and practices (in the coffee shop and job 

placements). Despite this combination of activities, students continued to distinguish between 

learning literacy and learning about work. Both Stacey and Nadine said the ideal program 

structure for them would be attending a class-based program in the morning where they could 

continue to learn literacy skills,  and participating in a placement in the afternoon where they 

could gain experience and learn about working.     

The distinction between learning and doing also became apparent when students 

placed greater value on the learning or perceived potential for learning that occurred in one 

of the three settings—the classroom, coffee shop, and job placement. Students found 

themselves preferring one setting over another because they felt that a particular setting could 

provide them with what they wanted and needed. This type of preference led to confusion, or 

even resistance to one or more of the settings. This was evident during the registration and 

assessment process for the program, when students inquired about participating in the 

employment preparation program in order to learn to operate a cash register. When told that 

enrollment required participation in all three settings, not just the coffee shop, some decided 

not to register. Conversely, students who felt they only needed to improve their literacy skills 
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in order to find employment, decided not to enroll because they didn’t want to participate in 

the coffee shop setting. If students have such clearly defined ideas about learning literacy and 

learning about work, is it possible to combine both in a program? 

What factors contributed to the distinction between literacy as schooling and learning 

as doing? The people directly involved in the program—the instructors and the students—

and the program itself all contributed to the entrenchment of the divide between literacy as 

schooling and learning as doing. Students who attend the employment preparation program 

have developed clear views of learning literacy that are tied to traditional academic 

schooling. In fact, in their minds, as described by Marion, learning is schooling; it is reading, 

writing, grammar, vocabulary, and spelling. Instructors were aware of this and wanted to 

promote other kinds of learning activities, but instructors themselves gravitated towards the 

development of literacy skills in the classroom setting. According to one of the instructors, it 

was what the students wanted. They were feeling pressure from the students to teach literacy 

skills. In addition, most readily available materials took a literacy-as-skills approach and few 

alternatives were available. Finally, the program structure may have also contributed to the 

idea that learning literacy is schooling and learning about work is doing. The main function 

of the classroom setting was to support the literacy-based activities that occurred in the 

coffee shop, on the job placement, and in an actual job. For example, if a student was having 

difficulty reading a recipe while preparing muffins in the kitchen, literacy skills could be 

developed in the classroom in order to enable the student to read the recipe and bake without 

difficulty. Or, if a student encountered problems with a literacy activity at his or her job 

placement, he or she could return to the classroom to focus on the skills in order to perform it 

at the placement independently. The classroom was viewed as a basis of support for the 
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activities that occur in the coffee shop and on the placement. But in reality, the students 

didn’t often encounter challenging literacy tasks on their placements or in the coffee shop 

once they mastered reading the recipes. In addition, the types of jobs available to the 

students—jobs that have no educational requirements—have very few literacy demands. 

When asked about challenges in their job placements or in the coffee shop, students rarely 

mentioned literacy, but instead talked about personal challenges, such as overcoming 

shyness, willingness to try a new task, and understanding the expectations of a particular 

environment. If students perceived learning literacy as schooling and learning about work as 

doing, what can be done to connect these two dissonant ideas? Can a literacy-as-practices 

approach provide a framework that allows students to also see literacy as doing?  

A NEW LITERACY PRACTICE EVOLVED FROM THE COFFEE SHOP  

Ironically, it was in the coffee shop and not the classroom where the students 

acquired a new literacy practice. What supported this and why did the coffee shop become 

the setting in which a new practice was learned as opposed to the classroom, which focused 

on literacy development? The coffee shop was the key learning setting in the employment 

preparation program. It was the setting in which literacy came to life, and where literacy 

skills and tasks turned into literacy practices. The coffee shop had a structure that mirrored 

participation in a community of practice: there was a clear learning purpose, in which 

students were engaged in real activities; newcomers were assisted and trained by oldtimers 

through direct teaching, and modeling; there was a safe and supportive environment, in 

which students worked in a collaborative manner, supporting each other and learning from 

each other; and progress was measured in a variety of ways.  
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Developing literacy in relation to real activities  

Reading recipes was an important part of the coffee shop, but it also became a new 

literacy practice in the lives of all but one of the students. There are important key features of 

the activity that could lead to further understanding of the role that a program can have in 

helping students develop new literacy practices. Reading recipes was an activity that could 

easily slip into a student’s home life because it was welcomed and encouraged at home, it 

had a cultural fit, it was associated with a practical task that the student was already able to 

do, it had immediate results, and it was not static. When the students talked about taking 

recipes from the coffee shop and using them at home, most said their children or other family 

members reacted with enthusiasm towards their efforts. For most of the students, cooking 

and baking fit in with cultural expectations of their role in the home, and they were not 

attempting to introduce a culturally unexpected practice. The literacy skills needed to read 

the recipe supported practical, hands-on skills that the students already had. The students 

knew how to bake and cook; they were simply expanding their abilities by adding literacy. In 

this way, the literacy practice became a tool that supported an activity that was already part 

of daily routine. In addition, their established practical skills allowed them to monitor and 

self-correct their newer literacy skills. They had an idea of what a measured amount should 

look like even if they were not as confident reading 1½ on paper. In addition, they had gained 

enough knowledge about expected ingredients to decipher confusing words: Was the cookie 

recipe asking for “raisins”, “raising” or “rain”? The depth of the students’ practical 

knowledge supported their more tentative literacy knowledge. Finally, the literacy skills that 

were learned to read the recipe could be repeated in other recipes. Once students had learned 

to read measurements, abbreviations, and key action words like “fold”, “mix,” and “stir”, 

they could use this knowledge when reading different kinds of recipes. One small set of 
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literacy skills could be used over and over to produce new results. Can this analysis of recipe 

reading be used to understand the supports, conditions, and criteria needed to help students 

develop other kinds of new literacy practices in their daily lives? In addition, what happens 

when some of these supports are missing, when the literacy practice is not a cultural fit or is 

not encouraged?           

Oldtimers assist newcomers  

When a new student entered the program—which happened at any time because the 

program had continuous enrollment—that student was usually trained by an oldtimer. In 

other words, the oldtimer assumed a supervisory role, which was also considered to be one of 

the coffee shop jobs. A supervisor was assigned by the instructor  to train a new student to do 

a particular job, such as serve the customers, prepare and serve the coffee, or bake the 

muffins. The supervisor did this using a combination of direct instruction, narration of the 

activity, and modeling. When it was the student’s turn to attempt the task independently, the 

supervisor (including the instructors) stepped back and offered advice, prompts, or reminders 

as needed. In addition, there was ongoing collaboration between the students. They asked 

each other questions, reminded each other to do a forgotten task, and helped each other do an 

undesired task, such as dishwashing.   

A safe and supportive environment 

A key tenet of most adult literacy programs is the creation of a safe and supportive 

environment, but what does this mean? What are the elements that need to be in place to 

create such an environment? In the coffee shop, it meant that there were clear expectations, 

activities that had several small and incremental steps, opportunities for objective error 

analysis, and a tone of mutual respect. The posted job descriptions and opportunity to 
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perform each job helped to establish routines and expectations in the coffee shop. In addition, 

each student was expected to learn and perform all of the jobs. In this way, all of the students 

in the coffee shop became aware of each other’s responsibilities and were able to offer 

assistance or advice. Instructors and oldtimers helped the students break down a large job, 

such as operating the cash register or preparing muffins, into small achievable steps. 

Instructors would also determine a students’ readiness to try a more difficult or complex 

activity. They wanted to ensure that a student experienced success, and not failure. When 

mistakes did happen, they were used as an opportunity for further learning. The error was 

looked at objectively. For example, a student was asked, “What caused the muffins to be 

small and hard?” as opposed to “What did you do to the muffins?” When errors were 

analysed, a suggested course of action to avoid a repeat of the error was also discussed. 

Finally, the instructors emphasized and demonstrated a tone of respect, professionalism, and 

politeness that was consistently used with each other, the students, and the customers. 

Sometimes instructors went beyond demonstration and had to directly address an issue: 

students were reminded to couch their requests in a polite way; or they were asked to 

rephrase criticisms. Quick demands, short tempers, uncooperative behaviour, and general 

rudeness were not tolerated by the instructors. Carrie explained how she worked on this 

aspect of learning as much and sometimes even more than the practical tasks.  

Measuring progress 

If programs are to move beyond the traditional schooling model of literacy education, 

they will need to measure and show progress in a different way. This may also be 

advantageous to programs in order to demonstrate the impacts of literacy education. When 

literacy skills are used as the primary measure of progress, very little progress is shown 
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(Beder, 1999; Smith & Sheehan-Holt, 1999, Brooks, Davies, Duckett, Hutchison, Kendall, & 

Wilkin, 2000). But when progress is measured according to personal development factors 

such as increased confidence, self-esteem, and new self-perception (Beder, 1999; Bingman, 

Ebert & Smith, 1999; Ebert and Bingham, 2000) there is evidence of progress. 

 …impact is situational. Assessment of learner progress in many 

literacy programs focuses on students’ technical skills (e.g., decoding, 

word recognition) as if those technical skills were applied the same way in 

all circumstances. However, we found that technical skills are applied 

differently depending upon the situation and the person. We also found 

that literacy is not only in situations, but literacy has an impact on the 

situation, as well. When an adult who has not used literacy in a situation 

does so for the first time, the situation—and the social relationships within 

the situation—change (Fingeret & Drennon, 1997, p. 12) 

 

In order to demonstrate the complex personal progress made by students, measures 

that permit them to display more than skills will have to be used. In the example of the coffee 

shop, progress is measured in a variety of ways,  including student self-assessment, task and 

skill achievement, independent mastery of an activity, informal peer feedback, instructor 

feedback, movement from newcomer to oldtimer, transition to a job placement, completion 

of a placement, and finding a job. The program has also developed a variety of evaluation 

tools  (such as checklists, performance reviews, self-assessments, and progress reports) that 

are used to provide written evidence of progress. These tools are then collected in a student 

folder or portfolio that is used to demonstrate progress. The question that remains, is this 

enough evidence for program funders? 
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INTENTIONS AND RESULTS  

There is a significant disconnect between the intention of literacy education (to 

increase skills in order to help make more productive citizens) and the actual results (very 

little increase in skills but improved levels of confidence and changed identities). Similarly, 

the original intention of the employment preparation program was to help students find 

employment by enhancing their literacy skills. It was thought that their literacy skills would 

improve if they were engaged in specific work settings. In a way, the coffee shop was 

designed to support the development of literacy skills related to employment. This thinking 

was informed partly by the ideas of functional context education (Sticht, 1997) in which 

literacy is developed in relation to specific contexts. Then, as the program evolved, the 

development of literacy skills began to slip into the background, and the development of 

cultural and personal knowledge related to employment came to the fore. This shift occurred 

for a variety of reasons: the kinds of jobs that students could get without recognized 

credentials did not have many literacy demands; students without work experiences needed 

to learn more about work culture and expectations than literacy; students expressed confusion 

in relation to work culture more often than literacy; and students talked more about their 

growing confidence, sense of belonging, and new perceptions of themselves than the gains 

they had made in specific literacy skills.     

The impacts that were realized in the employment preparation program had more to 

do with their view of themselves—their place in the world and their connection to the world 

(Stein, 1995; Fingeret & Drennon, 1997; Bingman, Ebert & Smith, 1999) —than their 

improved socio-economic status or education credentials. For the most part, they did not fall 

victim to the false promise that participation in literacy education would lead to a better job 
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(Malicky & Norman, 1994). They, unlike policy-makers, influenced by researchers such as 

Kapsalis (1998) who have drawn a direct connection between literacy skill development and 

job opportunities, have come to realize instead that participation in a literacy program will 

lead to increased confidence, greater-self-esteem, a feeling of belonging, and a sense of 

pride; not a secure job or independence from social assistance. Adult students don’t make a 

distinction between literacy for life and literacy for the workplace or for citizenship. While 

the specific tasks, roles and responsibilities vary from context to context, the fundamental 

purposes remain the same. Adults seek to develop literacy skills in order to change what they 

can do, how they are perceived, and how they perceive themselves in specific social and 

cultural contexts (Stein, 1995, p. 10). Moreover, these purposes of education—what adults 

need literacy for—drive the acquisition of skills and knowledge both within and across 

contexts.  

Nadine wanted to find a job other than cleaning and be able to complete forms in 

public. She said she was satisfied with her reading skills but wanted to be able to write 

without embarrassment when completing an application form. Nadine wanted to be proud of 

her work, to be independent, and to feel confidence in herself. In essence, she wanted to 

change who she is and her perception of herself. More than the other students, Stacey wanted 

connection, acceptance, and belonging. She rarely missed a day in the program and was 

reluctant to leave because she had found a sense of community and purpose. Although 

Hannah said she wanted to find a part-time job, she wasn’t able to until she either secured 

daycare for her son or her son was in school full-time. She was most interested in learning to 

use the cash register and continuing to improve her overall literacy skills, especially related 

to academic preparation. It seemed that she wanted to be involved in the program simply 
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because it was an opportunity to learn. While on her placement, Marion recalled her first day 

on the bus, knowing she was “going to work”. She said that for the first time since arriving in 

Canada she felt like everyone else on that bus who was also going to work. She added that 

she felt proud of herself that day. Marion wanted to see herself like other women who raised 

their family and contributed to their financial support. Rouda focused on one motivation 

only: to set an example for her children. She wanted her six children, ranging in age from 6 

to 17, to see her working and not “sitting around all day.” She wanted them to know that they 

would have to work for what they want, that a life on welfare is demeaning and confining 

and should be avoided. Tom, who already had a part-time job, viewed work as a symbol of 

his independence and self-sufficiency. His dream was to save his money in order to own his 

own home. Martha, on the other hand, focused on her desire to be able to help children, in 

whatever form this would take. Martha, like Stacey, wanted to feel like she belonged 

somewhere and her desire to work with children may have been connected to her son. 

Finally, Maritza seemed torn between her desire to help her son with his school work and her 

desire to make more money. While in the program, she expressed her dissatisfaction with her 

class, quit her placement, and turned down a job offer. Maritza had talked briefly about her 

past emotional difficulties. Perhaps her conflicts were related to these difficulties.  

Most of the students—like other adults who attend literacy programs—seek out 

programs in order to change what they can do, how they are perceived, and how they 

perceive themselves in specific social and cultural contexts. Their conversations about why 

they participate and what they got out of the program are also closely aligned with Wenger’s 

(1998) social theory of learning, in which learning is seen to be belonging, becoming, 
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experiencing, and doing. Perhaps a social theory of learning could provide a more accurate 

description of program outcomes than the current skills- and task-based measures.  

THE LIMITATIONS OF THE EMPLOYMENT PREPARATION PROGRAM  

There are factors in the students’ lives  (namely their dependence on social assistance, 

the support or non-support of their families, and their levels of formal education) that will 

affect their personal desire to find self-supporting employment. The students in the study 

entered the employment preparation program with the goal of finding their first job or with 

the goal of finding a better job than the ones they may have had in the past. Unfortunately, 

the socioeconomic conditions and educational demands of society may impede them from 

achieving their goals. The employment preparation program is similar to other literacy 

programs across North America that “attract people primarily from two distinct but related 

groups: relative newcomers from third-world countries and [Canadian]-born peoples whose 

economic and social lives have much in common with what is encountered in third-world 

countries” (Sparks, 2002, p.60).  

Dependence on Social Assistance 

Six of the eight students in the program depend on either a disability pension or 

general welfare. Four of these students are single mothers with dependent children, and two 

live alone. Marion lives with her husband and neither of them receive any form of social 

assistance, although they are on a waiting list for subsidized childcare. While Tony does 

receive a disability pension, he is not dependent on it as he lives with his family. The 

experience of the students in the program is not that different from other adults with low 

literacy. Based on the IALS, over one-third of adults at Level 1 receive social assistance. In 
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addition, adults with low levels of literacy earn less and experience higher levels of economic 

hardship (Statistics Canada, 1996).  

Poverty and dependence on social assistance is an experience that the students bring 

into the program and a reality that the instructors recognize and acknowledge. The question 

is, how does this impact the goals of the program and the learning content and context? Most 

often, the experience of poverty is addressed on a personal level and not on a societal level. 

For example, instructors and program staff have advocated for students with social service 

agencies; helped students complete complicated forms; explained the procedures involved in 

an audit; and even loaned small amounts of money to students. Instructors rarely addressed 

financial issues in the class. Unlike literacy programs that may teach budgeting and consumer 

awareness in a condescending manner (Sandlin, 2001), the instructors in the employment 

preparation program did not even address budgeting issues, feeling that most of their students 

displayed a high level of consumer skills. Instead, issues related to money and social 

assistance remained private and were discussed only as needed or requested on an individual 

level.   

The instructors were acutely aware of the limitations of the employment preparation 

program. They did not pretend that the program would help a student become financially 

self-supporting. The retail and service sector jobs that were obtainable by the students would 

not enable them to support their families. Understanding this, the instructors encouraged the 

students to find part-time employment in order to subsidize their social assistance benefits. 

On occasion each of the instructors had privately counseled students who felt pressured to 

find full-time employment to ensure they were fully aware of the monthly income they would 

need to support their families without social assistance. The only time the instructors 
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supported a student in finding full-time employment was when the job could lead to greater 

financial security than social assistance, as in the case of a single student or a student earning 

a second family income. 

Family Support 

All but one of the students in this study talked about family dynamics related to their 

participation in past literacy programs and their current involvement in the employment 

preparation program. Family support can be a crucial factor in deciding to enroll in a 

program (Roussy & Hart, 2002), and family responsibilities, especially those related to 

childcare, can also be a reason people drop out of programs (Long & Middleton, 2001; 

Malicky & Norman, 1994).  Families can also be either supportive of new learning and 

literacy practices that are brought into the home or critical of these practices.  

Rouda wanted to be a role model for her children and she said her children were 

proud of her efforts to find a job, but she was reluctant to read with her youngest child 

because the child made fun of her mistakes. Hannah recalled the support she received from 

her own father and has passed this on to her children. In addition, she intentionally modeled 

reading behaviours, and encouraged her children to excel at school, just as her father did for 

her. Marion’s husband encouraged her to return to school, has taught her to use the computer, 

and cared for their children while she was in the employment preparation program. Nadine, 

on the other hand, left the general literacy program in order to care for her nieces and 

nephews at her sister’s request. Maritza is motivated to learn in order to help her son who 

was in danger of failing his school year. Both Tom and Martha’s sisters encouraged them to 

find work. Tom’s sisters helped him travel to job interviews after his placement was 

completed, and Martha’s sister wanted her to volunteer more often in the daycare. Stacey was 
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the only student who did not mention family in either a supportive or non-supportive role. 

Her silence regarding family support or non-support could have indicated that she had no one 

in her life who would pass a judgment, either positive or negative, with regards to her 

participation in the program. 

The students in the employment preparation program want to make changes in their 

lives. Simply enrolling in a literacy program suggests that they have gone through a period of 

unease and dissatisfaction in their lives, and are now taking action in order to make changes 

(Fingeret & Drennon, 1997). One could argue that the students in the program are 

compounding their desire for change by addressing both literacy and employment issues. The 

students want new roles and responsibilities; they want to be working; they want to be able to 

independently handle the literacy demands in their lives; and they want to see themselves in a 

different way. They are in essence attempting to create new roles and subsequently new 

identities. These changes will not only affect their lives but they will also affect the lives of 

the people around them, usually their families. How do these dynamics fit into a situated 

learning framework?  

Formal Education 

Staff at the employment preparation program have long recognized that students with 

lower levels of formal education—in addition to students who have weak or non-existent first 

language literacy skills, and students with modified levels of formal education experience—

reach what they term a plateau in their literacy skill development. According to the students’ 

reports and instructors’ experience, these students do not often progress beyond LBS Level 2 

(well within the IALS Level 1 range). In comparison, students who have a level of formal 

education beyond elementary school, coupled with strong first-language literacy skills that 
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are used regularly, were able to show ongoing progress in skill development beyond LBS 

Level 2. The link between formal education levels, first language literacy abilities, and 

progress in adult literacy programs is a sorely neglected area that needs to be explored in 

greater depth.  

Of the eight students who participated in this study, only one of them completed high 

school. The two students with developmental disabilities, Martha and Tom, each attended 

special education programs until they reached the age of 21, but neither had obtained a high 

level of literacy and both were working on reading and writing activities well within LBS 

Level 2 (or IALS Level 1). Stacey never attended school in Vietnam; Rouda and Nadine left 

before completing eight years of formal education; and Maritza and Marion left soon after 

completing eight years of education. The students’ levels of formal education combined with 

their literacy skills in their native languages had a direct influence on their literacy skill 

progress in the program.  

Based on my personal experience and instructor’s reports, students who have 

participated in modified education programs or who completed eight years or less of formal 

education, and who do not have well developed literacy skills in their first languages, face 

nearly insurmountable odds if they hope to gain significantly higher literacy skills that will 

allow them to participate in employment training and educational programs that lead to 

recognized credentials. These students will not likely gain literacy skills that will allow them 

to obtain a GED, enter an apprenticeship program (most require Grade 10 and 12), or gain a 

high school diploma. Without these credentials, they will most likely remain in the same low-

paying, insecure, and often demeaning jobs that they can now get with their low literacy 
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skills. In addition, their formal education histories seem to influence their ideas about the role 

of the program in their lives.  

The instructors noted that students with higher levels of formal education such as 

Hannah, Marion and Maritza, viewed the program as a short-term phase in their lives: they 

would participate, gain what they needed, and move on. Whereas, students with lower levels 

of formal education tended to view the program as a “primary activity and…a primary way 

they identify themselves,” explained one of the instructors.   

How typical is this group of students of all students in literacy programs? There is no 

readily available answer, but a re-examination of the IALS data, conducted by Sussman 

(2003), could lead to some indicators of the make-up of literacy program participants. “Years 

of education remain the strongest predictor of literacy levels…[and] 81% of the Level 1 

group never completed secondary school” (p. 100). In addition, half of that group (42%) 

never even started high school (ibid.). If all the students in literacy programs are at IALS 

Level 1 (they are the ones who will acknowledge that they need to improve their skills), then 

it is possible that one third of students in programs could have eight years or less of formal 

education. Not included in this group are students with disabilities who attended modified 

educational programs; their numbers would add to this rough estimate.  

Formal education experiences have been discussed in relation to resistance to joining 

programs (Quigley, 1993) and in relation to learning values (Zieghan, 1992), but research 

that examines the relationship between childhood literacy development (gained most often 

through formal education) and adult literacy development is rare. Bynner and Parsons (2000) 

found that adults who had obtained a “basic skill threshold” in school by the age of 16 were 

protected against the impacts of weakened literacy skills during periods of unemployment. In 
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comparison, those who had poor skills at 16 experienced the strongest negative impacts on 

their literacy and numeracy skills when unemployed. Their research suggests that the literacy 

skills developed during childhood are a predictor of the skill level that is maintained in 

adulthood. Does literacy  development have a window of opportunity that must be developed 

in childhood? Can adults make up for a lack of childhood literacy development? If they can, 

under what conditions will this occur? And if they can’t, what is the role of an adult literacy 

program?   

B: Contributions to Program, Policy, and Research 

The most significant contribution of the study was a conceptualization, and more 

importantly, a demonstration of adult literacy development that shifts focus away from a 

skills-based approach towards a practice-based approach. Urging programs to make such a 

shift is not a novel idea, but what is unique—and the strength of this study— is a 

demonstration of some of the issues that may need to be considered in making such a shift. 

The focus of this section is to review the original definition of adult literacy and re-present a 

conceptualization of adult literacy development that has been informed by the situated 

frameworks used in the study. The modified definition will then be used to help guide a 

discussion of how the study contributes to program, policy, and research development. In 

addition, suggestions for future research will be made within each section.   

A CLEARER CONCEPTUALIZATION OF A LITERACY DEFINITION 

 This research was guided in part by a broad definition of adult literacy; one that 

incorporates skills, tasks, practices, and critical reflection (Lytle & Wolfe, 1989). Returning 

to the definition, after gaining an understanding of the social nature of literacy and learning 
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in the employment preparation program, led to a clearer conceptualization of the original. 

Figure 1 illustrates how the four elements that comprise the definition work together within a 

sociocultural understanding of adult literacy.  

practices 

skills tasks 

personal & social 
critica l reflection 

 

 
Figure 1: A clearer conceptualization of Lytle and Wolfe’s (1989) definition 

 

The notion of practices becomes the central element of the definition, and its 

development is supported by the other three elements. Each of the supporting elements can 

inform the development of literacy practices and, in turn, practices informs the development 

of skills, tasks, and critical reflection. This flow suggests that only through the active 

engagement in literacy practices can skills, tasks, and critical reflection have meaning.  

A limitation of the definition (and a limitation of the situated learning and literacy 

frameworks) is that it does not adequately support a description of the role of the individual. 

How does one talk about personal factors within a practice-based definition of literacy? The 

need for this became apparent during the study when students talked about their goals, their 

learning needs, and their desire to make changes in their lives. Returning to the original 

definition may help to make a link to personal reflection. Part of the original description of 

critical reflection states that critical literacy is the ability of people to use text in order “to 
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decode critically their personal and social world and thereby further their ability to challenge 

the myths and beliefs that structure their perceptions and experiences” (Giroux, 1988 as cited 

in Lytle and Wolfe, p. 11). Critical reflection not only addresses issues at a social level (such 

as race, gender, and class), but it also encompasses issues at a personal level. Although not 

specifically stated in the definition, I would argue that reflection at a personal level includes 

emotive, spiritual, cognitive, and behavioural issues. To emphasize both the personal and 

social nature of critical reflection, these terms have been added to the definition.               

Thinking about literacy development in this way incorporates all current approaches 

without alienating one over the other. For example, a skills-based approach too often ignores 

critical reflection, and visa versa. In this re-conceptualization, none of the approaches are 

ignored, but simply reconfigured around the central idea of practices. Why should practices 

become the central tenet of a literacy definition? I would argue that practices forces us to see 

how literacy is used in day-to-day life, and it is only through this understanding that adults 

with limited literacy abilities can begin to develop their own uses for literacy. Currently, the 

focus of literacy development is on helping adults learn how literacy works (skills) and 

learning to use literacy to complete a task. To a lesser extent, adults are also learning to use 

literacy to activate change (critical reflection). If practices are simply the basis for 

understanding how literacy is used in different settings, on different occasions, at different 

times, with various tools, and by different people, then all literacy and learning activities 

occur within a practice situation. They do not take place within a vacuum. The key question 

that arises is, what is the learning situation and does it match the learner’s goal? This clearer 

conceptualization of adult literacy development with its focus on practices that are supported 

by skills, tasks, and personal/social critical reflection, is a useful tool for seeing and 
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understanding how literacy is currently developed and the adjustments that need to be made. 

Similar to its supporting role in the thesis, the literacy definition will continue to be used in 

the following section that explores the study’s contributions to program development, policy, 

and research in order to provide a streamlined and consistent structure.   

Further Research 

The re-conceptualized view of adult literacy development is but a grain of an idea that 

needs a great deal of further exploration. It needs to be used in a variety of settings to 

determine if it does in fact provide a useful framework. The settings would have to be 

analysed in relation to each of the elements in the framework to determine if and how they 

are apparent within the settings. In addition, the idea that practices is primary and the other 

elements are secondary needs to be examined across settings. It might also be useful to use 

the definition to uncover how different people (such as students, instructors and policy-

makers) think about literacy in different situations and at different times. For example, how 

do adults with low literacy perceive literacy development if they aren’t involved in any sort 

of program? Does this change when they are involved in a program?  

CONTRIBUTIONS TO PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT  

Examining the employment preparation program through the combined frameworks 

of situated learning and literacy has made contributions to program development on a micro 

and macro level. On a micro level, the program will gain directly from the study by focusing 

on ways to make better connections between the classroom and the two work settings. In 

addition, on a more macro level, the example of the employment preparation program has 

revealed the need to develop literacy based on how it is used in specific settings. In other 
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words, literacy program development needs to emphasize practices over skills, tasks, and 

critical reflection to help students learn and integrate new practices in their work, home and 

community lives. 

A New Role for the Classroom 

Although this brief discussion focuses on the classroom in the employment 

preparation program, it can be related to other programs that are attempting to integrate 

literacy and employment development. The students themselves offered clues on  how the 

classroom should be used to better support the activities of the coffee shop and the job 

placements. The only set of activities that they felt were connected to the two work settings 

were the activities related to  employability, such as safe food handling and workplace safety. 

Perhaps it should be these kinds of activities that become the focus of the classroom, as 

opposed to spelling, grammar, and math. In addition, the students began to use the classroom 

to discuss their job placement experiences. They focused on the culture of work and rarely, if 

ever, talked about the literacy involved in their placements. Activities that focused on work 

culture could provide another focus for the classroom setting. Instead of dividing the day 

based on school subjects, the time spent in the classroom could be devoted to topics such as 

workplace safety and insurance issues, employment rights, handling conflict, and workplace 

culture.  

A concern that may arise is the impact of removing literacy skill activities, such as a 

spelling dictation, which the students expected and wanted while in the classroom. Again, the 

solution may be found within the students themselves. There is a need to generate more 

student input in relation to the coffee shop activities. Perhaps the classroom could be used to 

discuss, plan, and implement ideas in relation to the operation of the coffee shop. These ideas 
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could also help students develop their literacy and numeracy abilities. Perhaps students could 

come up with new ways to market the coffee shop, explore different products for preparation 

and sale, begin to track inventory on a database, do simple accounting on a spreadsheet, place 

food orders, set schedules, and write-up invoices. Many of these activities incorporated the 

literacy skills and tasks that have been predominant in the classroom. In addition, there will 

need to be a period of transition during which both students and instructors can be supported 

in their re-thinking of literacy development. 

Emphasizing Practices 

A primary question for programs related to the development of literacy practices is, 

what kinds of practices do adults want to learn? Taylor (2001) suggests there are four key 

organizing frameworks in adult literacy education: community-based literacy, workplace 

literacy, school-based literacy, and family literacy. These closely mirror the three goals of 

adult literacy education in this province: literacy for further education, employment, and 

independence. It can be argued that there are four domains of adult literacy education: work, 

school, family, and community that match the goals of students who attend programs. In 

other words, adults enter programs expressing the need to improve their literacy within one 

or more of these domains. A mother might want to help her children with their homework 

and read stories to them; a worker might need to improve literacy in order to apply for a 

supervisory position; an adult with a disability may want to become more active in a 

community organization; and a grandmother may want to improve literacy to record her life 

story for her grandchildren. It will be up to the program to translate an individual’s goal into 

a literacy practice (not just a set of skills and series of tasks), to learn a new vocabulary to 

describe practices, and to determine how to support the development of new practices. So 
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how does a program translate a goal into learning and literacy practices, and how can this be 

framed? How can a program get the vocabulary to describe practices? And, how can the 

development of new practices be supported? Only the final question will be addressed in this 

section. The first will be addressed in the section related to research contributions, and the 

second, in the section related to policy contributions. 

Programs could begin to support the development of new practices by using the four 

components of practice development that were found in the coffee shop: there was a clear 

learning purpose, in which students were engaged in real activities; newcomers were assisted 

and trained by oldtimers through direct teaching and modeling; there was a safe and 

supportive environment, in which students worked in a collaborative manner, supporting 

each other and learning from each other; and progress was measured in a variety of ways.  

Beyond the program’s control are the social environments outside the class in which 

new literacy practices will be introduced. The ideal situation, as in the example of the 

recipes, is to introduce a new practice that will be welcomed and encouraged;  that has a 

cultural fit; and that is associated with a practical task, has immediate results, and that is not 

static. What happens to practices when one or more of these conditions don’t exist? 

Introducing new practices beyond the program is risky. What if a mother makes errors when 

reading stories to her six-year old and is laughed at? What if an employee begins to write 

down phone messages and is looked at with distrust because co-workers think he may be 

recording incidents for the supervisor? There is much to learn about the development of 

literacy practices, and research is desperately needed in this area. Programs will need to 

know a) the conditions that need to be in place to support practices, b) the components of 

practice development, c) how to gauge the readiness of students and instructors to view 
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literacy beyond skills and tasks, and d) the potential risks involved. Essentially, programs 

will need to understand the significant changes, and impacts of these changes, that need to 

occur if students are to successfully introduce new practices into their daily lives. 

The following figure attempts to further explain the ideas from the discussion that can 

be used to help programs support the development of new practices that are learned in the 

program (like the recipe reading) for use in the student’s day-to-day life. 

 
 

Physical 
Context 

New Literacy Practice  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Developing new literacy p

The centre triangle represents th

preparation program can control and

basis” for developing practices. In ot

the practical knowledge of the studen

knows how to control household fina

banking, or perhaps the student has t

wants to use plans and drawings to e

student has a practical level of know
Participation in 
a Community 

of Practice
ractices 

e elements of situated 

 shape. The program ca

her words, students and

t to build a new literac

nces but now wants to

he knowledge to do wo

nhance this knowledge

ledge of a certain activ
Cultural 
Context 
Content Basis
learning that the employment 

n ensure that there is a “content 

 instructors together draw upon 

y practice. Perhaps the student 

 add the ability to do on-line 

od-working projects but now 

. A content basis suggests the 

ity but now wants to add literacy 



 192

knowledge. Would it even be possible to develop a new literacy practice without the practical 

knowledge base? Within the program’s control is its ability to create a course, project, or 

activity in which the student is actively participating in a community of practice. The coffee 

shop was an example of such a created setting, albeit on a more complex scale. What if 

programs were able to bring together 2 to 3 students with a similar interest under the 

guidance of an expert (another student, volunteer, or instructor) who could help students 

learn how to read wood-working plans, do on-line banking, or prepare food using recipes?        

The grey square that surrounds the triangle in the figure suggests that the direct 

actions of the program are placed within specific contexts: an unseen context that 

incorporates cultural issues and power balances; in addition to the seen context or physical 

setting. This grey area is beyond the direct control of the program. Yes, they can create a 

physical learning context  (like the coffee shop) and have tremendous influence over the 

cultural dynamics and power balances of that context, but what happens outside the program? 

The main goal in developing new literacy practices for home, work, and community is to 

move beyond the program. That means they will be used in environments outside the direct 

influence of the program: in a store, doctor’s office, at work, or at home. Not only is there a 

learning context, a context that the program shapes, but there is also the context in which the 

literacy practice is used. To represent this idea, the triangle has been purposely placed within 

the context box and a dashed line has been used to indicate the context flow from within the 

program to outside the program. Finally, the new literacy practice has been intentionally 

placed within the context box and not outside of it. The notion of context is ever-changing 

and will continually influence a new practice. For example, a separated single mother does 

learn to do on-line banking but she has been using the computer of her son, who moves out 
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and takes the computer with him. This event would be a change in physical context. A 

change in cultural context could be her ex-husband’s decision to resume control of the 

finances. Figure 2 is simply a starting point for discussions to help programs develop a 

literacy-as-practices approach and could evolve significantly as discussions deepen.   

Embedded Literacy Development 

One approach to the development of practices is a model being developed in the U.K. 

where a recent action research project focused on documenting approaches to fostering 

embedded basic skills. “Embedded language, literacy and numeracy (LLN) refers to courses, 

experiences and activities which develop the learning of these skills in the context of another 

course, experience or activity” (“Embedded Basic Skills,” 2002, p. 3). In other words, 

literacy is learned within the context of another activity—, similar to the coffee shop, where 

literacy and numeracy were learned in the context of food preparation. Examples of courses, 

experiences, and activities include basic skills in photography, financial literacy, and skills 

for travel and tourism. The goal of the courses is to appeal to a wide variety of adult learning 

needs and interests while simultaneously incorporating the U.K.’s framework for national 

literacy and numeracy standards.       

Further Research 

Further research is needed to understand the literacy and learning practices that occur 

in various settings. In effect, a tool or an approach for this analysis is needed. If programs 

were to incorporate a literacy-as-practices approach—which is also known as embedded 

skills,  contextual learning and integrated learning— what would this look like? How would 

program developers and instructors know that they were in fact emphasizing practices and 
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not skills and tasks? Examples of program development using a practice-based approach are 

also needed in order to inform others who would like to try the same approach. 

CONTRIBUTIONS TO POLICY  

In Ontario, there is a structure in place that supports a literacy-as-practices approach, 

but the current structure lacks the interpretations needed for it to be adopted widely by the 

field. In fact, in one instance, an attempt to interpret the structure has led to contradictions 

and confusion. The structure is the guiding framework and accompanying definitions used to 

describe adult literacy education in the province. A set curriculum for adult literacy education 

does not exist. Instead, individual training plans that are learner-centred and outcomes-based 

are developed for students to help them meet their literacy goals at work, at school, in the 

community, and with their families. While the funder does not prescribe how this should be 

done, they do stipulate that 60% of students must achieve goals that lead to employment 

and/or recognized education programs, such as high school (Literacy & Basic Skills Section, 

Workplace Preparation Branch, Ministry of Training Colleges and Universities, 2000). 

Progress is monitored, not by standardized tests, but by demonstrations of achievements, and 

it is left up to the programs to develop these demonstrations. Training plans, goal-setting, 

outcomes, and demonstrations support a literacy-as-practices approach.  

Unfortunately, in an attempt to standardize the delivery of adult literacy education, 

the funder developed and distributed a document that described literacy development based 

on an  elementary school curriculum. The document placed the development of literacy skills 

at the fore, and its detailed descriptions have become one of the main ways to view literacy 

education. In order to suggest alternative ways to view literacy within the existing structure, 
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there is a need for the funder to support the development and dissemination of practice-based 

approaches that detail what this could look like in programs.      

Supporting Literacy as Social Practices  

Figure 3 illustrates how the existing structure of the provincial funding body can 

support a literacy-as-practices approach.  
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Figure 3: The funder’s structure can support a literacy-as-practices approach 

A demonstration—the tangible evidence of accomplishment in a literacy program—could be 

shaped by the achievement of a new literacy practice. For example, the demonstration of a 

student’s success in introducing the practice of reading a recipe would be the act of choosing 

and following a recipe, assembling ingredients, following instructions, and baking the 

product. Success would be based not on the actual result, but more on the successful 

integration of a new literacy practice into daily life. Skills, as mentioned previously, closely 

resemble the level descriptors and performance indicators used to describe the five LBS 

levels of literacy achievement. Tasks closely resemble the idea that learning in programs is to 

be outcomes-based. Finally, the area of personal and social critical reflection shares many 

similarities with emerging discussions on self-management and self-direction (Grieve, 2003). 
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Although there is a structure in place that supports a practice-based approach, it is 

currently being used to support a skills-based approach within a schooling context. In other 

words, literacy is being developed for the most part only to support the development of 

schooling practices, and not the practices of work, home, or community. Simply compare the 

activities of the classroom, which are representative of the kinds of activities that occur in 

most programs, with the activities of the coffee shop, which are aligned with work settings. 

Currently, students in programs are learning to use literacy only as it is used in school and 

not as it is used in any other context.  

Further Research 

More research is needed to analyse the congruency of the funder’s description of 

literacy development that is based on demonstrations, performance indicators, outcomes, and 

self-management/self-direction with the re-conceptualized definition of literacy development. 

How does the definition align with the funder’s framework? If elements don’t align, what 

does this mean? In addition, what will become the basis for measuring progress? 

CONTRIBUTIONS TO RESEARCH  

There is growing support for a sociocultural theory of literacy development (Ebert & 

Bingham, 2000; Fingeret & Drennon, 1997; Lankshear & O’Conner, 1999; Purcell-Gates et 

al., 2000; Taylor & Blunt, 2001; Wanger & Venezky, 1999). This study is an attempt to 

actively use existing sociocultural ideas of literacy and learning to begin to reveal tangible 

elements that could give shape to the emergence of a such a theory. Perhaps the first 

contribution is a refining of the discussion from the broad notion of sociocultural ideas to the 

idea of literacy as social practice that came from the re-conceptualized definition discussed 
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earlier (See Figure 1 ). The use of both the situated literacy and learning frameworks also 

made contributions by providing a framework that could be used to see and subsequently 

analyse how literacy and learning is a social practice. A limitation of these frameworks is 

their inability to adequately address personal factors that shape learning and that are shaped 

by learning. 

Using the Situated Learning and Literacy Frameworks 

Two similar views of situatedness—as outlined in Table 1 (see page 17) —guided 

this study. The two frameworks were used initially to demonstrate their similarities and to 

strengthen an understanding of situatedness. In addition, the activities in the employment 

preparation program involved both literacy and non-literacy learning and it became helpful to 

draw on both frameworks when analyzing the three settings in the program. Most often 

though, it was the situated learning framework that became more prominent during the study. 

Despite their similarities, there were two advantages in using the situated learning framework 

over the situated literacy framework. First of all, it became apparent that literacy is a 

component of the learning that occurred in the employment preparation program. 

Subsequently, the situated learning framework dominated the analysis. Secondly, the situated 

learning framework better accounts for the development of learning, and uses language that 

permits a description of how learning can be supported. The situated literacy framework, on 

the other hand, is not directly related to the development of literacy; rather, it is a tool to use 

to analyse literacy events as they occur in real-life settings, and does not directly support a 

discussion of how literacy is learned.         

Herein lies a tension between literacy and learning. Literacy development is but one 

component of learning. Learning, as described by Gardner (1983) and Gardner, Kornbacher 
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and Wake (1996), can be expressed in eight different ways. Linguistic learning and 

intelligence  (in other words, literacy) is but one of them. Attempting to force and shape 

literacy education ideas to meet the myriad of needs of adults with low literacy abilities 

seems somewhat artificial and confining. Instead, if the learning needs of adults with low 

literacy became primary, then literacy activities could be developed to support these. Using 

learning to guide the development of educational opportunities for adults with low literacy—

as opposed to only using literacy—expands upon the possibilities and the potential for 

learning opportunities. In addition, these ideas mesh with the previous discussion on 

embedded literacy development. For these reasons, the use of a situated learning framework 

over situated literacy was preferable. 

The Situated Learning Framework as An Analytical Tool 

The ideas of situated learning guided the way in which the activities that occurred in 

the employment preparation program (specifically the classroom and the coffee shop) were 

analysed. At first, the study was guided by ideas and concepts, but as they were used, 

examined, and questioned over and over, these concepts became more defined. The result is 

an approach or tool that could be used to guide continued analysis of learning activities. It 

permits one to see whether or not a learning activity has elements of situated learning and, 

more importantly, whether or not it is connected to the broader social practices of the setting 

or situation in which the activity is used. Using situated learning to analyse the employment 

preparation program allowed me to see the clear distinctions between the classroom setting 

and the two work settings. It helped me to realize that many of the activities that occurred in 

the classroom, although designed to support the work settings, were actually not connected to 
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work practices, and were useful only within a school setting. How often is this disconnect 

occurring in the field?   

  The table below outlines a way to analyse the learning that occurs in programs as 

social practices. More importantly, it details the elements and dynamics that are needed if 

adult literacy development is to move away from a skills-based approach (in which literacy is 

developed based only on schooling practices) towards one that is linked to sociocultural 

understanding (in which literacy is developed based on the social practices of various settings 

and communities). Once we are able to talk about the distinctions between schooling, work, 

community, and home literacy and learning practices, then there is the potential to develop 

programs and activities that support the development of the kinds of practices needed in a 

wide variety of settings and situations. Currently, if most programs are immersed in a 

schooling approach to literacy education, no matter what the student’s goal or learning needs 

may be, he or she is most often learning literacy as it is practiced in schools and not as it is 

practiced on the job, at a doctor’s office, or with a home computer. Compounding this is the 

idea that literacy may only be a component of a student’s needs, and a focus only on literacy 

development does not permit a broader discussion of learning needs. The table below can be 

a starting point for helping programs analyse their own learning activities. This table could 

also be an initial step in viewing learning (and the literacy that may support learning 

activities) beyond a schooling model. A slightly modified version could then be used to 

analyse both learning and literacy practices in a variety of settings. The information could 

then be used as a basis for developing new kinds of learning activities to help meet students’ 

goals.
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Table 2: Analysing Learning Activities as Social Practices  

Content  
What is the activity?  

What kinds of knowledge are being developed?  What kinds of materials are being used? 

Does the knowledge and materials support the way the activity is actually done in a real setting or 
does it mimic the way the activity might be done in a K-12 school setting?  

Context  
What is in the physical setting (décor, furnishings, posters, books, equipment, etc.) and what  
      messages are being sent?  

Whose messages are they (the instructor’s, the program’s, the student’s)?  

Who or what sets the overall tone, schedule, procedures, etc.?  

Do these mimic school, work, home, or community settings?  

What do students value?  

Whose values are considered to be of importance?  

Where did these values come from? 

 Is there an opportunity to examine different values and reconcile possible conflicts?  

Community of Practice 
Is the focus on teaching the activity or learning the activity? In other words, are students learning  
     about how to do something or are they doing?  

What is the purpose of the activity and does it mimic a school or work/community/home  
    practice? 

Does everyone know why they are doing the activity and how it is directly connected to the 
     overall learning purpose? 

Participation 
Are students engaged in an activity that is meaningful and contributes to the overall purpose? 

How are people involved in the activity?        

   

Are they supporting, blocking, dictating, or not contributing to learning?  

Is there feedback?  

Are errors used as part of the learning? 

Do more experienced students have a chance to pass on knowledge to new students? 
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Limitations of Situated Learning and Literacy Frameworks 

As suggested above, situated learning—as it was presented and used in this study—is 

an ideal way to closely analyse the learning and literacy activities of the employment 

preparation program in order to present and discuss the elements that are needed to help 

programs adopt a literacy-as-practices approach to adult literacy education. It may be of 

limited use though when examining personal meanings, motivations, and impacts related to 

learning. The framework permits a pragmatic examination of literacy and learning compared 

to a more philosophical examination that addresses personal impacts and meanings related to 

learning. The reasons that these students attend the employment preparation program have 

more to do with their view of themselves, their place in the world, and their connection to the 

world. Perhaps Wenger’s (1998) social theory of learning (in which learning is described as 

belonging, becoming, experiencing, and doing) could be a useful parallel or supporting 

framework. These components of learning are echoed throughout the study, and offer 

exciting ways to look at learning and assess the depth and breadth of learning for adults with 

low literacy abilities. 

Further Research  

Similar to previous ideas in this section, the analysis guide illustrated in Table 2 is 

only a starting point and needs to be used by different people in a variety of program settings 

to assess its usefulness. Then, how could the analysis guide be modified to support the 

analysis of settings outside a program? In addition, how does Wenger’s social theory of 

learning work with the situated learning framework and the re-conceptualized definition of 

literacy?  
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CONCLUSION 

This study has left me with three key understandings about program development for 

adults who, like the participants in the study, have low literacy levels and face multiple 

barriers to employment: 1) the need to focus on learning opportunities rather than literacy 

learning in program development; 2) how a literacy-as-practices approach can support these 

learning opportunities; and 3) the usefulness of understanding literacy development as skills, 

tasks, practices and critical reflection. In addition, I also gained a tremendous amount of 

confidence and understanding of the research process that I hope can be drawn upon in the 

future in order to continue this important work in the field of adult literacy education.  

 



 203

References 

Barton, D., & Hamilton, M. (1998). Local literacies: Reading and writing in one community. 

New York: Routledge. 

Barton, D., & Hamilton, M. (2000). Literacy practices. In D. Barton, M. Hamilton, & R. 

Ivanič (Eds.), Situated literacies: Reading and writing in context (pp. 7-15). London: 

Routledge. 

Beder, H. (1999). The outcomes and impacts of adult literacy education in the United States. 

NCSALL Reports # 6. Cambridge, MA: The National Centre for the Study of Adult 

Literacy, Harvard Graduate School of Education. 

Beder, H., & Medina, P. (2001). Classroom dynamics in adult literacy education. NSCALL 

Reports #18. Cambridge, MA: The National Centre for the Study of Adult Learning 

and Literacy, Harvard Graduate School of Education.  

Belifore, M. E., Defoe. T., Folisnbee, S., Hunter, J., & Jackson, N. (2003). Reading work: 

Literacies in the new workplace. New Jersey: Lawrence Earlbaum and Associates. 

Bell, J. (2000). Literacy challenges for language learners in job-training programs. The 

Canadian Modern Language Review, 57(1), 173-200.  

Bingman, M. B., Ebert, O., & Smith, M. (1999). Changes in learners’ lives one year after 

enrollment in literacy programs. NCSALL Reports # 11. Cambridge, MA: The 

National Centre for the Study of Adult Literacy, Harvard Graduate School of 

Education. 

Blunt, A. (2001). Workplace literacy: The contested terrains of policy and practice. In M. 

Taylor (Ed.), Adult literacy now! (pp. 89-107). Toronto, ON: Culture Concepts Inc. 



 204

Blunt, A. & Richards, G. (1998). The work values of marginalized adult learners. Adult Basic 

Education, 8(3), 157-175. 

Brooks, G., Davies, R., Duckett, L., Hutchison, D., Kendall, S., & Wilkin, A. (2000). 

Progress in adult literacy: Do learners learn? London: The Basic Skills Agency. 

Brown, J., Collins, A., & Duguid, P. (1989). Situated cognition and the culture of learning. 

Educational Researcher, 18(1), 32-42. 

Bynner J., & Parsons, S. (2000). Use it or lose it? The impact of time out of work on literacy 

and numeracy skills. London: The Basic Skills Agency. 

Campbell, P. (1996). Participatory literacy practices: Exploring social identity and relations. 

Adult Basic Education, 6(3), 127-142. 

Campbell, P. (2001). Participatory literacy practices: Exploring pedagogy. In P. Campbell & 

B. Burnaby (Eds.), Participatory practices in adult education (pp. 55-75). Mahweh, 

NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Creswell, J. (1998). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 

traditions. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Darville, R. (2001). Adult literacy as social relations: A democratic theorizing. Proceedings 

of the 20th Annual Conference of the Canadian Association for the Study of Adult 

Education. Retrieved March 12, 2003 from 

www.oise.utoronto.ca/CASAE/cnf2001/darville.pdf    

Embedded basic skills: A working definition. (2002, December). Developing Embedded 

Basic Skills, 1, 3. 

http://www.oise.utoronto.ca/CASAE/cnf2001/darville.pdf


 205

Devroye, D. & Freeman, R. (2001). Does inequality in skills explain inequality of earnings 

across advanced countries? Working Paper 8140. National Bureau of Economic 

Research. Retrieved July 14, 2003 from www.nber.org/papers/w8140.  

Ebert, O., & Bingman, M.B. (2000). One year after enrollment in literacy programs: A study 

of changes in learners’ lives. Adult Education Research Conference 2000 

proceedings. Retrieved July 14, 2003 from 

www.edst.ubc.ca/aerc/2000/ebertobingmanmw-web.htm   

Fagan, W. (1988). Concepts of reading and writing among low-literate adults. Reading 

Research and Instruction, 27(4), pp. 47-60. 

Fine, M., Weis, W., Wessen, S., & Wong, L. (2000). For whom: Qualitative research, 

representations and social responsibilities. In N.K. Denzin & Y.S. Lincoln (Eds.), 

Handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed., pp. 107-131). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

Publications.  

Fingeret, A., & Drennon, C. (1997). Literacy for life: Adult learners, new practices. New 

York: Teachers College Press. 

Fingeret, A., & Jurmo, P. (1989) Participatory literacy education. San Francisco: Jossey-

Bass. 

Fontana, A., & Frey, J. (2000). The interview: From structured questions to negotiated text. 

In N.K. Denzin & Y.S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed., pp. 

645-672). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Freebody, P. & Luke, A. (1990). ‘Literacies’ programs: Debate and demands in cultural 

context. Prospect 5(3), pp. 7-16. 

http://www.nber.org/papers/w8140.
http://www.edst.educ.ubc.ca/aerc/2000/ebertobingmanm1-web.htm


 206

Gaber-Katz, E., & Watson, G. (1991) The land that we dream of: A participatory study of 

community-based literacy. Toronto: OISE Press. 

Gardner, H. (1983). Frames of mind. New York: Basic Books Inc. 

Gardner, H., Kornbacher, M., & Wake, W. (1996). Intelligence: Multiple perspectives. Fort 

Worth, TX: Harcourt Brace. 

Gottesman, R. L., Bennett, R. E., Nathan, R. G., & Kelly, M. S. (1996). Inner-city adults with 

severe reading difficulties: A closer look. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 29(6), 

589-597. 

Green, D., & Riddell, W.C. (2001). Literacy, numeracy and labour market outcomes in 

Canada. Ottawa: Statistics Canada, Human Resources Development Canada. 

Grieve, K. (2003). Supporting learning, supporting change: A research project on 

self management and self-direction. Toronto, ON: Ontario Literacy Coalition. 

Hamilton, M. (2000). Expanding the new literacy studies: Using photographs to explore 

literacy as social practice. In D. Barton, M. Hamilton, & R. Ivanič (Eds.), Situated 

literacies: Reading and writing in context (pp. 16-34). London: Routledge. 

Hansman, C. (2001). Context-based adult learning. In S. Merriam (Ed.) The new update on 

adult learning theory (pp. 43-51). New Directions for Adult and Continuing 

Education, No. 89. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Hull, G. (1992). Their chances? Slim and none: An ethnographic account of the experiences 

of low-income people of colour in a vocational program and at work. Berkley, CA:  

National Centre for Research in Vocational Education, University of California at 

Berkley. 



 207

Imel, S. (1998). Workforce education or literacy development: Which road should adult 

education take? ERIC Digest No. 193. Columbus, OH: ERIC Clearinghouse on 

Adult, Career and Vocational Education, Ohio State University. (ERIC Document 

Reproduction Services No. ED 418248). 

Imel, S. (1996). Adult literacy education: Emerging directions in program development. 

ERIC Digest No. 179. Columbus, OH: ERIC Clearinghouse on Adult, Career and 

Vocational Education, Ohio State University. (ERIC Document Reproduction 

Services No. ED 402 475). 

Kapsalis, C. (1998). The connection between literacy and work: Implications for social 

assistance recipients. Hull, Quebec: Applied Research Branch, Strategic Policy, 

Human Resources Development Canada. 

Kegan, R., Broderick, M., Drago-Severson, E., Helsing, D., Popp, N., & Portnow, K. (2001). 

Toward a new pluralism in ABE/ESOL classrooms: Teaching to multiple “cultures of 

mind”. NSCALL Reports #19a. Cambridge, MA: The National Centre for the Study 

of Adult Learning and Literacy, Harvard Graduate School of Education.  

Kirshner, D., & Whitson, J. (1997). Editor’s introduction to situated cognition: Social, 

semiotic, and psychological perspectives. In D. Kirshner & J.A. Whitson (Eds.),  

Situated cognition: Social, semiotic, and psychological perspectives (pp. 1-16). 

Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Learning works: Establishing the foundation. (2004) Building Our Capacity: Train Ontario. 

Walkerton, ON: QUILL Learning Network.   



 208

Literacy & Basic Skills Section, Workplace Preparation Branch, Ministry of Training 

Colleges and Universities. (2001) LBS Guidelines. Toronto, ON: Queen’s Printer for 

Ontario. 

Literacy & Basic Skills Section, Workplace Preparation Branch, Ministry of Training 

Colleges and Universities. (1998) Working with learning outcomes: Validation draft. 

Toronto, ON: Queen’s Printer for Ontario (Rep. No. LC 154.205W67). 

Lincoln, Y., & Guba, E. (2000). Paradigmatic controversies, contradictions, and emerging 

confluences. In N.K. Denzin & Y.S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research 

(2nd ed., pp. 163-188). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Long, E., & Middleton, S. (2001). Patterns of participation in Canadian literacy programs: 

Results of a national follow-up study. Toronto: ABC Canada. 

Lytle, S., & Wolfe, M. (1989) Adult literacy education: Program evaluation and learner 

assessment. Columbus, OH: ERIC Clearinghouse on Adult, Career and Vocational 

Education, Ohio State University. (ERIC Document Reproduction Services No. ED 

315 665).  

Madriz, E. (2000). Focus groups in feminist research. In N.K. Denzin & Y.S. Lincoln (Eds.), 

Handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed., pp. 835-850). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

Publications. 

Mair, D. (1997). The development of occupational essential skills profiles. In M. Taylor 

(Ed.), Workplace education: The changing landscape (pp. 299-318). Toronto, ON: 

Culture Concepts Inc. 

Malicky, G., & Norman, C. (1994). Participation in adult literacy programs and employment. 

Journal of Reading, 38(2), 122-127. 



 209

Malicky, G., & Norman, C. (1996). Perceptions of adult literacy learners about themselves 

and their lives. Adult Basic Education, 6(1), 3-20. 

Malicky, G., Katz, C., Norton, M. & Norman, C. (1997). Literacy learning in a community-

based program. Adult Basic Education, 7(2), 84-103. 

Martin, L. (1999). Continuum of literacy program models: Alternative approaches for low-

literate welfare recipients. In Larry Martin and James Fisher (Eds.), New Directions 

for Adult and Continuing Education, 83 (pp. 43-57). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass 

Millar, R. (1998). Ambivalent learning: Adult learners confronting the emancipation myth of 

literacy. Unpublished doctoral dissertation. St. Paul, MN: University of St. Thomas. 

Merriam, S. B. (2001). Qualitative research and case study applications in education. San 

Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Moulton, M. (1997). Overt literacy action: A key to success in adult literacy learning. 

Journal of Adult Education, 25(2), 2-20. 

Multiculturalism and Citizenship Canada. (1991). Plain language clear and simple. Ottawa, 

ON: Author. 

National Anti-Poverty Organization (1992). Literacy and poverty: A view from the inside. 

Ottawa, ON: National Anti-Poverty Organization. 

Norton, M. (2001). Learning in the borderlands: Perspectives and possibilities in community-

based learning. In M. Taylor (Ed.), Adult literacy now! (pp. 3-16). Toronto, ON: 

Culture Concepts Inc. 

Ontario Literacy Coalition. (2000). The level descriptions manual.  Toronto, ON: Ontario 

Literacy Coalition. 

Pinsent-Johnson, C., Shefler, L.C., & Hagedorn, L. (2002). The changing face of literacy.  



 210

Ottawa, ON: Ottawa-Carleton Coalition for Literacy.  

Purcell-Gates, V., Degener, S., Jacobson, E. & Soler, M. (1998). U.S. adult literacy program 

practice: A typology across dimensions of life contextualized/decontextualized and 

dialogic/monologic. NSCALL Reports #2. Cambridge, MA: The National Centre for 

the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy, Harvard Graduate School of Education. 

Purcell-Gates, V., Degener, S., Jacobson, E. & Soler, M. (2000). Affecting change in literacy 

practices of adult students: Impact of two dimensions of instruction. NSCALL 

Reports #17. Cambridge, MA: The National Centre for the Study of Adult Learning 

and Literacy, Harvard Graduate School of Education.  

Quigley, A. (1993). Seeking a voice: Resistance to schooling and literacy. Adult Basic 

Education, 3(2), 91-105. 

Quigley, A. (1997). Rethinking literacy education: The critical need for practice-based 

 change. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Raudenbush, S., & Kasim, R. (1998). Cognitive skill and economic inequality: Findings from 

the National Adult Literacy Survey. Harvard Educational Review 68(1), 33-79. 

Schwandt, T. A. (2000). Three epistemological stances for qualitative inquiry: Interpretivism, 

hermeneutics, and social constructionism. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), 

Handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed., pp. 189-213). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

Publications. 

Searle, J. (2002). Situated literacies at work. International Journal of Educational Research 

37, 17-28. 

Smith, J. (1999). Literacy, welfare and work: Longitudinal research project. Brandon, MN: 

Brandon Literacy Coalition. 



 211

Smith, C., & Sheehan-Holt, J. (1999). Does basic skills education work? Some evidence from 

the national adult literacy survey. Adult Education Research Conference 1999 

proceedings. Retrieved March 12, 2003 

www.edst.educ.ubc.ca/aerc/1999/99smith.htm  

Sparks, B. (2002). Adult literacy as cultural practice. In M. Alfred (Ed.), Learning and 

sociocultural contexts: Implications for adults, community and workplace education 

(pp. 59-68). New Directions for Adult and Continuing Education 96. San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass. 

St. Clair, R. (2001). More equal than others: The travails of literacy education in an 

employment preparation program. Canadian Journal for the Study of Adult Education 

(15)2, 128-148. 

Stake, R. (2000). Case studies. In N.K. Denzin & Y.S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of 

qualitative research (2nd ed., pp. 435-454). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.  

Statistics Canada. (1996). Reading the future: A portrait of literacy in Canada. Ottawa, ON: 

Minister of Industry. 

Stein, D. (1998). Situated learning in adult education. Columbus, OH: ERIC Clearinghouse 

on Adult, Career and Vocational Education, Ohio State University. ERIC Document: 

ED418250. 

Stein, S. (1995). Equipped for the future: A customer-driven vision for adult literacy and 

lifelong learning. Washington DC: National Institute for Literacy. Retrieved July 12, 

2001 from http://www.nifl.gov/EFF/content.htm 

http://www.edst.educ.ubc.ca/aerc/1999/99smith.htm
http://www.nifl.gov/EFF/content.htm


 212

Street, B. (1995). Introduction. In B. Street (Ed.), Social literacies: Critical approaches to 

literacy in development, ethnography and education (pp. i-iii). London, UK: 

Longman. 

Stercq, C. (1993). Literacy, socialisation and employment. UNESCO Institute for Education. 

London, UK: Jessica Kingsley Publishers Ltd.  

Sticht, T. (1997). Functional context education: Making learning relevant. San Diego 

Consortium for Workforce Education and Lifelong Learning. Retrieved July 12, 2001 

from http://www.nald.ca/fulltext/context/cover.htm  

Sticht, T. (2001). The international adult literacy survey: How well does it represent the 

literacy abilities of adults? The Canadian Journal for the Study of Adult Education, 

15(2), 19-36.  

Sussman, S. (2001). The demographics of low literacy. In M. Taylor (Ed.), Adult literacy 

now! (pp. 67-79). Toronto, ON: Culture Concepts Inc. 

Sussman, S. (2003). Moving the markers: Perspectives on adult literacy rates in Canada. 

Ottawa, ON: Movement for Canadian Literacy. 

Taylor, M. (2001). Preface. In M. Taylor (Ed.), Adult literacy now! (pp. ix-x). Toronto, ON: 

Culture Concepts Inc. 

Taylor, M., & Blunt, A. (2001). A situated cognition perspective on literacy discourses: 

Seeing more clearly through a new lens. The Canadian Journal for the Study of Adult 

Education, 15(2), 79-103.  

Taylor, M., King, J., & Pinsent-Johnson, C. (2002). Understanding the zone of proximal 

development in adult literacy learning. Proceedings of the 21st Annual Conference of 

http://www.nald.ca/fulltext/context/cover.htm


 213

the Canadian Association for the Study of Adult Education (pp. 282-287). Toronto, 

ON.   

 Taylor, M., King, J., Pinsent-Johnson, C. & Lothian, T. (2003). Collaborative practices in 

adult literacy programs. Adult Basic Education 13(2), 81-89. 

Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning and identity. London: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Zieghan, L. (1992). Learning, literacy and participation: Sorting out priorities. Adult 

Education Quarterly 43(1), 30-50. 



 214

Appendix A: Ethics Approval from the School Board 

 

 



 215

Appendix B: Ethics Approval from the University of Ottawa 

 



 216

Appendix C: Observation Consent 

 

Researcher:   
Christine Pinsent-Johnson, M.A. Student 
Faculty of Education, University of Ottawa  
Phone 239-5951 
 
When research is done with people, they must give their consent 
or permission in writing. This does not mean that the research 
will harm you. It does mean that you have been told about the 
research. As a student of the university, I must get your 
permission in writing.  
 
This research is part of my work as a student. I want to look at 
the way adults learn in the Skills to Go! program. As part of the 
research, I will be in your class to learn more about what 
students do in the coffee shop and classroom. This research is 
not a test of the students, the teachers or the class.  
 
When I am in your class I will spend my time learning about the 
students and teachers who have agreed to be in the study. 
Sometimes, these students and teachers may talk or work with 
you. I would like your permission to include you in the research 
when this happens. If you decide not to give your permission, I 
will not write about you in any way in this study.  
 
If you do give me permission to include you, I will make sure that 
your name is not used and respect your rights. 

• A made-up name will be used if I write about you. 
• All the information from the study will be kept in my 

home and will be private. The only people who will look at 
the information are myself and my supervisor at the 
university. 

• All the information will be kept for five years after the 
study, then I will destroy it.   
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• You may ask at anytime that I not write about you in the 
research. This will not affect the research and I won’t 
mind.  

 
The University of Ottawa Research Ethics Board has approved 
this research. If you want more information or want to complain 
about something, contact the Protocol Officer for Ethics in 
Research at the University of Ottawa, 562-5800, ext. 1787 or 
ethics@uottawa.ca. You may also contact my university 
supervisor, Dr. Maurice Taylor at 562-5800, ext. 4037. 
 
If you have any questions about the research, talk to me at any 
time in person, or by phone. There are two copies of this consent 
form: one for you and one for me. Thank you very much for being 
in the study. Your help is very much appreciated.  
 
Most sincerely, 
 
Christine Pinsent-Johnson 
 
Dr. Maurice Taylor 
Thesis Advisor  
University of Ottawa, Faculty of Education 
 
 
I, __________________________________, am interested in being a 

part of this research. My signature shows that I understand the 

research the way it is described. 

 

_____________________________   _______________________ 

Signature of Participant    Date 

 

_____________________________   _______________________ 

Signature of Researcher    Date 

mailto:ethics@uottawa.ca
mailto:ethics@uottawa.ca
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Appendix D: Student’s Consent 

 
Researcher:  Christine Pinsent-Johnson,  

M.A. student, Faculty of Education,  
University of Ottawa  
Phone 239-5951  

 
When research is done with people, they must give their consent 
or permission in writing. This does not mean that the research 
will harm you. It does mean that you have been told about the 
research. As a student of the university, I must get your consent 
in writing. 
 
The research is part of my work as a student. I want to look at 
the way adults learn in the Skills to Go! program. The program is 
different from many because it has three places where you learn: 
the coffee shop, the classroom and a job placement. 
 
This research is not a test of you, your teacher or your class. The 
research is a chance to talk about learning and the way you 
learn. Your ideas will help me better understand learning in the 
Skills to Go! program.   
 
When I do my research, many things will happen. 

• I may be in each part of the Skills to Go! program—the 
classroom, the coffee shop and your job placement—to 
see how you, the other students and teachers learn 
together. I will only go to your job placement if that is 
okay with you, the employer and the teacher. 

• I will interview you after I see you in the classroom, the 
coffee shop and your job placement. Each of the three 
interviews will be about 30 minutes long, and they will be 
taped. The interviews will be at a time and place that we 
agree on. After the interviews, I will write your words in a 
story.   

• You will be asked to read or listen to the story of your 
interviews about one month later. You can make any 
changes you want.  
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• You will then be asked to join a discussion group with me 
and the other students that I interview. You will all be 
asked questions about learning in the program. This 
discussion will last about one hour.  

• I may also ask to look at some of the work you do and 
make copies of the work for my research. 

 
If you join the study, I will make sure that your name is not used 
and respect your rights. 

• A made-up name will be used whenever I write about 
what you told me. 

• All the information from the study will be kept in my 
home and will be private. The only people who will look at 
the information are myself and my supervisor at the 
university. 

• All the information will be kept for five years after the 
study, then I will destroy it.   

• You may leave the study anytime. You can choose not to 
answer any questions, and you can choose to stop the 
interview. You can also choose not to show me your 
work. Nothing will happen to you or the study if you do 
any of these things.  

 
During the interview, I will ask you personal questions about 
your learning. You may not like this and you may feel 
uncomfortable. I will try to make sure that you always feel 
comfortable. Remember, you can stop the interview anytime and 
it does not matter. I hope the interview will help you learn more 
about yourself as a student and the way you learn. 
 
The University of Ottawa Research Ethics Board has approved 
this research. If you want more information or want to complain 
about something, contact the Protocol Officer for Ethics in 
Research at the University of Ottawa, 562-5800, ext. 1787 or 
ethics@uottawa.ca. You may also contact my university 
supervisor, Dr. Maurice Taylor at 562-5800, ext. 4037. 
 

mailto:ethics@uottawa.ca
mailto:ethics@uottawa.ca
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If you have any questions about the research, talk to me at any 
time in person or by phone. There are two copies of this consent 
form: one for you and one for me. Thank you very much for being 
in the study. Your help is very much appreciated.  
 
 
Most sincerely, 
 
 
Christine Pinsent-Johnson 
 
Dr. Maurice Taylor 
Thesis Advisor  
University of Ottawa, Faculty of Education 
 
 
I, __________________________________, would like to be a part of 

this research. My signature shows that I understand the 

research the way it is described. 

 

 

_____________________________   _______________________ 

Signature of Participant    Date 

 

_____________________________   _______________________ 

Signature of Researcher    Date 

 

Would you like to know more about the research when it is 

done?         YES   NO  

Would you like a class presentation?   YES   NO 
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Appendix E: Instructor’s Consent 

 
Researcher: Christine Pinsent-Johnson, M.A. student, Faculty of Education, 
University of Ottawa.  
Phone 239-5951 or e-mail christine_pinsent-johnson@ocdsb.edu.on.ca 
 
Whenever a research project is undertaken with people, the written consent of the 
participants must be obtained. This does not imply that the project involves any 
sort of risk. In view of the respect owed to participants, the University of Ottawa 
has made this type of agreement mandatory. 
 
The purpose of this research study, which is part of my M.A. thesis, is to explore 
the learning that occurs in the Skills to Go! program and its three distinct settings: 
the classroom, coffee shop and job placement. In no way is this research an 
evaluation of your role, your students or the program. It is hoped that the research 
will help instructors and students to understand the learning that occurs in this 
unique program, as well as contribute to adult literacy program development. 
 
If you agree to be a research participant, I will ask you to be involved in various 
research activities. 

• One activity is a series of observation sessions that will take place over a 
one month period at your convenience. I would like to observe the 
students and instructors in both the classroom and coffee shop. I also 
hope to observe the student participants at their job placements.  

• Another activity is an individual interview, lasting approximately 60 
minutes that will take place at a time we arrange. The interview will be 
audio-taped and transcribed. During the interview, I will focus on the 
learning that occurs in the coffee shop, the classroom and the job 
placement. I will talk to you only about the two learning settings that you 
work in.  

• I will also ask you to read a narrative of your interview to clarify or 
change information as you see fit. This will occur approximately one 
month after your interview.  

• Finally, I will ask you to accommodate individual interviews with 
students and a focus group with 4-6 students from the program. I will try 
to arrange these activities outside of class time, but if this is not possible, 
I may have to request your permission to use some class time. We can 
arrange this together. 

 
I will ensure that the following measures are taken to protect your anonymity and 
respect your rights: 

• A pseudonym will be used for any written text from the research 
including transcripts, narratives, the study’s final report (thesis), and 
any other publications; 

• To ensure confidentiality, the data will be stored in a secure location 
in my home, and access will be limited to myself and my supervisor; 

mailto:christine_pinsent-johnson@ocdsb.edu.on.ca
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• The data will be securely stored for five years after the study, then it 
will be destroyed; 

• You may withdraw from the study at anytime, refuse to answer 
questions and refuse to participate without penalty or judgment. 

 
Since the research does deal with personal information about teaching and 
learning, it may cause you some discomfort. I will make every effort to minimize 
such occurrences, and you have every right to refuse to answer questions or stop 
the interview at any point. It is hoped that the interview will give you an 
opportunity to reflect on the learning that occurs in your class, and maybe lead to 
new insights regarding your practice. 
 
The University of Ottawa Research Ethics Board has approved this research. 
Information requests or complaints about the ethical conduct of the study may be 
addressed to the Protocol Officer for Ethics in Research at the University of Ottawa, 
562-5800, ext. 1787 or e-mail ethics@uottawa.ca. You may also contact my thesis 
advisor directly, Dr. Maurice Taylor at 562-5800, ext. 4037. 
 
If you have any questions about the research, you can speak to me at any time in 
person, by phone or e-mail. There are two copies of this consent form: one for you 
and one for me. Your involvement in this project is greatly appreciated.  
 
Most sincerely, 
 
Christine Pinsent-Johnson 
 
Dr. Maurice Taylor 
Thesis Advisor 
University of Ottawa, Faculty of Education 
 

I, __________________________________, would like to participate in this research 

project and I certify that I understand the nature of the research as described 

above. 

_______________________________________   ________________________ 

Signature of Participant      Date 

 

_______________________________________   ________________________ 

Signature of Researcher      Date 

 
Would you like to receive a research summary?  YES   NO 
Would you like a class presentation about the research when it is complete?
         YES   NO 

mailto:ethics@uottawa.ca
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Appendix F: Observation Protocol  

 
Setting 

 Classroom for employment preparation 
 Coffee shop for employment practice 
 Workplace for employment placement 
__________________________________ 

 

 
Content – Describe how the students’ goals and the goals of the program 
are apparent. Describe how this is linked to the experiences and knowledge 
of the students. 
 
 
 
 
 
Context – Describe how the setting is linked to the students’ goals and the 
goals of the program. Reflect on the underlying meanings of the setting, and 
the objects in the setting. 
 
 
 
 
 
Community – Describe the participants or community of practice in the 
setting. Describe who (people) and what (materials) the participants interact 
with in order to make meaning. How do they show their understanding, 
meaning-making or confusion? 
 
 
 
 
 
Participation – Describe how the learners participate or interact with each 
other and the learning materials in the setting. Is there collaboration, 
discussion, modeling, direct teaching, etc? Who does what? What is the 
impact?  
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Appendix G: Student Interview Guide 

 
Setting 
 Classroom for employment preparation 
 Coffee shop for employment practice 
 Workplace for employment placement ____________________________ 

 

 

Content 

What do you want to learn to do in this program? 
How will this help to make things better for you? 

 

Context 
When you are in the _______________________ what are you learning to do? 
Why are these things important? 
Are there things you do in the _______________________ that are not 
important? Could you describe them? 
 
 
 
 
Community 
When you are in the _______________________ who helps you learn? 
What things or activities help you learn in the _______________________? 
How do you know you learned something? 
Do you sometimes do something in the _______________________ and you’re 
not sure how it will help you? Could you describe this? 
 
 
 
 
Participation 
Has this program changed you in any way? How?  
Where and how did this happen? 
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Appendix H: Instructor Interview Guide 

 
Setting 
Classroom for employment preparation 
Coffee shop for employment practice 
Workplace for employment placement ____________________________ 
 
 
Content 
What is the goal of this program? 
How will the program help to improve the students’ lives? 
 
 
 
 
Context 
When you are in the _______________________ what is your main teaching 
focus? Why is this important? 
What are the things you teach in the _______________________ that are not as 
important? Could you describe them? 
 
 
 
 
Community 
When you are in the _______________________ who helps the students learn? 
(For example the teachers, other students, employers/employees, or 
students themselves) 
What are the most effective learning activities in the ______________________? 
How do you know or measure this? 
 
 
 
 
Participation 
What are the greatest impacts of the program? 
Where is this occurring? 
How and why is this occurring? 
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