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Executive Summary

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
According to the 2005 International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 3.3 million
adults in Ontario do not have the literacy skills they need to meet the demands of
modern knowledge-based society. Literacy skills are integrally related to all other
aspects of life, to educational achievement, employment status, health, social
welfare, and civil engagement. Given the well-established link between parents’
literacy levels and the subsequent school achievement of their children, the
literacy skills of parents deserve our serious attention.
Family literacy is about the way families use literacy and language in their daily
lives to do ordinary tasks. Most literacy programming in Ontario is child-focused,
aimed at increasing the literacy skills of children. Yet there is increasing
awareness of the need for programming to increase the literacy skills of parents.
These types of programs deal directly with the intergenerational cycle of
educational disadvantage by improving parents’ literacy skills as well as those
of children and helping parents develop a learning culture in the home.
Using focus groups and a province-wide survey of more than 100 family literacy
practitioners, this study takes a snapshot of family literacy activity in Ontario.
The study is designed to identify issues and gaps in the current family literacy
infrastructure and to identify effective and sustainable options for family
literacy delivery.

Key research questions and findings
What types of family literacy programs
currently exist in Ontario?

Few existing family literacy programs are adult-and-child-focused. Family literacy
programs operate in a wide variety of community settings and deal mainly with
skills development and school readiness for children. Few programs address
parents’and children’s literacy skills simultaneously.

What is the level and nature of funding for
family literacy programming in Ontario?

Little stable funding is available for adult-and-child-focused family literacy programs.
The vast majority of family literacy programs run on project-based, shoestring
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budgets. Small budgets, along with a lack of core funding, make it difficult to do
strategic planning, keep experienced staff, build ongoing partnerships, provide
training and professional development, and implement needed improvements
identified in program evaluations. Public funding goes primarily to child-focused
literacy programs (birth to age six). Funding for the few programs that are adultand-child-focused comes mainly from the private sector and is particularly scant
and precarious.

What types of organizational partnerships
do family literacy programs engage in?

Few partnerships between exist between child-focused and adult-focused programs.
Family literacy groups have a variety of partnerships, with libraries, schools,
health and community agencies, and others. However, few partnerships exist
among child-focused and adult-focused literacy programs. A majority
(88 percent) of family literacy practitioners see value in building partnerships
among child-focused literacy programs (e.g., Ontario Early Years Centres),
and adult-focused literacy programs, for the purpose of information sharing,
improving programs and outcomes, and avoiding duplication of services.

What are the training and professional development
needs of family literacy practitioners?

More professional development opportunities are needed. While there
are some training opportunities for Ontario’s family literacy practitioners,
many do not find them adequate. Most practitioners identify a need for
more in-depth training.

Is there support for accreditation in the
family literacy field?

A solid majority of respondents support accreditation, especially if it
comes in tandem with the type of field development that would follow
from adequate funding.

2
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Recommendations
At present, family literacy programming is not adequate to meet the needs
of Ontario families. If Ontario hopes to address the literacy needs of its
citizens, the provincial government should ideally:
Support bridging and partnerships among adult-centred literacy
• programs,
child-centred literacy programs, and Ontario Early Years
Centres so that they can network and develop joint-programming
and referral protocols.
funding for adult literacy to include family literacy programming
• Expand
or allow for partnership opportunities for adult programs to work with early
literacy and family literacy programming.
to adequate core funding to allow programs to develop and
• Commit
operate effectively.
research and development, with sufficient funding and an initial
• Support
focus on models and approaches to integrate programming of adult
and child literacy.
the conditions for ongoing, responsive professional development
• Create
to encourage staff retention and professionalism.
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Introduction

INTRODUCTION
Family literacy is about the ways families1 use literacy and language in
their daily lives. According to the 2005 Federal Advisory Committee on
Literacy and Essential Skills, “Children are born into a world of language.
They are immersed in the words of their parents, their siblings, and those
who care for them. Their speech emerges gradually and naturally as they learn
to respond to the people around them. Most children speak their first clear
words sometime during their second year of life. Their vocabularies then grow
very quickly. Lives of literacy begin in a family setting.” (HRDC, 2005, p. 35)
Given how early literacy development begins, the role of the parent as a
child’s first and most important teacher is crucial. The literacy skills,
attitudes, and behaviours of parents and caregivers have a powerful impact
on children’s acquisition of literacy and their subsequent achievement in school.
The intergenerational cycle of low literacy skills is ever more serious with
modern demands for increasingly higher levels of literacy.
Literacy is fundamental to Ontario’s economic performance and is crucial to
individual, family, and social prosperity. Yet, according to the 2005 International
Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 3.3 million adults in Ontario do not have the
literacy skills necessary to meet the demands of modern knowledge-based
society, where these skills are central to success.
Family literacy programming is an innovative and effective strategy that focuses
on developing a learning culture in the home and improving both the children’s
and parents’ literacy skills. This programming should be an integral piece of
the ongoing strategies for literacy development across the province.

The Purpose and Goals of this Study
The purpose of this study is to take a snapshot of family literacy activity in
Ontario to identify issues and gaps in the current infrastructure as a basis for
exploring effective and sustainable options for family literacy delivery.

1

The word “family” is used broadly here as two or more people related by blood, marriage,
adoption, or commitment to care for one another. When speaking of “parents,” all
caregivers are included.
The State of Family Literacy in Ontario ©OLC
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Using a province-wide survey and a series of focus groups with practitioners, this
study aims to address the following research questions:
1. What types of family literacy programs currently exist in Ontario?
2. What is the level and nature of funding for family literacy programming
in Ontario?
3. What types of organizational partnerships do family literacy programs
engage in?
4. What are the training and professional development needs of family
literacy practitioners?
5. Is there support for accreditation in the family literacy field?

Overview of Family Literacy
Denny Taylor’s study published in 1983 has often been credited as the first
expression in North America of the idea of family literacy.2 Taylor’s research was
based on the literacy of young children, but because she examined the social
context of the home she defined family literacy as the way in which “literacy is
used within families; the study of relationships between literacy use in families
and children’s academic achievement; and the design, implementation, and
evaluation of programs to facilitate the literacy development of families.”3
Since the publication of Taylor’s work, many definitions of family literacy
have developed because of the variety of programs and activities and the
diverse cultural contexts of participating families.
Goelman, Oberg, and Smith present that family literacy is based on the belief
that “rather than a set of skills, literacy is a way of thinking,” 4 to which Adele
Thomas adds, “for both adult and child.” Literacy is “learned through
communication in families,” thus creating the foundation that literacy
begins and is learned in the family.5
Some writers make a clear distinction between family literacy and family literacy
intervention. To Barton, family literacy “refers to the many ways families develop
and use literacy skills to accomplish day-to-day tasks and activities. For
example, family literacy might include writing a note to a child’s teacher, sharing
a bedtime story, making shopping lists, and using a recipe.”6 In comparison,

2

Morrow & Paratore, 1993; Taylor, 1997
from Taylor as quoted by Tracey, 1995, p. 281
4
Goelman, Oberg, & Smith, 1984
5
Thomas, 1998
6
Barton, 1997
3

6
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Thomas explains that family literacy intervention “refers to a broad spectrum of
initiatives which recognize the influence of family on the literacy development of
family members and try to support families in literacy activity and in accessing
literacy resources.”7 Examples of family literacy intervention include storytelling
or reading circles, parenting sessions with shared reading, and homework clubs
where parents participate-all of which have been adapted into models of family
literacy programming.
For further review of the family literacy literature, see: Family Literacy:
Literature Review, by Cellan Jay, for the OLC, 2001; and Voices From the Heart:
A Case Study of Family Literacy Practices in One Low-Income Community in
New Brunswick, by Rhonda L. Rubin, Faculty of Education, University of
Ottawa, 2004.

The Canadian Context
Family literacy is a complex field covering a wide range of activities. In Family
Literacy in Canada: Profiles of Effective Practices (1998), Adele Thomas traces
the history of the family literacy movement, literacy research on families, and
family literacy intervention.
The first family literacy programs began in Israel, the United States, and England
during the 1970s and 1980s. Family literacy began to appear in Canada in the
early 1980s, at the same time as it was being defined and becoming known in
these other countries. Ontario had the first programs documented in Canada.
These programs are the Parenting and Family Literacy Centres, a model of
multicultural, school-based, parent-child drop-in centres that give family literacy
training in a parenting context, established by the Toronto District School Board
in 1981, and the Parent-Child Mother Goose program, an oral language program
for families with young children. Other early programs include J’apprends avec
mon enfant in Montreal, 1983, and Bookmates in Winnipeg, 1984.
Provincial and national projects-such as the Literacy Begins at Home campaign
by Canada Post Corporation, and ABC Canada Literacy Foundation, which
money for distribution to family literacy programs in Canada-helped in raising
awareness of the importance of family literacy.

7

Thomas, 1998, p.6
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Support also came from special interest groups such as the Family Literacy
Interest Group of Ontario (FLIG), which was founded in 1988 and continued
until 1995, when funding ceased. FLIG started when a small group of people
began meeting to identify issues faced by family literacy and advocated for
family literacy program funding. FLIG organized a conference held in Kingston
in January 1989 to share information about key issues such as childcare, training
and advocacy regarding family literacy research and programming. It was
here that the idea for a family literacy resource manual developed, and in
1992 Learning Together: Family Literacy in Ontario was published. This
manual was based on interviews with family literacy practitioners in Ontario
and represented a movement towards understanding and building family
literacy practices in Ontario.8
Another provincial group was Family Literacy Action Group of Alberta (FLAG),
an ad hoc committee formed in 1993 that existed for four years. FLAG gave
support to practitioners and interested agencies by providing information,
networking, and resources publications.
Other field developments included provincial and national conferences held to
discuss and spread the work of family literacy. Examples of such conferences
include: Celebrating Family and Community, held in Saskatoon by the
Saskatchewan Literacy Network and the Saskatchewan Council for Educators
of Non-English Speakers in 1994; the National Conference on Family Literacy,
held in the same year in Ottawa and sponsored by an ad hoc family literacy
group; and a national symposium on family literacy called L’alphabetisation
familiale en francais, also held in 1994, in Aylmer.
In 1988, the National Literacy Secretariat (NLS), a federal organization, was
formed with the mandate of supporting adult literacy. Other field developments
included newsletters and the creation of the National Adult Literacy Database
(NALD), a website that contains information about literacy initiatives in Canada
and beyond. Also significant were two publications by Adele Thomas: Family
Connections: 1998 Directory of Family Literacy Programs Across Canada; and
Family Literacy in Canada: Profiles of Effective Practices, mentioned above.

The Ontario Context
Kingston Literacy was one group that benefited from NLS field development
funding in 2000 with the publication of Family Literacy Today: A Manual for
Community-Based Literacy Programs and Family Literacy Demonstrations.9
8
9

8

McCoy & Watts, 1992
Nesbitt-Munroe & Barry, 2000
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This work provided much-needed direction on how adult literacy programs
could provide a family literacy curriculum within the framework of Working
with Learning Outcomes, the document under which the Ontario Ministry of
Training, Colleges and Universities operates (i.e., the matrix).
In 2001, the Ontario Literacy Coalition (OLC) designed a prevention initiative
that identified family literacy as a major prevention strategy. This strategy
included developing a family-literacy literature review, updating family literacy
programs on the NALD website, creating an advisory committee consisting
of key family literacy stakeholders around the province, and, in 2002, holding
a symposium. The literature review, compiled by Cellan Jay, highlighted
theories about how children acquire literacy and how parents and caregivers
affect learning outcomes of children, examined models of family literacy
intervention, and considered future directions for family literacy programming
in Ontario.10 In September 2002, the OLC hosted the Family Literacy
Matters! symposium, which sparked renewed interest in family literacy in
Ontario. In May 2003, a new group, Action for Family Literacy Ontario (AFLO)
was formed as a working group of the OLC as a result of a call to action
from symposium delegates.11
The Family Literacy Matters! symposium was planned with an advisory
committee of partners from the family literacy field. The goal of the symposium
was to lay the groundwork for a provincial strategy for family literacy by sharing
best practices, positive outcomes, current research, resources, key strategic
directions among key stakeholders, and challenges and barriers. The OLC
hoped to provide an in-depth look into Ontario’s diverse activities in family
literacy. The critical issues identified included developing partnerships, finding
a common mission statement and a provincial vision of family literacy, training
and certification of family literacy practitioners, and sustainable funding and
recognition of direct delivery of government and other funding agencies. The
OLC has taken concrete steps to ensure that the commitment generated at the
symposium has been kept alive and that there is action taken to move family
literacy forward.12 AFLO is committed to working with family literacy
stakeholders and to laying the foundation for the advancement of the field
of family literacy.
In 2003, Kingston Literacy and the Ontario Literacy Coalition worked in
partnership to publish Making the Connections, an examination of family literacy,
adult literacy, and early childhood development.13 This research highlighted six

10

Jay, 2001
Ontario Literacy Coalition, 2004a
12
Ontario Literacy Coalition, 2003a
11
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family literacy program models being used in Canada and included an overview
and examples of the five types of generally recognized family literacy programs:
Intergenerational, Focus on Parents, Children and Parents Together, Distribution
of Family Literacy Resources, and Activities for the General Public.
Currently, the OLC’s working group, AFLO, has been developing research
and policy documents and communication venues within the family literacy
community in Ontario, including a website, three newsletters a year, and
regular e-bulletins.

Professional Development
Professional development for family literacy practitioners is another chapter
in the history of family literacy achievements. The goals of this training
were to provide a common base of foundational knowledge to family literacy
practitioners across Canada and to give professional credibility to the field.
The national Foundational Training in Family Literacy program was developed
through a NLS grant to the Centre for Family Literacy in Alberta in 2000. A
train-the-trainer institute was held in Pictou, Nova Scotia, in October 2001 to
train practitioners from across Canada so that they could take this training to
each of the provinces. This training is now being offered across Canada by
various organizations.
In 2003, 2004, and 2005, Community Literacy of Ontario (CLO) received
funding from Ontario’s Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities (MTCU)
and the NLS to offer Foundational Training in Family Literacy as an on-line
course (funding in 2002-03 was joint MTCU and NLS, but in 2003-04 and
2004-05 was by the NLS alone). To date, 75 literacy practitioners from
community-based programs and Ontario Early Years Centres across Ontario
have participated. This training was also offered through the OLC in a five-day
institute format. In 2004, CLO released a report detailing the first two years of
this training, which noted that evaluations and feedback from participants had
been positive and that it was clear that the online delivery was a success.14
In 2004, CLO also prepared a report titled Exploring Options for Future
Delivery of Foundational Training in Family Literacy in Ontario, which included
suggestions for how the Foundational Training in Family Literacy program could
be delivered and certified in the province in the future. Some suggestions for
standards for delivery included delivering training through certified trainers only

13
14

10

Jay, 2003
Kaattari & Trottier. 2004a
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and ensuring that all training sessions are evaluated by participants. Other key
factors identified that high quality and high standards of training should be
maintained, and highlighted the importance of training being accessible and
cost-effective for participants. The report explored various options for the future
delivery of the Foundational Training in Family Literacy program, including
suggestions of a face-to-face, blended learning (a combination of online and
face-to-face), and a certificate program through a university.15 (It is important
to note that this report was responding to the CLO’s experience with the
Foundational Training program and did not respond to the broader exploration
of training and accreditation outside of this model of training for family
literacy in Ontario.) CLO also suggested that in Ontario this training could be
incorporated into the college based Adult Literacy Educator (ALE) Certificate.

Point of Departure for this Study
While there have been a lot of field development projects in the area family
literacy, little has been done to examine partnership arrangements, professional
development opportunities, and funding structures. The need for inquiry into
these areas has been identified by the OLC and its working group, AFLO, as
part of their current study “Provincial Family Literacy Action: Furthering the
Work of Action for Family Literacy Ontario (AFLO),” funded by the NLS.
The study is designed to build on the existing literature and inform future
research and policy development.

15

Kaattari & Trottier. 2004b
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Building on the literature review discussed above, this study used two further
methods to collect information about family literacy in Ontario. The first method
was a comprehensive written survey designed to get a picture from past and
present family literacy workers and administrators from across Ontario about the
state of family literacy programming, current family literacy activity, and recent
developments related to funding, partnerships, and professional development. The
second method was a series of on-line focus groups organized to solicit a deeper
level of input on the same topics from a sub-group of survey respondents.
The ethicality of the methodology for this study was approved by the Ethics
Review Board of Lakehead University. All participants were required to give
consent to a series of questions related to the use of their responses.

Written Survey
In early January 2005, the survey link was emailed to more than 600 addresses
representing family literacy programs, adult literacy programs that support
family literacy programming, Ontario Early Years Centres, and libraries across
Ontario. The mailing list came from a variety of sources, including the NALD
database, Ontario Early Years Centres, attendance lists from Foundational
Training courses, and lists of OLC members who ordered Family Literacy
Day materials. Notice of the survey was also posted on AlphaCom and
distributed through an OLC electronic bulletin. Many key stakeholders may
not have been contacted because programs are not centrally listed and
often go by names other than family literacy.
People were asked to complete one survey per program or project. To minimize
data handling, the survey was administered online, but print copies were also
available. The survey was available online for three and a half weeks.
The first survey response was received on January 11, 2005, and the last on
February 4, 2005. The survey generated 170 entries, of which 106 were usable.
Many of the unusable surveys were from people who started the online survey,
left it in the middle, and then completed a second copy later. For the purposes
of analysis, the sample size is 106 unless otherwise noted. Some of the
percentages in the Findings section may not total exactly 100 percent
due to decimal round-off.
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Table 1 illustrates that Ontario’s regions are well-represented by survey
respondents.
Table 1: Number of Respondents by Postal Code FSA Code
Postal Code Letter

Frequency

Percentage

25
24
20
20
17

23.6
22.6
18.9
18.9
16

K = Eastern Ontario
N = Southwestern Ontario
P = Northern Ontario
L = Central Ontario
M = Metropolitan Toronto

Respondents also come from a wide range of jobs and roles within the family
literacy field, as shown in Table 2.
Table 2: Job Titles of Respondents
Job Title

14

• Assistant Director
• Assistant Librarian
• Board Member
• CEO
• Community and Volunteer Animator
• Contractor
• Coordinator (e.g., ASL and Literacy
Training, Children & Youth Services,
Cozy Reading, Education, Family Literacy,
Literacy, Ontario Early Years Centre
Program, Programming and
Community Outreach, Student-Tutor)
• Director of Development
• Director, Children and Young Adult Services
• Early Literacy Consultant/Specialist
• Early Years Manager

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

• Executive Director/Acting ED

• Vice-Principal

The State of Family Literacy in Ontario ©OLC

Executive Network Director
Family Literacy Facilitator/Specialist
Family Reading Circle Facilitator Instructor
Librarian (i.e., Children and Teen Services)
Literacy Program Worker
Literacy Specialist
Literacy Worker/Group Facilitator
Manager (e.g., Library Services,
Children and Youth Services,
Rural Services)
• Online Training Developer
• Parent Education Facilitator
• Program Assistant
• Program Director/Manager/Supervisor
• Teacher
• Volunteer
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Focus Groups
Focus groups were held across Ontario to allow us to dig deeper into the initial
findings of the surveys. Three different focus groups were organized to look
at particular subject areas. The first was based on geographic relations to
family literacy that included Kingston, Toronto and Northern Ontario. This
geographically based focus group was designed to capture the unique
perspectives of people in a certain area, specifically about how issues of
funding, partnerships, models of service, and perceived competition or
duplication of service may or may not affect their programs/projects. The
community of Kingston, Ontario, was selected as an example of a mediumsized city with multiple family literacy service providers. Six people from this
community participated, representing Ontario Early Years and communitybased family literacy programs.
A second group focused on professional development involving those who had
taken the National Foundation Training in Family Literacy. The purpose was to
identify strengths, weaknesses, and challenges related to professional
development for family literacy practitioners in Ontario, specifically by
consulting people who have been involved in the Foundational Training in
Family Literacy program. This was carried out in order to capture unique
perspectives on professional development from people familiar with this training
model. Seven people from across the province participated, including trainers
and course participants. The level of experience for the group varied from those
with many years of experience to participants who were relatively new to
family literacy.
The third group centred around general issues on family literacy practice.
Responses were collected from four people representing North Western Ontario,
Toronto, South Western Ontario and South Central Ontario, respectively. These
respondents represent established and new programs in both community-based
family literacy groups and Ontario Early Years Centres.
All focus group events were held online using Centra 7 Symposium and
AlphaCom. Ten interested participants could not attend, so were emailed copies
of the focus group questions and invited to contribute by email or telephone.
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FINDINGS
Five significant themes emerged from the focus group discussions.
literacy programs happen in a wide variety of settings.
• Family
program sustainability is an ongoing challenge.
• Basic
Partnerships
concrete support and enrich program practice.
• More trainingprovide
and professional development opportunities will increase the
• visibility and credibility
of the family literacy field.
is desired, if the field is properly funded and the expertise of
• Accreditation
exiting practitioners is recognized.
These themes are amplified by the following findings from the questionnaire.

What Types of Family Literacy Programs
Currently Exist in Ontario?

KEY FINDING:
Few existing family literacy programs are adult-and-child-focused. Family literacy
programs operate in a wide variety of community settings and deal mainly with
skills development and school readiness for children. Few programs address
parents’and children’s literacy skills simultaneously.
When asked to describe their organization by selecting a category from a list,
one-third of respondents said they were from community-based Literacy and
Basic Skills (LBS) programs; another third were from Ontario Early Years
Centres; and 20 percent were from libraries. Twenty-three respondents classified
themselves in the “other” category (Table 3).
These findings exemplify how diverse family literacy programming is, and how
integrated it is into different dimensions of Ontario society. Family literacy
programming in Ontario crosses the full spectrum of children, youth, and adult
services and crosses through a variety of programs offered by different
government ministries (e.g., Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities,
Ministry of Children and Youth Services, Ministry of Culture, Ministry of
Education, Community and Social Services and Women’s Directorate).

16
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Table 3: Frequency by Type of Organization (multiple responses)
Organization Description

Frequency

Community-based Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) upgrading program

36

Ontario Early Years Centre

29

Library

21

A service to immigrants

16

Children’s Resource Centre

16

Multiservice organization (e.g., work activity program, health centre)

14

Laubach Literacy

8

Continuing Education program

5

School board Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) program

5

Adult high school

4

Community college Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) program

3

Elementary school

3

High school

3

Community college

2

Workplace

1

Trade school

0

Other :
• Literacy network

4

• Family literacy program (setting unspecified)

4

• Private contractor/consultant

2

• Sectoral umbrella organization

1

• Deal in American Sign Language (ASL)

1

• LINC/Employment and Job Search services

1

• Family support/resource centre

1

• Provincial adult literacy service agency

1

• Social service organization

1

• Support group

1

• Play-based program for parents and kids (1-6)

1

• Community and social service organization

1
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Table 4 describes the settings for current family literacy programs. Out of 101
respondents, 35 programs were held in libraries; 34 in family resource programs;
29 in community centres; 23 in school-based settings; 17 in Ontario Early Years
Centres; 7 in health care facilities; and 7 in home-based settings. The remaining
respondents chose a variety of other answers.
Table 4: Frequency of Program/Project Setting (multiple responses)
Program/Project Setting

18

Frequency

Library

35

Family resource programs

34

Community-based literacy/upgrading program

32

Community centre

29

School-based

23

Health care facility

7

Home-based

7

Laubach literacy program

6

College

2

Other (multiple responses):

42

• Ontario Early Years Centre

17

• Various locations / outreach in the community
(e.g., arts centre, elementary school, community centre,
library branch, neighbourhood association, etc.)

10

• Church

5

• Child care centres

4

• Shopping centre/mall

3

• Native friendship centre

3

• Deliver materials to various locations/travelling

2

• Women’s shelter

2

• Government building

1

• Youth centre

1

• Online

1

• First Nations reserve

1

• Family literacy centres

1

• Hall

1

• Low income housing - common rooms

1

• Addictions centre

1

• Anywhere that parents and children can gather

1

• Anywhere I am asked to go

1
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Table 5 shows that the majority of current family literacy programs do not
directly address the literacy skills of parents themselves. When asked to describe
the goals of their family literacy program/project, all but one respondent
indicated that providing preschool children with developmentally appropriate
learning opportunities that supported “school readiness” was a goal (Table 5).
Promoting reading as a valued family activity was a purpose for 88 percent of the
respondents, while 79 percent stated their goals were to provide resources and
materials that encouraged family literacy and enhanced the ability of parents to
support their children’s language and literacy development. Providing
information and support for positive parental involvement was a goal for 66
percent of respondents.
Table 5: Frequency of Program/Project Goals (multiple responses)
Goal

Frequency

To provide preschool children with developmentally appropriate learning
opportunities that support “school readiness”

105

To promote reading as a valued family activity that encourages positive
interactions and shared learning experiences

88

To provide resources and materials that promote family literacy

84

To enhance the ability of parents to support their children’s language
and literacy development from birth throughout the school years

83

To provide information and support for positive parental involvement
in all aspectsof their children’s development and education

70

To promote collaborative school/community/agency/government efforts to
support the interrelated needs of families in family literacy settings

52

To provide the opportunity for parents to pursue their own educational goals

33

To provide training and/or consultation for practitioners who work
in family literacy settings

30

Models of Family Literacy

Participants were asked if their program/project was based on another prototype
model or used elements from another model. Seventeen percent of respondents
indicated yes, while 50 percent said partially, and 33 percent said no.
As illustrated in Table 6, the Parent-Child Mother Goose program is the most
common model for family literacy programs in Ontario. This program operates
on the belief that positive and extensive experience in oral language is a
foundation for later literacy. The Parent-Child Mother Goose model was
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the prototype for 33 percent of respondents, while roughly 24 percent indicated
that Reading Circles and Lullabies to Literacy were their prototype. Books for
Babies and Reading and Parents Program were the models used by 18 percent of
the respondents. Twenty-eight percent of respondents chose the “other” category.
Table 6: Frequency of Prototype Models Used by Program/Projects
Prototype Models

Frequency

Parent-Child Mother Goose

32

Reading Circles

23

Lullabies to Literacy

22

Books for Babies

17

Reading and Parents Program (RAPP)

15

Literacy and Parenting Skills (LAPS) (main program, ESL and Aboriginal)

8

Born to Read

7

Parenting for a Literate Community

5

Come Read With Me

4

Parent’s Roles Interacting with Teacher Support (PRINTS)

4

Storysacks Canada

4

Home-Based Family Literacy (Missouri Parents As Teachers)

3

Kenan Intergenerational Model (Even Start, Toyota Families
for Learning of the National Center for Family Literacy)

3

Book Mates

2

Nova Scotia’s Learning Together Workshops

2

Homespun

0

UK Basic Skills Agency Intergenerational Family Literacy

0

Other :

27

• Early Bird Family Literacy Program (2)
• Early Learning Canada Learning Begins (2)
• Esso Family Math program developed by
Western University in London, Ontario (3)
• Berkley, California Family Math Programs
• Book Bags for Babysitters (original)
• Bookmaking workshops
• Canadian Parenting Workshops
• Early Bird Beginnings in Reading Development
20
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Table 6: continued
• Family Literacy Day ABC Canada
• Fun With Books
• Kids First/Schools Cool
• Make the Connection program
• Mind Masters
• Mother Goose and Math (original)
• National Foundational Family Literacy Practitioner’s Resource &
Facilitator’s guide
• Preparing Children for School Success
• Reading Buddies (in process)
• Reading Tents
• Road to Reading Project collaborative. Four community-based literacy
organizations formed a collaborative to organize 2 events/year in each of
our owncommunities to celebrate International Literacy Day on Sept 8 and
Family Literacy Day on Jan 27.
• SIRCH A Readiness to Learn Series
• Tools for Helping Children under 6 Master Positive-Living Skills
• Weaving family literacy into our lives
• Based on academic principles coupled with learning skills development
other ECD programs[AC18]
• Other library story time programs, some music programs
• Curriculum developed at community college level and as post-graduate work
• We may, at times, use concepts from some of the above mentioned programs
• I try to incorporate all the above into my groups

Table 7 confirms that intergenerational literacy-programming that addresses the
skills of both children and parents-is offered in a relatively small number of
programs. When asked to categorize their family literacy program/project,
28 percent of respondents selected the “parental involvement” category, while
21 percent chose “family literacy activity for the general public”(Table 7).
“Intergenerational literacy” was selected by 15 percent of the people who
completed the survey, and 12 percent said that their program had a “focus on
parent or primary caregiver.” Fifteen percent of the respondents responded
in the category of “other.”
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Table 7: Categories of Program/Project
Category of Program/Project

Parent Involvement: The focus is on increasing parental involvement in child
literacy development through joint caregiver-child sessions which engage
both caregiver and child in literacy-related activities (e.g., Parent Child
Mother Goose; Come Read with Me, Saskatchewan)

Family Literacy Activity for the General Public: Focus on public awareness
or informal participation for literacy enjoyment (e.g., Reading Circles;
Library shared story time; Family literacy “tents”).

Intergenerational: Literacy instruction offered both to parents and child and
both are seen to be the primary beneficiaries of the program (e.g., A model
for Family Literacy, Family Learning Program, Parenting and Family Literacy
Centres, Families in Motion, B.C.).

Focus on Parent or Primary Care-giver: Adults are the primary participants
in training, which includes ways in which parents may develop children’s
literacy at home. Children are assumed to receive indirect benefits.
Childcare may be provided while caregivers attend sessions.

Family Literacy Practitioner Professional Development Training/Resources:
These activities are directed to practitioners either for preparing prospective
practitioners or providing continuing education (e.g., Come Read With Me
Facilitator Training, Saskatchewan).
Distribution of Family Literacy Resources: Materials, resources made
available to support family literacy (e.g., Books for Babies; Book Bags projects

Percentage
28

21

15

12

5

4

such as RAPP and Storysacks).
Other

15
Participant Supports

According to family literacy practitioners, providing concrete supports to
program participants ensures greater degrees of participation. When asked what
kind of support was provided to participants, 75 percent (of 67 respondents) said
they gave out books/resources that participants could keep (Table 8). Seventythree percent provided food support to participants. Childcare was mentioned by
55 percent of the respondents, and transportation was provided by 42 percent of
programs/projects. When asked if their participants would have been able to
attend if these supports had not been in place, 41 percent of the 64 respondents
said yes, and 59 percent of respondents said no.
22
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While all supports are important, the two most important ones are childcare
and transportation.
Table 8: Frequency of the Kinds of Support Provided to Program/Project Participants
Kinds of Support Provided to Participants

Frequency

Books/resources participants can keep

50

Food (snacks or meals)

49

Childcare

37

Transportation

28

Allowance

0

Ontario Works

5

Other:

16

• Book-lending/libraries; books and games in French that participant can
borrow; On-going access to resources after the event. Parents/caregivers
are more aware of the services available in the community and may
access them at a later date; materials to borrow
• Parenting resources; resource information
• Referrals; referrals to other programs and services available
• Volunteer help with reading; tutoring
• Dual language workbooks
• Canvas bookbags
• In house developed handouts
• Encouragement
• Literacy materials
• Space
• Technical support to access online training
• The ASL Parent-Child Mother Goose program is free to parents and children.
We need to pay for ASL interpreters for the first session of each program.
• Sometimes if I have diapers, formula, extra food, they can obtain what they
need from this as well.
• Toy lending
• Access to the Internet
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Program Evaluation, Participant Follow-up, and Best Practices

When asked what kinds of program evaluation were undertaken to ensure quality,
85 percent of respondents reported that participants were surveyed about their
experience. Almost 40 percent of programs have participants evaluate the
instructors/tutors, while slightly fewer have supervisors evaluate the program.
One-third of participants are interviewed about their progress.
Thirty percent reported there was no money for professional development or
continuous quality improvement, and another 30 percent reported there was a
minimal amount of money available for this. When asked how programs/projects
ensure quality improvement and if there is money or resources to ensure
continuous quality improvement, 39 percent of the 56 respondents reported using
participant feedback and surveys as their basis for improvement.
When asked what supports were in place for supporting and motivating
facilitators to improve their practice, 83 percent of the 52 respondents reported
supports such as ongoing staff training and workshops. Nineteen percent
specifically mentioned costs, such as paying staff for training, or having few
dollars for training, or lacking staff available to be trained. Support for staff by
the organization or supervisor was mentioned by 15 percent of people, while that
many again brought up peer support or mentoring. Almost 12 percent of
respondents identified their program/project worked to ensure appropriate
materials for facilitators were available.
When asked if there was participant follow-up after program completion,
26 of the 63 respondents (41 percent) answered yes, while 37 respondents
(59 percent) replied no. The most common follow-up method was by phone
(42 percent of 26 respondents). Follow-up most often inquired how participants
were doing, how satisfied they were with the program, and if they had
suggestions for program improvement. This information is used to improve
programs but is mainly for reporting purposes.
When asked if they were familiar with family literacy best practices resources,
two-thirds of the 50 respondents (34) replied yes, while one third of respondents
(16) said no. Half of the respondents said that family literacy best practices
resources were not immediately available to them. Of 26 respondents, 16 said
they know how to find family literacy best practices resources, while 10 did not.
Almost half of the respondents said they do not have enough time to review
family literacy best practices resources.
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What Is the Level and Nature of Funding for
Family Literacy Programming in Ontario?

KEY FINDING:
Little stable funding is available for adult-and-child-focused family
literacy programs. The vast majority of family literacy programs run on
project-based, shoestring budgets. Small budgets, along with a lack of core
funding, make it difficult to do strategic planning, keep experienced staff,
build ongoing partnerships, provide training and professional development,
and implement needed improvements identified in program evaluations.
Public funding goes primarily to child-focused literacy programs
(birth to age six). Funding for the few programs that are adult-andchild-focused comes mainly from the private sector and is
particularly scant and precarious.
What Kind of Budgets do Family Literacy Groups Have?

According to focus group participants, funding for family literacy programs is
more difficult to get now than in the past. The survey found that a majority of
family literacy programs (53 percent) report an annual budget of less than
$10,000. A further quarter (25 percent) report annual budgets between
$10,000 and $60,000. Table 9 illustrates the distribution of funding for
the programs/projects surveyed.
Table 9: Distribution of Programs/Projects in each Budget Category
Budget

Frequency

Percentage

less than $10,000

31

53

$10,001-$30,000

3

5

$30,001-$60,000

12

20

$60,001-$90,000

7

12

$90,001-150,000+

3

1
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Funders

Just over half (56 percent) of the programs surveyed received some provincial
government funding. Provincial funders include the Ministry of Community,
Family and Children’s Services; Early Years Challenge Fund; Ministry of
Children and Youth Services; Literacy and Basic Skills; and the
Ministry of Culture.
On a municipal level, 30 percent of programs surveyed received funding from
their local government, with none receiving full coverage of costs. Contributions
from the federal government and service organizations were both received by
18 percent of respondents, with slightly fewer being funded through traditional
fundraising efforts and charitable and philanthropic organizations. Twelve percent
of respondents had some degree of corporate sponsorship. Fewer than 7 percent
of respondents reported that they collected fee-for-service or membership fees.
One quarter of respondents received some funding from private donations.
Focus group respondents identified donations from City Financial, Imperial Oil,
the Optimist Club, Rotary clubs, and Sears.
What Is the Nature of the Funding?

When asked if funding was project-based or program-based, 41 percent of
the 71 respondents said that funding was program-based, while 35 percent
of respondents said that funding was project-based. Eleven percent of
respondents said that funding was both program- and project-based, and
8 percent of respondents provided other information. Program funding is
mainly available to the Ontario Early Years Centres, which focuses
exclusively on child-centered programming.
Low levels of unstable funding is a chronic problem, especially for adultfocused literacy programs. More than half (38 percent) of 66 respondents
stated that project-based and/or low funding creates uncertainty and disruptive
discontinuities in planning and staffing. While a certain amount of flexibility
comes with project-based funding, overall it affects the stability and quality
of services that can be offered to families. Thirty-eight percent of the
64 respondents said that project-based funding makes too much work for
too little staff and creates too many staff changes. Thirty-six percent of
respondents said the sustainability of their program was affected by the
uncertainty of whether the program would continue year-to-year
or even month-to-month.
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What Types of Organizational Partnerships
Do Family Literacy Programs Engage In?

KEY FINDING:
Few partnerships between exist between child-focused and adult-focused programs.
Family literacy groups have a variety of partnerships, with libraries, schools,
health and community agencies, and others. However, few partnerships exist
among child-focused and adult-focused literacy programs. A majority
(88 percent) of family literacy practitioners see value in building partnerships
among child-focused literacy programs (e.g., Ontario Early Years Centres),
and adult-focused literacy programs, for the purpose of information sharing,
improving programs and outcomes, and avoiding duplication of services.
Survey participants were asked what kinds of partnerships they currently have
and to specify details for each, such as the office/department name and what they
provided (e.g., money, in-kind support, equipment, space, personnel, marketing).
Forty-five percent of the 60 respondents had library partners, 42 percent had
school partners, and 38 percent were partnered with child/family support
services. Provincial government support services were received by 28 percent
of respondents, and health organizations partnered with 22 percent of
respondents. The fewest partnerships were with national literacy
organizations (3 percent) and colleges/universities (5 percent).
When asked what was the importance/relevance of these partnerships in terms
of program/project sustainability (e.g. space, funding, community approach),
the most common response was space, reported by 40 percent of the
58 respondents. Twenty four percent reported community links, and
this many again noted that funding was key.
What Connections Would Practitioners Like To See Among Family Literacy
Programs, Ontario Early Years Centres, and Adult Literacy Programs?

The vast majority of respondents (88 percent) see value in partnerships
among family literacy programs, Ontario Early Years Centres, and adult literacy
programs. These partnerships are seen as logical and mutually beneficial in
the areas of information-sharing, improved programming and outcomes, and
not duplicating services. Some respondents believe that stronger connections
are needed among these groups and that this should be accomplished by
integrating the funding by the ministries involved with literacy.
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What Are the Training and Professional Development
Needs for Family Literacy Practitioners?

KEY FINDING:
More professional development opportunities are needed. While there
are some training opportunities for Ontario’s family literacy practitioners,
many do not find them adequate. Most practitioners identify a need
for more in-depth training.
Current Training Opportunities

Focus group participants indicated that there are not enough training options
available either for novice or experienced practitioners. One of the focus groups
was asked specifically about the Foundational Training in Family Literacy
program. Most agreed that while it is a good theoretically grounded course,
it was only a start and they needed to seek more specialized training. Before
this course becomes accredited, participants would want it to have
assignments and a practicum component.
This finding is amplified by the survey findings. Participants were asked if they
had personally attended the Foundational Training in Family Literacy course, and
21 of 64 respondents (33 percent) answered yes, and 43 (67 percent) answered
no. Those who answered yes were asked to rate the training’s effectiveness in
supporting and building best practices. Eleven of the 18 respondents (62 percent)
found the training to be somewhat effective, 7 respondents (39 percent) found
the training to be extremely effective, and no respondents found the training
to be not effective at all. Thirty one percent of respondents found the training
only provided somewhat rudimentary preparation for starting a family
literacy program.
Training Needs

Suggestions for professional-development course topics reflect the need for more
specific training, such as “nitty-gritty” details of how to set up a family literacy
program, do outreach, and write proposals. Other suggestions include training in
how to use specific family literacy models; teach reading, writing, and math;
how to teach in groups, plan lessons, and deal with learning disabilities.
Ideas for course delivery models range from a large face-to-face event, to
year-around training that is spaced out so participants can practise what is
being taught in the course. Ideally, training programs would include a
practicum component and include online training.
28
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Three-quarters of 60 respondents felt that there should be more workshops and
that other professional development opportunities should be put in place within
their workplaces.
When asked what practitioner development opportunities they were aware of,
34 percent of the 50 respondents mentioned the Foundational Training in Family
Literacy program. Twenty six percent of respondents said they were aware of
workshops for practitioner development offered locally in their communities.
Ontario Early Years Centres and Lullabies to Literacy training programs were
each listed by 16 percent of respondents. Fourteen percent mentioned the
Parent-Child Mother Goose program. Other responses included online
training, including those coming out of the United States, and a range of
other family literacy programs. Twelve percent said they were not
aware of any training opportunities.

Is There Support for Accreditation in the
Family Literacy Field?

KEY FINDING:
A solid majority of respondents support accreditation, especially if it comes
in tandem with the type of field development that would follow from adequate
funding.. A solid majority of respondents support accreditation, especially if
it is in tandem with the type of field development that would come
with adequate funding.
When asked if they would like to see accredited courses for family literacy
practitioners, more than half (27) of the 46 respondents gave an unqualified yes
(Table 10). Another 10 of the 46 respondents said maybe/yes if conditions
such as funding were changed to allow for proper field development.
Practitioners would like to see accredited courses for a variety of reasons. The
most popular reasons were that accreditation would give more credibility to
the field, give practitioners a sense of professionalism, and raise the
quality of instruction through standardization.
Those who like the idea of accreditation were asked how they thought this
should happen. Thirty-seven percent of the 35 respondents would like to see
accreditation through community colleges, while 23 percent of respondents
thought accreditation would be better offered at the university level. Another
23 percent replied that the accreditation would be best through a combination of
face-to-face and online training. However, 20 percent of respondents wanted to
see online training only.
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Table 10: Interest in Accreditation for Family Literacy Practitioners
Interest in Accreditation of Family Literacy Practitioners
Yes

Frequency
27

• Gives more credibility to practitioners and Family Literacy, especially
with government, funders and the public (11)
• Adds consistency to program delivery (3)
• Definitely having more people skilled to help family literacy development
would help schools and our overall educational system and help educate our
citizens better early literacy is a key to life!!!!! - just ask Fraser Mustard!!!
• I think that there would be an increased acknowledgement of the
importance of family literacy and accredit the facilitators properly
• I think this area is too important to do it haphazardly.
• I think this would address the need to make literacy a priority and that it
is a concept to be included in various settings/programs. I also think that
having this level of training will allow for better recognition of the
concept of literacy
• It helps to legitimize the field. It may lead to appropriate pay levels
• It would help hiring qualified staff
• This could be incorporated into existing community college practitioner
training programs - e.g. as a specialist area
• To sustain training and have an accreditation process
• We are currently working on a system of accreditation for ASL and
Literacy Consultants. Accreditation is vital to ensuring program
quality and sustainability
• We need more speech and language professionals in this Simcoe area
• Accredited courses provide practitioners with more options/levels of
training from which to choose. Accreditation can take the mystery out
of course selection
Maybe
• I don’t mind the idea of accredited courses as long as it doesn’t invalidate
the experience and knowledge of literacy practitioners who don’t have the
time or money to become accredited.
• I’m on the fence with this one. I think training and sound knowledge
about family literacy is very important, but, in lots of places there might be
parents and children but no ‘trained’ practitioner. Would that mean no family
literacy? On the other hand, I do believe strongly in training for those
who work with children so I would hope that training for family literacy
30
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Table 10: continued
practitioners would be available in a variety of ways; online, face to face,
college, etc. and cheap enough so that many could work towards a solid
basis of understanding in family literacy. I suppose after a number of courses
there could be a diploma designation, but I think I’d like to see some kind
of family literacy prior learning assessment instead of all the courses
having to be taken at the college.
• Accredited courses imply a place to go with that afterward. I would like to
see secure funding for family literacy first. Then you would see interest in
getting accredited.
• At this time, I think it would be more feasible to attach it to a literacy
practitioner certificate as an area of specialty or focused study. There is
not a large potential audience for the courses until program funding
opens up to provide jobs for practitioners
• Good question. Why: to have more expertise. Why not: first we need the
larger educational community to recognize the role of literacy workers and
organizations. Also, if I were to do a Masters in Family Literacy (for example),
I would likely expect a wage that this kind of job does not currently pay!!
• Possibly (3)
No

7

• Not at this point...it would be like putting the cart before the horse, as
what are the job opportunities for individuals looking at this training?
• Not really. There are so many people who are amply qualified who might
be suddenly seen as less qualified or desirable simply because they
are not accredited
• No. Community literacy have excellent practitioners that don’t have
the training but have great competencies
• I believe that we should not try to make everything an academic course:
that trend marginalizes many people who are excellent at what they do but
for one reason or another cannot gain accreditation
• It would be best to just add these to the ECE programs already offered
at community colleges
• Why have family literacy practitioners, when there are many children’s
librarians trained in just this thing
• Possibly, but I think this creates hierarchy, rather have it made as part of
best practices within certain fields (i.e. ECE, family support, teaching, etc)
Not sure

4
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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
This study set out to take a snapshot of literacy activity in Ontario by looking at
the types of programs that are currently operating, the level and nature of funding
structures, the types of partnerships arrangements, and the nature of professional
development opportunities. This section summarizes the study’s key findings.

What Types of Family Literacy Programs
Currently Exist in Ontario?

KEY FINDING:
Few existing family literacy programs are adult-and-child-focused. Family literacy
programs operate in a wide variety of community settings and deal mainly with
skills development and school readiness for children. Few programs address
parents’and children’s literacy skills simultaneously.
literacy programs primarily operate in libraries, family resource
• Family
centres, community-based literacy and upgrading programs, community
centres, schools, and Ontario Early Years Centres.
central goal for most programs is to provide preschool children with
• The
developmentally appropriate learning opportunities that support “school
readiness.” The most common focus in programs is on increasing parental
involvement in children’s literacy development, and the next most common
focus is family literacy activity for the general public.
Mother Goose is the most common model, followed by Reading
• Parent-Child
Circles, Lullabies to Literacy, Books for Babies, and Reading and Parents
Program.
literacy practitioners agree that providing assistance with books,
• Family
food, childcare, and transportation increases rates of participation. To
varying degrees, family literacy programs provide participants with
concrete supports, including:
that participants can keep, 75 percent;
• books/resources
73 percent;
• food,
childcare,
55 percent;
• transportation
assistance: 42 percent.
•
programs engage in some type of program evaluation to ensure
• All
quality, but this is an underdeveloped area due to low budgets.
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What Is the Level and Nature of Funding for
Family Literacy Programming in Ontario?

KEY FINDING:
Little stable funding is available for adult-and-child-focused family literacy programs.
The vast majority of family literacy programs run on project-based, shoestring
budgets. Small budgets, along with a lack of core funding, make it difficult to do
strategic planning, keep experienced staff, build ongoing partnerships, provide
training and professional development, and implement needed improvements
identified in program evaluations. Public funding goes primarily to child-focused
literacy programs (birth to age six). Funding for the few programs that are
adult-and-child-focused comes mainly from the private sector and is
particularly scant and precarious.
than half of the programs (53 percent) report less than $10,000 as
• More
their total family literacy budget for the last fiscal year. A further quarter
(25 percent) report annual budgets between $10,000 and $60,000.
number of provincial bodies contribute to family literacy programming,
• Aincluding
the Ministry of Community, Family and Children’s Services;
Early Years Challenge Fund; Ministry of Children and Youth Services;
Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities; Literacy and Basic Skills;
Community Action Programs for Children; Ministry of Culture;
and the Ontario Trillium Foundation.
of programs receive provincial government funding, 43 percent
• Half
of which are 100 percent funded from this source.
a third (30 percent) of programs receive some funding from local
• Almost
governments, though none are fully covered this way.

• Forty-two percent of programs have to locate matching funds.
(34 percent) of programs have to include partnerships as part
• Aof third
their funding model.
• Cutbacks have affected 19 percent of programs.
• Funding also comes from:
(25 percent of programs),
• donations
• federal government and service organization support (18 percent),
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fundraising efforts and charitable and philanthropic
• traditional
organizations (15 percent),
• corporate sponsorship (12 percent).

• Ongoing, program-based funding is reported by 43 percent of programs.
funding is reported by more than a third (37 percent)
• Project-based
of programs.
(68 percent) wrote proposals or filled out application forms
• Two-thirds
to secure funding.
large number of respondents (61 percent) reported the biggest
• Achallenge
with project-based funding is that funding is uncertain and
too few dollars are available.
advantage of project-based funding, identified by 58 percent of
• One
respondents, is the flexibility that it allows.
than a third (38 percent) reported that the process of securing funding
• More
affects the sustainability of their programs or projects mainly because
of the staffing problems it creates.
a third (30 percent) reported that there is no money for professional
• Almost
development or continuous quality improvement (as identified through
program evaluations).
half (48 percent) see long term, core government funding for
• Almost
family literacy funding as the key to sustainability.

What Types of Organizational Partnerships
Do Family Literacy Programs Engage In?

KEY FINDING:
Few partnerships between exist between child-focused and adult-focused programs.
Family literacy groups have a variety of partnerships, with libraries, schools,
health and community agencies, and others. However, few partnerships exist
among child-focused and adult-focused literacy programs. A majority
(88 percent) of family literacy practitioners see value in building partnerships
among child-focused literacy programs (e.g., Ontario Early Years Centres),
and adult-focused literacy programs, for the purpose of information sharing,
improving programs and outcomes, and avoiding duplication of services.
34
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literacy organizations are most likely to have partnerships with
• Family
libraries, schools, child and family support services, provincial government
support services, and health organizations.
and community links are the most important aspects of these
• Space
partnerships.
vast majority of family literacy programs (88 percent) see value in
• The
partnerships and most (75 percent) said they know how to build them.
family literacy practitioners (41 percent) think it would be productive
• Many
and mutually beneficial to have strong relationships with Ontario Early Years
Centres and adult literacy programs.

What Are the Training and Professional Development
Needs for Family Literacy Practitioners?

KEY FINDING:
More professional development opportunities are needed. While there
are some training opportunities for Ontario’s family literacy practitioners,
many do not find them adequate. Most practitioners identify a need
for more in-depth training.
third (34 percent) of respondents are aware of the Foundational Training in
• AFamily
Literacy program, and about as many (33 percent) have actually taken
the training, either online or in-person. Of the 18 respondents who took the
training, a majority found it somewhat effective (11) or extremely
effective (7) in building and supporting best practices.
forms of professional development include workshops (77 percent)
• Other
and resource libraries (53 percent). Most practitioners (88 percent) get
paid time off to attend related training and rate the training they
do receive as excellent or good.
than half of practitioners (58 percent) do not have time to review
• More
family literacy best practice resources.
than two-thirds (70 percent) would like more professional
• More
development opportunities.
interests include face-to-face (20 percent), online training
• Other
(45 percent), and practicum placements.

The State of Family Literacy in Ontario ©OLC

35

AFLOReport-64pgsRev2

9/12/06

2:14 PM

Page 36

Summary of Findings
Is There Support for Accreditation
in the Family Literacy Field?

KEY FINDING:
A solid majority of respondents support accreditation, especially if it comes
in tandem with the type of field development that would follow from adequate
funding.. A solid majority of respondents support accreditation, especially if
it is in tandem with the type of field development that would come
with adequate funding.
percent of those surveyed would like to see accreditation for family
• Eighty
literacy practitioners, especially if funding for the family literacy field was
more secure and long-time practitioners were recognized for their expertise.
Accreditation is seen as a way to give the field more credibility, promote
a sense of practitioner professionalism, and improve the quality of
instruction through standardization.
those who favour the idea of accreditation, most (60 percent) would
• Of
like to see it occur through community colleges or universities.
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
At present, Ontario has a broad range of family literacy programs, offered in a
variety of settings. Yet there is no effective coordination of service or even a full
inventory of programming. Family literacy services are dramatically underfunded,
and the funding that is available is largely project-based. This makes if difficult to
do strategic planning, keep experienced staff, build ongoing partnerships, provide
training and professional development, and implement needed improvements
identified in program evaluations.
Few programs deal simultaneously with the literacy development of parents and
children. These types of programs fall through the cracks of criteria for public
funding that “silos” literacy programming into age-specific groups.
In comparison, in the United States, federal funding for family literacy programs
grew from $14.8 million in 1989 to more than $135 million in 1999. The United
States also has the Reading Excellence Act, which is designed to ensure that
every child can read well and independently by the end of the third grade; this
law includes $10 million for family literacy grants.16
Viv Bird, in her writing about the United Kingdom, reports that there is also
widespread concern about funding in that country, including the complexity of
funding arrangements for planners, the myriad of funding sources all with their
own criteria for eligibility, as well as difficulties in finding funding for follow-up
courses once the family literacy program has finished. Achieving greater
coherence in the funding for family literacy is a key priority; it would make
possible a more holistic approach to working with parents, one that would reflect
their wider interests, their individual circumstances, as well as their learning.
While this may be a challenge, funding streams already exist in the United
Kingdom, for example, in health education and community regeneration that
could be accessed to support a broader approach to working with parents,
alongside mainstream funding for basic skills and early parenting work.17
These findings are echoed in Jay’s Family Literacy Literature Review, where she
concludes that “many family literacy programs in Ontario are currently funded
through the individual fundraising efforts of the agencies offering the programs.

16
17

Amstutz, 2000
Bird, 2002
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These tend to be low-intensity and short-term interventions such as information
and book distribution programs.” Due to current funding situations in Ontario,
it is extremely difficult to get long-term funding, and programs generally
only last for short periods of time.18

Recommendations
Literacy is fundamental to Ontario’s economic and competitive performance
and is crucial to individual, family, and social prosperity. Literacy skills are
integrally related to all other aspects of life, to educational achievement,
employment status, health, social welfare, and political engagement.
At present, family literacy programming is not adequate to meet the needs
of Ontario families. Investing in family literacy programming is a concrete,
proactive, and economical way to address educational and training
needs in Ontario.
If Ontario hopes to address the literacy needs of its citizens, the provincial
government should ideally:
Support bridging and partnerships among adult-centred literacy programs,
• child-centred
literacy programs, and Ontario Early Years Centres so that
they can network and develop joint-programming and referral protocols.
funding for adult literacy to include family literacy programming or
• Expand
allow for partnership opportunities for adult programs to work with early
literacy and family literacy programming.
to adequate core funding to allow programs to develop and operate
• Commit
effectively.
Support research and development, with sufficient funding and an initial
• focus
on models and approaches to integrate programming of adult
and child literacy.
the conditions for ongoing, responsive professional development
• Create
to encourage staff retention and professionalism.

18
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APPENDIX

Survey Instrument

Online Family Literacy Program/Project Survey
Introduction

Please complete one survey for each Family Literacy project/program that
is currently operating, or has ever operated, in Ontario. If your organization
operates/d more than one program/project, please fill in PART A fully the
first time. For the rest of your programs/projects you only need to complete the
asterisked (*) items in PART A (unless there are other differences to be noted),
and then skip to PART B and continue from there.
We respect that you are volunteering information and have the right to remain
anonymous if you so chose. Items marked with an asterisk are required for
coding purposes however.
As a special thank you for your participation and time, all survey respondents
will be entered into a draw for a $100 Chapters/Indigo gift certificate. Please
record your unique survey ID (first half of your postal code and last 4 digits of
your phone number) and your secret “password” given as part of your survey
responses. This information will be used to identify the winner. The winning
survey ID will be posted on the Ontario Literacy Coalition website
(http://www.on.literacy.ca/) in February with instructions for how the winner
can collect their prize.

Participant Consent Form
My selection on this page indicates I agree to participate in the Family Literacy
in Ontario survey and it indicates that I have read and understood the cover letter
of this study. It also indicates that I understand the following:
am a volunteer and can withdraw at any time from the survey.
• IThere
apparent risk of physical or psychological harm.
• The datais noI provide
will be confidential.
• I will receive a summary
• completion of the project.of the project, upon request, following the
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*1. I agree to be contacted by the researcher to follow up on my survey responses,
if needed.
YES

NO

*2. I agree to allow my Family Literacy program name to be used in the report as a
case study or example, if needed. (You will also be contacted by the researcher
to discuss this further before the report is published.)
YES

NO

*3. I agree to be contacted regarding inclusion in focus group discussions that may
follow the survey.
YES

NO

*4. I have received explanations about the nature of the study, its purpose and
procedures and agree to participate.
YES

NO

PART A - Program/Project Description
Please complete one survey for each Family Literacy project/program that is
currently operating, or has ever operated, in Ontario. If your organization
operates/d more than one program/project, please full in PART A fully the first
time. For the rest of your programs/projects you only need to complete the
asterisked (*) items in PART A (unless there are other differences to be noted),
and then skip to PART B and continue from there.
*5. Organization Name:
*6. Program/Project Name:
7. Street Address, PO Box/Suite/Apt, etc.:
8. City, Province:

*9. Postal Code:

10 First 6 digits of phone number i.e. (###) ###-____):
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*11. Last 4 digits of phone number
(required for survey coding purposes):
12. Fax:

13. E-mail:

14. Website:
*15. Password (to claim your prize if you win our draw) (4-10 characters, limited to
numbers and letters):
16. Contact Person Information: Salutation (Mr. Dr. Ms. Mrs.)/ First Name/ Initials/
Last Name:
17. Position Title:
18. How would you describe your organization? (select all that apply)
A service to immigrants

High School

Adult High School

Laubach Literacy

Children’s Resource Centre

Library

Community-based Literacy
and Basic Skills (LBS)/
upgrading program

Multi service organization
(i.e. work Activity Program,
health centre...)

Community College

Ontario Early Years Centre

Community College Literacy
and Basic Skills (LBS)
program

School Board Literacy and
Basic Skills (LBS) program

Continuing Educational
program

Workplace

Elementary school

Trade School
Other (please specify)
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19. What is the setting of your family literacy program/project?
(select all that apply)
College

Home Based

Community-based Literacy/
Upgrading program

Laubach Literacy program

Community Centre

School Based

Family Resource Programs

Other (please specify)

Library

Health care Facility
20. What are the goals of your program/project? (select all that apply)
To promote reading as a valued family activity that encourages positive
interactions and shared learning experiences
To enhance the ability of parents to support their children’s language and
literacy development from birth throughout the school years
To provide pre-school children with developmentally appropriate learning
opportunities that support “school readiness”
To provide information and support for positive parental involvement in all
aspects of their children’s development and education
To provide the opportunity for parents to pursue their own educational goals
To promote collaborative school/community/agency/government efforts to
support the inter-related needs of families family literacy settings
To provide training and/or consultation for practitioners who work in family
literacy settings
To provide resources and materials that promote family literacy
Other (please specify)

44

The State of Family Literacy in Ontario ©OLC

AFLOReport-64pgsRev2

9/12/06

2:14 PM

Page 45

Appendix
21. Is your program/project based upon another prototype model,
or does it use elements from another model?
YES

PARTIALLY

NO

22. Which models? (select all that apply)
Book Mates
Books for Babies
Born to Read
Come Read With Me
Home-Based Family Literacy
(Missouri Parents As Teachers)
Homespun
Kenan Intergenerational Model
(Even Start, Toyota Families
for Learning of the National
Center for Family Literacy)

Nova Scotia’s Learning
Together Workshops
Parent-Child Mother Goose
Parent’s Roles Interacting with
Teacher Support (PRINTS)
Parenting for a Literate
Community
Reading and Parents
Program (RAPP)
Reading Circles
Storysacks Canada

Literacy and Parenting Skills
(LAPS) (main program,
ESL and Aboriginal)

UK Basic Skills Agency
Intergenerational Family
Literacy

Lullabies to Literacy

Other (please specify)

23. How do you categorize your program/project? (select only ONE)
Intergenerational: Literacy instruction offered to both parents and child and
both are seen to be the primary beneficiaries of the program. Ex. A model
for Family Literacy, Family Learning Program, Parenting and Family
Literacy Centres, Families in Motion, BC
Focus on Parent or Primary Care-giver: Adults are the primary participants
in training which includes ways in which parents may develop children’s
literacy at home. Children are assumed to receive indirect benefits.
Childcare may be provided while caregivers attend sessions
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Parent Involvement: The focus is on increasing parental involvement in child
literacy development through joint caregiver-child sessions which engage
both caregiver and child in literacy-related activities. Ex. Parent Child
Mother Goose; Come Read with Me, SK
Family Literacy Activity for the General Public: Focus on public awareness
or informal participation for literacy enjoyment EX. Reading Circles;
Library shared story time; Family literacy “tents”
Distribution of Family Literacy Resources: Materials, resources made
available to support family literacy. Ex. Books for Babies; Book Bags
projects such as RAPP and Story sacks
Family Literacy Practitioner Professional Development Training /Resources:
These activities are directed to practitioners either for preparing prospective
practitioners or providing continuing education. Ex. Come Read With Me
Facilitator Training, SK
Other (please specify)
24. How do you fund the programs that you run? (i.e. where do you receive funding
from?). Please specify details (i.e. Name/department/ministry) for each source
of funding you receive. Estimate what proportion of your program/project
support is coming from each funding source (i.e. 5%, 50%).
Federal government

Student fees (who collects this?)

Provincial government
Local government

Membership fees (who are
your members?)

Unions

Fees for service

Management or employer

Donations

Philanthropic organization

Gaming (i.e. bingos, break-open
tickets, casino revenue, etc.)

Corporate organization
Service organizations
(i.e. Rotary, Kinsmen)
Charitable organization
(i.e. United Way)
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25. What is the process like for securing funding? Do you have to apply
for funding (i.e. write proposals or fill out forms) or is it offered to you?
(Please specify details.)
26. Is your funding project based or program based? (Please specify details.)
27. What are the challenges with this kind of funding structure?
(Please specify details.)
28. What are the benefits (i.e. creativity, flexibility, etc.) of this type of
funding structure? (Please specify details.)
29. How does the process of securing funding affect the sustainability of
your program/project? How does it effect staffing, space, other?
(Please specify details.)
30. What are the conditions of funding? (Please specify details.)
31. Is it short-term, specific program/project based, or on-going funding?
(Please specify details.)
32. Do you have to match funding? (Please specify details.)
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33. Do you have to include partnerships? (Please specify details.)
34. What are the impacts of the conditions of funding on your program/project?
(Please provide details.)
35. Other conditions of funding (i.e. specific age group, requires caregiver
involvement, etc.)?
36. What kinds of partnerships do you currently have? Please specify details
for each, such as the office/dept name and what they are providing (i.e. dollars,
in-kind support, equipment, space, personnel, marketing, etc.). Estimate
what proportion of your program/project support is coming from each
partnership (i.e. 5%, 50%).
Federal Government Programs

Aboriginal organizations

National Literacy Organization

Business sector

Provincial Literacy Associations

Child/family support services

Provincial Government/
Support Services

Churches/religious organizations

Provincial Colleges/Universities

Community literacy services

Health Organizations

Individual

Libraries

Other

Cities/townships/municipalities

Schools/School Boards
Foundations
37. What is the importance/relevance of these partnerships in terms of
program/project sustainability (space, funding, community approach, etc.)?

48

The State of Family Literacy in Ontario ©OLC

AFLOReport-64pgsRev2

9/12/06

2:14 PM

Page 49

Appendix
38. What kind of support is provided to participants?
Transportation
Childcare

Books/resources participants
can keep

Allowance

Ontario Works

Food (snacks or meals)

Other (please specify)

39. How do the participant supports affect your program/project?
(Please specify details.)
40. Would your participants be able to attend if these supports were not in place?
YES

NO

41. What needs to be in place to support attendance?
42. What is the impact of funding in terms of maintaining long-term staff, securing
space, maintaining continuity with participants, establishing partnerships, etc.?
43. What kind of funding structures would you like to see to ensure
sustainable programming for family literacy?
44. What is/was your last fiscal year total family literacy budget for your
program/project? less than $10,000
$10,001 - $30,000

$90,001 - $120,000

$30,001 - $60,000

$120,001 - $150,000

$60,001 - $90,000

more than $150,001
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Part C - Program Development

45. What kinds of program evaluation is undertaken to ensure quality programs?
Please specify details for each.
At the end of the program/project participants are surveyed about
their experience in it
Participants evaluate the instructors/tutors
Participants are interviewed about their progress
Supervisor does an evaluation of the program
Other evaluations: Please specify
46. How do programs ensure continuous quality improvement? Is there money or
resources to ensure continuous quality improvement? (Please specify details.)

47. How is Facilitator evaluation done? Is it effective? (Please specify details.)
48. What supports are in place for supporting and motivating facilitators to improve
their practice, learn new skills, take extra training, workshops, etc.?
49. Is there participant follow-up after program completion?
YES

NO

50. What form does this follow-up take?
phone interview

50
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51. What kind of information is collected? How is it used? (Please specify details.)
52. Is participant follow-up an expectation of funding? (Please specify details.)
53. What do you see as the relationship between family literacy programs, Early
Years Centers and adult literacy programs?
54. What are the benefits of these relationships?
55. Do you need to know more information about the different program areas?
YES

NO

56. Do you know how to build these partnerships?
YES

NO

57. Do you see the value in these partnerships? (Please specify details.)

13. Part D - Practitioner Development
58. What kind of things are in place to support practitioner development in your
project/program?
paid training opportunities

resource libraries

professional development

other (please specify)

workshops
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59. Do you receive paid time off to attend related training?
YES

NO

60. What practitioner development opportunities are you aware of?
61. How would you rate these opportunities?
62. Where did you find out about them?
63. What kind of practitioner development/family literacy training opportunities
(courses, workshops, etc.) would you like to see?
64. What professional development activities have your program/project
workers participated in?
Foundational Training in Family Literacy - online course
Foundational Training in Family Literacy - face-to-face course
Foundational Training in Family Literacy - Train-the-Trainer Institute
Adult Learner Educator Certificate Program (ALE) Certificate
in Family Supports
Lullabies to Literacy
National Centre for Family Literacy (Kentucky)
Other (please specify)
65. Have you personally attended the Foundational Training in Family Literacy?
YES
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66. If Yes above, rate this training’s effectiveness in terms of supporting and
building best practices?
Not effective at all

Somewhat effective

Extremely effective

67. Did the Foundational Training give you what you need to start a family literacy
program? Please explain.
68. Which type of Foundational Training did you attend: face-to-face or online? Is
this model something you would recommend?
69. What other models of this training would you like to see? (consider the way it is
delivered, content delivered, when it is delivered, etc.)
70. Describe your interest in participating in a “Train-the-Trainer” Institute to
become a Foundational Training in Family Literacy facilitator.
71. Would you like to see accredited courses for family literacy practitioners?
Please explain why or why not?

72. If yes, how do you see this accreditation happening (i.e. in community colleges,
universities, through other programs, online, face-to-face, combination, etc.)?
73. Are you familiar with family literacy best practices resource?
YES

NO
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74. Are they available to you?
YES

NO

75. Do you know how to find them?
YES

NO

76. Do you have time to review them?
YES

NO

20. PART E - Program/Project Description and Comments
77. Please provide a description of your Family Literacy program/project,
specifically any details not already provided which you feel are unique or
critical to understanding your situation.
78. Additional Comments/feedback about this survey or research project.

PART F - Report Notification
79. If you would like an email notification sent someplace when the final report
from this research is posted to the Ontario Literacy Coalition website,
please provide an email address, otherwise leave this space blank.
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Thank you very much for your participation and for sharing your valuable
information and time!
Remember to write down your unique ID code (first 3 characters of your postal
code and last 4 digits of your phone number) along with the password you
provided so you can claim your prize if your survey wins our draw!
The winning ID code will be posted on the Ontario Literacy Coalition website
in February http://www.on.literacy.ca/

Good Luck in the draw!
Kim Falcigno
Project Researcher
Coordinator, Alternative & Innovative Enterprises
Department of Lifelong Learning
Faculty of Education
Lakehead University, Thunder Bay ON P7B 5E1
Phone: (807) 346-7852
Fax: (807) 346-7882
Kim.Falcigno@Lakeheadu.ca
Ontario Literacy Coalition website: http://www.on.literacy.ca/

The State of Family Literacy in Ontario ©OLC

55

AFLOReport-64pgsRev2

9/12/06

2:14 PM

Page 56

ONTARIO LITERACY COALITION
65 Wellesley Street East, Suite 503, Toronto, Ontario M4Y 1G7
Tel: (416) 963-5787 x23 • Fax: (416) 963-8102
Email: olc@on.literacy.ca • Website: www.on.literacy.ca

