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ABSTRACT  

Given that nearly half of the Canadian population experiences low literacy 

proficiency (Page 2008), it is imperative to continue developing a thorough 

understanding of how adult literacy programs can effectively support adult 

learners in their efforts to achieve their literacy aspirations.  According to Quigley 

et al (2006), there currently exists a disproportional trend toward generating 

quantitative statistical research in adult literacy as opposed to quantitative 

research.  Alternatively, this research counters the pervasive quantitative trend 

and contributes to the less represented qualitative research in adult literacy.   

This research project is comprised of four main phases: (1) a 

comprehensive literature review on participatory approaches in adult literacy 

education; (2) identification and recruitment of participants; (3) data collection 

and analysis; and (4) report writing and dissemination of results.  The primary 

objective of this study was to contribute to the field of adult literacy education an 

up-to-date picture regarding if and how community-based adult literacy programs 

in Canada employ participatory practices in their approaches to literacy 

instruction.  According to the data, all 15 organizations that participated in this 

study practice moderate forms of participatory adult literacy education within their 

programs.  However, evidence suggested that �one-to-one� tutor programs 

experience a greater challenge with regard to incorporating participatory activities 

that involve peer interaction or group activities; whereas, the data indicates that 

�small group� programs have greater flexibility in that regard.  Nevertheless, 

evidence suggests that both types of programs, �one-to-one� and �small group�, 
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demonstrate a strong potential to incorporate participatory approaches within 

their literacy instruction techniques. 

It is hoped that this research study may act as an up-to-date reference 

guide on practical applications of participatory approaches in adult literacy 

education.  Additionally, perhaps it may serve as a springboard for future 

research into the perspectives of adult learners themselves regarding their 

experience in literacy programs. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Purpose of this Enquiry 

Given that nearly half of the Canadian population experiences low literacy 

proficiency (Page 2008), it is imperative to continue developing a thorough 

understanding of how adult literacy programs can effectively support adult 

learners in their efforts to achieve their literacy aspirations.  In 2008, as part of 

my graduate studies at Athabasca University, I completed a grounded research 

project on best practices in community-based adult literacy programs.  It 

appeared from my 2008 research that a key component to learner success in 

literacy involved incorporating participatory approaches within the structure of 

literacy programs.  This apparent correlation between participatory practices and 

literacy achievements prompted me to explore participatory approaches in 

community-based adult literacy programs in Canada to determine if and how 

community-based literacy programs are employing participatory practices. 

According to Quigley et al (2006), there currently exists a disproportional 

trend toward generating quantitative statistical research in adult literacy as 

opposed to quantitative research.  Alternatively, this research counters the 

pervasive quantitative trend and contributes to the less represented qualitative 

research in adult literacy.  As such, this enquiry was driven by four primary 

research questions related to the practice of participatory literacy education.  

These questions were: 
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1. How are adult literacy learners encouraged to participate actively in their 

own learning? 

2. What activities are planned for adult literacy learners to participate within 

the classroom and beyond? 

3. What data do literacy organizations gather regarding participatory 

practices? 

4. What does the research data reflect about the capacity of literacy 

programs to incorporate participatory approaches in literacy education? 

 
In conjunction with an extensive literature review, these four primary questions 

informed the 21-question questionnaire that served to gather the data that 

comprise the findings discussed in this research report.  An overview of the 

report�s structure is provided below. 

 
Overview of Report Structure 

 Chapter 1 includes the introduction, a discussion of the overall intent of 

the research project, as well as an overview of the structure of the entire report.  

The introduction explains what led me to undertake this project.  The purpose of 

enquiry further clarifies my motivation and desired outcomes derived from 

completing the research.  The overview of the report structure outlines the 

contents of each chapter in the report. 

 Chapter 2 contains the Literature Review - the purpose of which was to 

delve into the issues, concepts, and methods of participatory approaches in adult 

literacy education as well as aid in conceptualizing the type of research data to 
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seek in order to find out if and how community-based literacy organizations in 

Canada employ participatory practices in their educational approaches to 

teaching literacy.  The literature review presents an overview of current literacy 

statistics and trends in adult literacy education research, which supported my 

decision to proceed with this research study owing to the high percentage of low 

literacy proficiency as well as an apparent lack of qualitative research in this field.  

Chapter 2 focuses on depicting the elements that comprise participatory literacy 

practices as well as explaining why these practices are significant within adult 

literacy education. 

 Chapter 3 presents the research methodology and design that was 

applied in this study.  This research project includes a qualitative enquiry using 

an open-ended, semi-structured questionnaire, responses of which were 

collected from 15 community-based adult literacy organizations across Canada in 

order to gather data relating to if and how these organizations include 

participatory practices in their literacy programs.  Additionally, chapter 3 includes 

an overview of the research design, the process of ethical review, the participant 

selection process, how the questionnaire was administered, and how data was 

collected and analyzed. 

 Chapter 4 presents a description and discussion of the research findings 

relating to participatory practices that were derived from the responses to the 

questionnaire.  The findings are described and discussed in terms of the various 

characteristics of participatory literacy education, the elements of which were 

derived from the literature reviewed for this study.  A list of these specific 
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elements is included in the Table of Contents for easy reference.  Chapter 4 also 

includes a section entitled �Conclusions and Recommendations,� which explains 

from where and for what purpose the characteristics of participatory practices 

were delimited, then relates respondent recommendations, and subsequently 

discusses possible recommendations for future research.  This chapter 

concludes by summarizing the findings in terms of the four primary research 

questions and wraps up by reiterating the overall purpose of this research 

project. 

By sharing this research with literacy practitioners, I hope to achieve at 

least a modicum of positive reinforcement for those who champion the way in a 

field of practice that is fuelled by the passion and dedication of program staff and 

volunteers - all of whom deserve recognition for their tremendous role in 

sustaining adult literacy education programs for those who likely would otherwise 

have no where else to turn.  To that end, this research gathered relevant data in 

order to share a current depiction regarding if and how community-based literacy 

organizations in Canada employ participatory practices in their educational 

approaches to teaching literacy.  Ultimately, I hope that this research report will 

serve as a resource for literacy educators to gain practical information that may 

benefit their respective literacy programs and the learners that they serve. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The purpose of this literature review is to delve into the issues, concepts, 

and methods of participatory approaches in adult literacy education.  The review 

presents authors who incorporate the fundamentals of Freirean literacy education 

embodying the processes of literacy acquisitions and social organizing.  

However, the overall focus is on moderate forms of the participatory ethos as 

opposed to Freire�s more radical ideas such as those put forth in his Pedagogy of 

the Oppressed (1970).  Additionally, the review aided in conceptualizing the type 

of research data to seek that would help determine if and how community-based 

literacy organizations in Canada employ participatory practices in their 

educational approaches to teaching literacy.  Ultimately, the literature review 

supports the underlying aim of this research study, which is to share current 

participatory practices within community-based literacy programs among 

practitioners in the field of adult literacy education. 

 
Literacy Statistics 

As described in �Literacy in Canada,� a 2005 Literacy BC Fact Sheet, 

according to Statistics Canada and the Organization for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD), more than 40% of the Canadian population 

experiences low literacy proficiency.  These statistics were derived from the 1994 

International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) in which Canada and 21 other 

countries participated.  The OECD defined literacy as �the ability of adults to use 



 

 13 
 

 

written information to function in society, to achieve their goals and to develop 

their knowledge and potential.�  The BC Fact Sheet explains that the survey 

measured three forms of literacy, which it defined as prose literacy, document 

literacy, and quantitative literacy.  The IALS defined prose literacy as �the ability 

to understand and use information from texts such as news stories or fiction;� 

document literacy as �the ability to find and use information from documents such 

as maps or tables;� and quantitative literacy as �the ability to make calculations 

with numbers embedded in text, as in balancing a cheque book.� 

In 2003, a second IALS was conducted that added problem-solving to the 

literacy skills sets it surveyed.  According to James Page�s summary of the 

Canadian results of the 2003 survey, problem-solving is defined as involving 

�goal-directed thinking and action in situations for which no routine solution 

procedure is available. The understanding of the problem situation and its step-

by-step transformation, based on planning and reasoning constitute the process 

of problem solving� (2).  Alarmingly, as Page points out, this more recent study 

revealed that Canada�s average literacy scores remained virtually unchanged 

from the 1994 results.  These statistics convey vital information pertaining to 

national literacy levels, and they underscore a need to continue providing 

effective literacy services, such as those that incorporate participatory 

approaches, that assist adult learners in their efforts to attain greater literacy 

proficiency. 

Trends in Adult Literacy Research 
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State of the Field Report: Adult Literacy by Allan B. Quigley et al. (2006) is 

a compendium of references that reflect the current trends in Canadian literacy 

research (6).  Specifically, the report finds that 40% of all Canadian literature 

regarding the state of literacy focuses on numerical descriptions and analysis.  

For example, Quigley et al. explain that from 1989 to the present government 

reports increasingly tend to convey statistical information regarding the levels 

and scope of literacy skills among adult Canadians (6).  Another 20% of the 

report�s references relate to literacy policy, and 10% reflect meta-analysis that 

combine results of several studies of literacy and literacy work (6).  According to 

Quigley, 30% of the literature on literacy is about trends and developments 

regarding literacy issues, overviews, participation in literacy programs, access to 

literacy programs, and literacy practice (6).  This 30% reflects a gap in the 

knowledge base with respect to current information on the practice of literacy 

education, hence, underscoring a need for further research in the area of literacy 

practices. 

 
What is Participatory Learning, Why is it Important, 

What is its Purpose, and Whom is it for? 

In Participatory Practices in Adult Education (2001), Pat Campbell 

describes the origins of the terms �participatory practices� and �participatory 

education,� which she explains were first introduced into the literature in the 

1980s by P. Jurmo (1987) and V.L. Sauvé (1987).  Campbell asserts that Jurmo 

(1987) and Sauvé (1987) along with Auerback (1992) and Fingeret and Jurmo 

(1989) assisted the evolution of participatory education (4).  Sauve�s definition of 
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participatory education retains its relevance to participatory literacy education 

today: 

 

[participatory education is] a learning/teaching process 

wherein all participants are involved in and committed to 

defining their own learning needs and wants, working out an 

approach to addressing them, and evaluating that process 

as they live out of and into it, all within a context of making 

life better for themselves and those around them. (Sauvé 

1987 in Campbell 2001) 

 

 Additionally, Campbell explains that Jurmo�s doctoral dissertation, Learner 

Participation Patterns in Adult Literacy in the United States (1987), identified 

efficiency, personal development, and social change as direct outcomes of 

participatory practices and that these outcomes provide a strong basis on which 

to mount an argument to persuade educators to apply such practices in their 

adult literacy programs (4).  Campbell clarifies how program efficiency emerges, 

i.e. responsiveness toward students� literacy needs, as a result of learner 

engagement in democratic decision making; how personal development emerges 

in conjunction with �enhanced critical thinking, self-esteem, and the ability to work 

collaboratively with others� (4); while social change emerges through the process 

of �. . . learners and educators . . . [working] together to analyze and challenge 

the status quo� (4).  Given that Jurmo�s works are pivotal in defining and 
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justifying participatory practices in adult literacy education, they warrant inclusion 

in this review because his works remain as relevant to participatory practices 

today as they were some 20 years ago. 

In Participatory Literacy Education: An Update (1992), Paul Jurmo revisits 

his original work that precedes this �Update� and clarifies what participatory 

literacy education is.  Specifically, as Arlene Fingeret explains in the precursor to 

the �Update,� �Participatory literacy education is a philosophy as well as a set of 

practices.  It is based on the belief that learners � their characteristics, 

aspirations, backgrounds, and needs � should be at the center of literacy 

instruction� (Fingeret & Jurmo 5).  Jurmo (1992) reiterates key aspects of a 

participatory approach in adult literacy education.  In his words, �. . . a 

participatory approach creates opportunities for learners to have higher degrees 

of control, responsibility and reward vis-à-vis program activities� (5).  In other 

words, students are encouraged to contribute to the literacy program and its 

curriculum, which speaks to the element of power-sharing discussed in Fingeret 

and Jurmo (1989), Imel (1994), and Shor (1997) within this review. 

Jurmo�s �Update� (1992) further depicts specific elements that comprise a 

working definition of the approach.  He describes these elements as activities 

that emphasize what learners already know, learners participating actively by 

taking control and responsibility for their learning, learners working in teams, 

learners identifying problems and figuring out how to solve them, learners taking 

risks, and instructors serving as guides and/or facilitators (6).  Jurmo conducted 

research into why active roles are important and what purpose is served by 
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engaging students in participatory practices (5).  His research confirmed that 

participatory practices are important because students learn more efficiently 

when taking an active role in their learning; they experience personal growth and 

development when they learn social skills and build self-esteem, and by learning 

critical thinking and collaborative skills they become equipped to make changes 

in the larger social context through democratic processes (5).  In other words, the 

practice of participatory literacy education empowers adult learners by providing 

them with the necessary tools and experiences to effect positive changes not 

only within their learning environment but also within the larger social context of 

their personal lives. 

Linda Ziegahn�s article, Learning, Literacy, and Participation: Sorting out 

Priorities (1992), reviews her research on what motivates literacy learners to 

participate in literacy education.  According to her findings, adult literacy learners 

are motivated by a desire to read and write, a desire to get a better job, a desire 

to complete their high school diploma, a desire to attain skills, and a desire to 

become their own advocate against being taken advantage of (39).  Further 

motivators, according to Ziegahan�s findings, included �. . . a desire to 

understand, to see results and apply knowledge, to respond to a challenge, and 

to pass on knowledge. . .� (41).  Her report attests to adult learners� reluctance to 

return to a �school-like� setting because of the negative connotations engendered 

during their earlier school years (48).  Thus, participatory literacy programs are 

designed for adult learners who choose to return to a learning environment on 

their own terms by their own volition to achieve learning objectives that they 
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themselves may define.  Furthermore, the purpose of providing participatory 

programs is to support and recognize the learners as adults who have the right to 

contribute to the form and content of their literacy instruction. 

In �Guidelines for Working with Adult Learners,� Susan Imel (1994) 

discusses Malcolm Knowles� (1984) andragogical model, which embodies key 

elements of the participatory approach.  Imel asserts that the andragogical model 

�. . . is regularly championed in the literature as the most effective way to teach 

adults.�  Imel reviews the basic elements of Knowles� model, which recognizes 

inherent adult traits that are acknowledged and integrated into participatory 

literacy practices.  As Imel explains, Knowles justifies participatory or 

�collaborative� practices based on the assumptions that adults tend to be self-

directing; they possess life experiences that can serve as a base for learning; 

and, they are motivated by life-contextualized reasons for learning such as the 

need to resolve problems or help their children do their homework and other 

needs as described by Ziegahan (1992) above.  Imel also speaks to the element 

of providing opportunities for engaging students as co-contributors in the learning 

process � akin to Fingeret and Jurmo�s (1989) concept of power sharing, which 

this review discusses below. 

Participatory approaches in adult literacy education reflect principal 

characteristics of participatory approaches in adult education.  Mary Norton et al. 

review these characteristics in Learning About Participatory Approaches in Adult 

Literacy Education (2000) and provide an overview of such participatory 

approaches.  The elements include learner-centredness, experience-based or 
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contextual learning, cooperative group learning, reciprocal teaching-learning 

relationships, valuing the learner�s voice through feedback and eliciting input into 

curriculum development, as well as incorporating the learners� prior learning 

experience as a bridge toward further learning (Norton 2000).  Norton elaborates 

on additional participatory approaches related to active learner involvement in 

organizational activities, which she notes have been documented in past reports 

(Campbell, 1994; Gaber-Katz and Watson, 1991; Goldgrab, 1992; and Norton, 

1992, 1996).  According to Norton, �In programs, learner involvement has 

included serving on boards, assisting with program operations and fundraising, 

speaking to the media, participating in tutor training, forming student groups, and 

peer tutoring� (Norton 2000).   

Ana Huerta-Macias� Current Terms in Adult ESL Literacy (1993) outlines 

three forms of closely related participatory literacy education models.  These 

characteristics include 1) the participatory approach, 2) the learner-centred 

approach, and 3) the whole language approach.  Specifically, the participatory 

approach encompasses two fundamental aspects in adult literacy education: 1) 

developing meaningful words and themes that are contextualized from learners� 

lives, and 2) enabling learners to activate their literacy skills in ways that grant 

social empowerment and the confidence to effect positive change in their lives.  

As Huerta-Macias explains, the core of learner-centred instruction reflects an 

educational process that engages students� participation in decision-making 

processes regarding curriculum content and how it is taught.  The whole 

language approach emphasizes contextualized language instruction; it 
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presupposes that language develops and becomes strengthened by use within 

social contexts that are pertinent to the learner�s life.  Each of these approaches 

is combined within participatory literacy education to varying degrees. 

 
Key Elements of Participatory Literacy Practices 

A Post-Freirean Model for Adult Literacy Practices 

In A Post-Freirean Model for Adult Literacy Education (1988), Michael 

Holzman delineates two primary phases of traditional Freirean literacy education:  

the literacy acquisition component and the social organizing component.  

Holzman explains that �[t]he current consensus about the appropriate method for 

adult literacy education endorses the use of both phases of the Freirean method . 

. .�  Within a context of participatory approaches, the second phase is particulary 

significant because it promotes the inclusion of the students� involvement in the 

process of determining the structure and content of the learning process, which is 

a key indicator of participatory practices (Jurmo 1992).  Specifically, Holzman 

underscores Freire�s notion that �. . . what is needed is best decided by those in 

need, not by those with one or another set of resources or skills that they may 

wish to make available to meet certain needs� (184), which points to the 

participatory practice of involving literacy learners in determining how their own 

learning process should unfold (Jurmo 1992).  That is, as explained in Campbell 

(2001) above, participatory literacy programs are structured along a democratic 

model of collaborative decision-making, while program content is determined 

through collaborations among the learners and instructors. 
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Elements of Self-Directed Learning in Participatory Literacy Practices 

D. R. Garrison�s article �Self-Directed Learning: Toward a Comprehensive 

Model� (1997) discusses the theoretical underpinnings of self-directed learning - 

the tenets of which appear throughout participatory approaches in adult literacy 

education, and the principles of self-directed learning are among key aspects of 

what constitutes participatory practices.  Garrison depicts self-directed learning 

with diagrammatic representations and corresponding explanations that facilitate 

understanding of the potential dynamics - motivation, self-monitoring, and self-

management - in action during the learning process.  The diagram depicts 

Motivation as engendering Self-Monitoring and Self-Management, which in turn 

directly influence each other.  Motivation, Self-Monitoring, and Self-Management 

comprise the substance of Self-Directed Learning.  As Garrison states, �Self-

management involves shaping the contextual conditions in the performance of 

goal-directed actions� (23); and, �Self-monitoring is the process whereby the 

learner takes responsibility for the construction of personal meaning� (23).  

Motivation, according to Garrison, arises through a process of �. . . selecting 

goals and intentions and deciding to participate� (23), which is sustained by �. . . 

task control and self-management� (28).  Such learner control implies an 

environment of collaboration between learners and instructors (Garrison 23), 

which can prove to be a limiting factor depending on how much flexibility is 

demonstrated by educators toward allowing students the freedom to exercise 

control in these areas, which relates to constraints on participatory practices as 

discussed by George Demetrion (1995) below. 
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Critical Thinking as a Component of Participatory Literacy Practices 

The concept of critical thinking is a complex one that has many broad 

interpretations and definitions.  In �Critical Thinking across the Curriculum 

Project� (1997), Barbara Fowler of Longview Community College provides a 

gamut of critical thinking attributes as well as definitions, which she has drawn 

from various authors and/or academics.  Fowler includes definitions ranging from 

concise to detailed interpretations.  Out of these definitions, one definition in 

particular by Victor P Maiorana (1992) relates well to a context of adult learning: 

"The purpose of critical thinking is, therefore, to achieve understanding, evaluate 

view points, and solve problems.  Since all three areas involve the asking of 

questions, we can say that critical thinking is the questioning or inquiry we 

engage in when we seek to understand, evaluate, or resolve" (Maiorana in 

Fowler 1997).  This ties in with Spener�s overview, discussed below, of the 

Freirean approach to adult literacy education where critical thinking as here 

defined would enhance the participatory practices of dialogue and problem-

posing within life-contextualized learning curricula.  That is, learners could apply 

the skills learned in critical thinking to contribute to the process of identifying, 

discussing, and resolving real-life problems or issues. 

In What is Critical Thinking, and How Can it be Promoted by Adult 

Educators? (2001), Damji et al. provide an overview of principles that comprise 

critical thinking and its application in adult education.  They summate that critical 

thinking involves favouring reason over emotion and acquiring portable skills and 
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strategies that can be applied by students both within and beyond the formal 

learning environment.  Additionally, they describe critical thinking as the ability to 

examine social conditions objectively and then to apply imagination in the 

process of conceptualizing alternate conditions.  They go on to say that critical 

thinking involves encouraging learners to question their received knowledge.  

Furthermore, Damji et al. raise an important consideration regarding the 

tendency to equate critical thinking with analytical thinking.  They raise the issue 

of some learners being more inclined to use affective or impressionistic methods 

of thinking things through as opposed to using analytical modes of thinking.  As 

such, they recommend that educators �use sensitivity and discretion when 

working with critical thinking skills.�  Damji et al. assert that teaching the 

principles of critical thinking within an adult education context promotes the 

acquisition of strategies that can be applied to learners� lives beyond the learning 

environment.  There exists a direct relationship between critical thinking and the 

participation of learners.  Teaching critical thinking skills enables and supports 

learners in the participatory process of self-directing their own learning progress 

because it helps develop learner self-confidence and assertiveness as Jurmo 

presented in his doctoral dissertation (1987) discussed above. 

 
Dialogue and Problem-Posing as Elements of Participatory Literacy 

Practices 

In �The Freirean approach to Adult Literacy Education� (April 1990), David 

Spener provides an overview of the fundamental aspects of Paulo Freire�s 

approach to adult literacy education � also known as a participatory approach or 
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learner-centred approach.  In terms of participatory practices, Spener explains 

that the Freirean approach incorporates �deeply contextualized� reading and 

writing instruction that meshes themes and life issues from the learner�s life into 

the process of learning to read and write.  Spener goes on to say that the 

Freirean approach includes collaboration among teachers and students, which 

affords learners opportunities to control the content and direction of their learning 

process.  Additionally, Spener clarifies two key features of a participatory 

approach to adult literacy education: dialogue and problem-posing within life-

contextualized learning curricula.  The dialogue component involves even two-

way communication between student and teacher, and the problem-posing 

aspect involves the student in a process of identifying real-life problems, 

discussing the causes and proposing actions that lead to resolving such 

problems.  The use of a Freirean approach that includes dialogue and problem-

posing techniques has been used to teach literacy successfully in many 

community-based organizations in the United States as well as in developing 

countries (Spener 1990). 

Interestingly, Spener�s features, Garrison�s principles, Holzman�s phases, 

and Jurmo�s elements, each discussed in this review, all reflect the fundamentals 

of Freirean literacy education embodying the processes of literacy acquisition 

and social organizing.  The difference between these authors� and Freire�s 

approach lies mainly in the degree of social organizing that is taught and/or 

fostered in literacy programs.  Freire�s approach reflects a form of radical adult 

education, i.e. inciting an �us� versus �them� confrontational attitude in literacy 
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learners, while Spener�s, Garrison�s, and Holzman�s depictions of participatory 

literacy approaches reflect aspects of Freirean literacy education tempered by, 

and blended with, other philosophies of adult education such as Liberal, 

Behaviorist, Progressive, and Humanistic philosophies.  As George Demetrion 

(1995) reveals there is much evidence that suggests North American adult 

literacy learners are not interested in confronting and changing the status quo of 

society as a whole (Ziegahn, 1992, Eberle and Robinson 1980, and Demetrion 

1994), but rather would prefer to learn the skills that aid them to integrate into 

main stream society (3).  Demetrion asserts the following: 

 

A reasonable conclusion that can be drawn from such studies is 

that the vast majority of adult literacy learners seek learning 

experiences that have some visible impact on their lives. My 

personal experience as a literacy program director leads me to 

believe that learners often seek such knowledge through the direct 

instruction of a knowledgeable instructor who will teach them how 

to read and write. (3) 

 

Yet, Demetrion also found that �At the same time, many learners seek to 

participate actively in learning, but within a secure instructional and program 

structure that lends stability to their emerging efforts� (3).  Evidently, students 

nevertheless possess some desire to learn the basic principles of democratic 

participatory processes, such as dialogue and problem-posing, that can then be 
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transferred to real life contexts in the students� lives enabling them at the very 

least to effect positive change within their own lives, which leads back to this 

review�s earlier discussion regarding why participatory literacy education is 

important and what purpose it serves. 

 
Power-Sharing among Learners and Teachers as a Component of 

Participatory Literacy Practices 

Ira Shor discussed the concept and practice of power-sharing and 

associated difficulties in his book When Students Have Power: Negotiating 

Power in a Critical Pedagogy (1997).  He relates his experience within his college 

class where he introduced and applied the concept of power-sharing.  The book 

recounts Shor�s personal experience and cautionary tale regarding the latent 

potential for destructive power-struggles to ensue between teachers and 

students.  However, the book as whole reveals the worthwhile effects of 

engaging power-sharing practices within instructional settings.  As Shor asserts, 

�. . . a negotiated syllabus . . . create[s] the option for students to become leaders 

and stakeholders in the process, which means they can occupy the enabling 

centers of their educations, not the disabling margins� (200).  As an aspect of 

participatory literacy education, power-sharing between educators and students 

enables literacy learners to become engaged both within and beyond the 

boundaries of instructional settings. 

Pat Campbell affirms in Participatory Practices in Adult Education (2001 ) 

that �[i]n literacy programs, participatory education may be seen as providing 

opportunities for people to experience more equitable power relationships . . . 
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and to develop skills and confidence to speak up about issues that matter to 

them . . . � (108) both within and beyond instructional contexts.  Campbell invites 

literacy educators to ask themselves �who are we in relation to the students and 

their issues?� (5) as a means of reflecting upon and repositioning themselves in 

terms of stepping out of their traditionally privileged positions as educators and 

enabling opportunities for power-sharing to take place within instructional 

settings.  Campbell explains that power-sharing provides learners with a voice, 

which supports respect for differences and helps to ensure that individuals are 

not silenced or excluded (6). 

New Directions for Continuing Education: Participatory Literacy Education 

(Fingeret, Arlene ed., and Paul Jurmo, ed.  1989), the precursor to Jurmo�s 1992 

�Update,� comprises a collection of nine essays on the topic of participatory 

literacy education, this text covers a range of perspectives from historical, 

theoretical, practical, and consultative.  All of the essays reflect a key component 

of participatory literacy education � sharing power among learners and teachers.  

That is, the essays describe forms of collaboration between students and 

teachers occurring in different ways and to different degrees in the 

implementation of participatory practices in literacy education.  As the editors 

explain, �. . . all participatory literacy programs have in common that learners 

have substantial amounts of control, responsibility, and reward vis-à-vis program 

decision making and operations.  The students� knowledge, skills, and 

experience are valued and respected [by educators and peers alike] and provide 

the foundation upon which further learning is based� (1). 
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Power-sharing is a pivotal component that recurs throughout the literature 

reviewed for my research on participatory literacy education.  According to the 

literature, power sharing manifests in terms of educators eliciting student input 

toward various aspects of literacy instruction and program management; it 

involves facilitating collaboration among students and teachers as well as among 

students themselves (Garrison 1997, Holzman 1988, Imel 1994, Fingeret & 

Jurmo 1989, Jurmo 1992, Spener 1990).  As discussed, Shor (1997), Demetrion 

(1995), and Garrison (1997) attest that there exist difficulties in striving toward 

ideals such as power sharing among learners and instructors.  That is, 

opportunities for power sharing may vary depending on the willingness of 

educators to foster such occasions for power sharing within educational settings.  

And then, as in Shor�s case, allowing such power-sharing opportunities to exist 

may potentially lead to power struggles among learners and educators.  These 

are some of the difficulties of power-sharing that may occur when implementing 

such opportunities. 

Furthermore, on the flip side of the coin of power-sharing, as George 

Demetrion (1995) points out, there is the issue regarding the inevitable 

occurrence of students being disinclined to assume �active control� of the 

structure and contents of their learning program (2-3).  Demetrion then suggests 

that one must consider the difference between imposing participatory practices 

upon learners and respecting the students� own preference regarding whether or 

not they wish to participate in the control of program development (Demetrion 2-

3).  Given that students� preferences will vary regarding how much and in what 
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ways they may desire to participate in a literacy program, an element of 

respectful regard on the part of educators should be factored in as a means of 

addressing the eventuality that some learners may not wish to participate beyond 

simply attending for the straight-forward purpose of learning to read and write.  

For example, respectful regard toward students� preferences could be exercised 

by incorporating a degree of flexibility in participatory literacy programs where 

learners have a choice to either simply learn the basics or participate in various 

activities. 

 
Constraints on Participatory Literacy Practices 

In Participatory Literacy Education: A Complex Phenomenon, George 

Demetrion (1995) provides a critical analysis of the tenets of participatory literacy 

education that reveals some areas of potential difficulties particularly with regard 

to democratic decision-making and power-sharing among learners and 

instructors.  These difficulties reflect the �. . . problematic nature of implementing 

a model when neither the learners, the culture of the program itself, nor the 

sociocultural forces that influence it are strongly grounded in a participatory 

democratic ethic� (1).  In this analysis, Demetrion balances his discussion by 

suggesting the need for �Pragmatic strategies . . . that come to terms with current 

constraints while exploring new opportunities for creative growth� (1).  To that 

end, Demetrion emphasizes the requirement for �. . . staff leadership not over 

and against the needs and interest of learner participants, but in accordance with 

them� (1).  In other words, Demetrion is speaking about employing elements of 

power-sharing among teachers and students.  He underscores the difference 
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between Paulo Freire�s �emancipated� pedagogy and the reality, as shown by 

past studies, that �. . . the overwhelming majority of adult literacy learners seek 

more mainstream goals of inclusion� (3).  In other words, as opposed to trying to 

extricate themselves from mainstream society, literacy learners seek social 

inclusion.  For example, Demetrion reiterates past findings (Ziegahn 1992, Eberle 

and Robinson 1980, and Demetrion 1994) that found �self-improvement, family 

responsibilities, diversion, literacy development, community-church involvement, 

launching economic need, educational enhancement, and the urgings of others� 

(3) as primary motivators, which also include �the desire to understand, see 

results and apply knowledge, respond to a challenge, and pass on knowledge� 

(3). 

Ultimately, Demetrion argues for a moderate form of participatory adult 

literacy education, as opposed to a radical pedagogy that evokes an �us� versus 

�them� confrontational attitude toward the society in which learners live.  

Demetrion�s moderate form of participatory adult literacy education envisions 

educators co-creating the learning environment in concert with their students (4-

6), which has been described with regard to participatory practices throughout 

this review.  For example, through a process of power-sharing, learners are 

invited to contribute their ideas regarding what and how they would like to learn.  

Although Demetrion favours these learning conditions, as being �. . . sound 

enough and relatively easy to carry out� (8), he acknowledges the existence of 

complex difficulties that arise when addressing questions such as �. . . precisely 

who makes decisions, how they are derived, who benefits, how sound are they 
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and who judges� (8).  Demetrion offers the following response to these dilemmas: 

�There are no simple answers to [these] questions.  They have to be worked out 

within the learning community itself.  In the ambiguous world of adult literacy 

provision, ideal solutions are often lacking� (8).  In other words, the participatory 

ethos is an ideal worth striving for, but as with the ideal of true democracy, 

complete attainment remains as elusive as the horizon � to use Vaclav Havel�s 

metaphor described below - no matter the gains one makes toward the ideal of a 

participatory ethic, like the horizon, the ideal remains beyond reach.  As Vaclav 

Havel, the former Czech president who this year won the Bonn International 

Democracy prize, explained in his 1990 address to the U.S. Congress �As long 

as people are people, democracy in the full sense of the word will always be no 

more than an ideal; one may approach it as one would a horizon, in ways that 

may be better or worse, but it can never be fully attained.�  The participatory 

ethos in its efforts to incorporate democratic processes can only exist, as with 

societal democracy, if the constituents - students and educators in this case - 

agree to participate in the process and to work through the inevitable difficulties 

that arise along the way - hence Demetrion�s allusion to having to work out 

difficulties as they arise within the learning community.  To that end, participation 

is paramount to sustaining the democratic processes inherent within community-

based adult literacy participatory education. 

 
Conclusion 

The preceding literature review discussed the issues, concepts, and 

methods of participatory approaches in adult literacy education.  It was 
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conducted prior to, during, and after the data collection process.  Since, 

according to the literature that I reviewed, there is a lack of current data on the 

topic of my research, the review helped to justify this research project.  

Additionally, the literature review informed the creation of the questions in the 

questionnaire that was sent out to the participants.  In essence, the review aided 

in conceptualizing the type of information to seek in order to create a clear 

depiction of the current nature of participatory approaches pertaining to the 

means used by organizations as well as their capacity to incorporate such 

approaches into community-based adult literacy programs in Canada. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
Introduction 

The research for this study took place between October 2008 and May 

2009.  In November 2008, the Athabasca University Ethics Board approved the 

ethics application, which was required prior to proceeding.  This research project 

involved administering a questionnaire by which the researcher collected 

information related to practices of participatory approaches within community-

based adult literacy organizations within Canada.  Below is a detailed description 

of the research methods followed for this study. 

 
Research Design  

This research study involved the design and administration of a qualitative 

questionnaire to a purposeful sample of Canadian community-based literacy 

organizations. The purpose of the project was to produce a descriptive snap-shot 

of participatory practices employed in community-based literacy instruction.  To 

that end, the following four primary research questions formed the basis for 

determining the type of information to seek: 

 
1. How are adult literacy learners encouraged to participate actively in their 

own learning? 

2. What activities are planned for adult literacy learners to participate within 

and beyond the learning environment? 
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3. What data do literacy organizations gather regarding participatory 

practices? 

4. What does the research data reflect about the capacity of literacy 

programs to incorporate participatory approaches in literacy education? 

 
A 21-question open-ended, semi-structured questionnaire was based on the 

aforementioned four primary research questions.  Through the administration of 

this questionnaire (Appendix E), the researcher gathered information from 15 

literacy organizations (details of sampling and responses appear below).  The 

questionnaire gathered a broad range of information regarding participatory 

practices in community-based adult literacy organizations. 

The literature review, which explored participatory literacy education, was 

conducted before administering the questionnaire to assist in planning the inquiry 

and positioning the research within a framework of participatory literacy 

practices. Information from the literature review was used to inform the questions 

that were posed in the questionnaire.  The researcher continued reviewing 

literature during and after the receipt of completed questionnaires in order to help 

analyze the data.  Additionally, the literature review formed a basis upon which to 

compare the research data with the forms of participatory practices predicted by 

the literature. 

 
Ethical Review  

 The Research Ethics Board (REB) application was sent to the REB 

November 5, 2008, in order to receive formal ethical approval for the proposed 
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Research Project.  On November 21, 2008, Athabasca University REB granted 

full approval (Appendix A) on ethical grounds for the research ethics board 

application.  The research was conducted according to the Athabasca University 

Policy for Research Involving Humans and the Tri-Council Policy Statement: 

Ethical Conduct Research Involving Humans.   

 To ensure that participants gave their informed consent for their 

participation, all participants were required to sign a consent form (Appendix B) in 

order to participate in the research project.  The research project was explained 

in a written format to the participants by the researcher.  The explanation 

included: 

• the purpose and procedures of the research 

• the procedures involved 

• possible risks and benefits 

• costs and compensation 

• right to withdraw from the study 

• confidentiality 

• where to direct potential questions 

 To ensure respect for privacy and confidentiality in the research project, 

the names of participants and their respective organizations were not used 

throughout the study.  Furthermore, only the principal researcher has access to 

the raw data.  All completed questionnaires remain stored electronically on a 

locked computer space accessed by a password accessible only to the principle 

researcher.  All records remain in a secure electronic format.  In accordance with 
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Athabasca University Policy for Research Involving Humans, five years after 

completion of the project, raw data records will be destroyed by electronically 

erasing the questionnaires and other data records. 

 The research project was introduced to potential participants through initial 

phone calls and subsequent distribution of an email letter to explain the project 

(Appendix C).  The email letter emphasized the requirement for the participants 

to sign and return the informed consent sheet (Appendix B) along with their 

completed questionnaires.  It also requested that the participants phone or email 

the researcher with any questions.  Additionally, the email letter informed 

potential participants that upon completion they would receive a copy of the final 

report.  The email concluded with a sincere thank you to each addressee. 

 
Participant Selection Process   

 This qualitative research project involved the distribution of a 

questionnaire to 31 community-based literacy organizations located across 

Canada.  The basic criteria for being a community-based adult literacy program 

included being a non-profit, adult oriented, free service run with the help of 

volunteers and only a few paid staff members.  Originally, the proposed number 

of participants was a minimum of 26 individual directors of community-based 

literacy programs.  However, given that some were unable to participate, another 

5 organizations were drawn from the sampling framework to be included in the 

sample population. 

 The sample of participants was drawn from a comprehensive online 

population of literacy programs listed on the National Adult Literacy Database 
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website (NALD).  Using a stratified sampling technique, I subdivided the 

population of literacy programs listed on the National Adult Literacy Database 

website by identifying which programs are community-based.  After stratifying the 

population into subpopulations of provinces and territories, I searched the NALD 

to locate community-based literacy organizations.  I had originally intended to 

draw two community-based literacy programs from each territory and province.  

However, I was unable to identify suitable programs from the territories and 

Prince Edward Island.  Although Manitoba did have suitable programs, which I 

contacted, they either did not respond or replied that they were unable to 

participate.  Given that two provinces and the three territories were not being 

represented, I therefore drew extra samples from other provinces.  In the end, 15 

community-based organizations completed and returned the questionnaire.  

Specifically, Ontario received the highest representation with five programs 

responding to the questionnaire; Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, and Quebec each 

had two programs respond to the questionnaire; while Alberta, British Columbia, 

and New Brunswick were represented by one community-based program each.  

For those provinces represented by only one program, the reason was that the 

other programs declined to participate in this study due to time constraints.  

Nevertheless, those community-based adult literacy programs that were able to 

participate formed a national cross-section for this research study. 

 
Questionnaire 

 An open-ended, semi-structured questionnaire was designed to collect 

data relating to the four primary research questions, listed above, regarding 
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participatory approaches in community-based adult literacy programs.  In total, 

21 questions were included (Appendix E).  The questionnaire was designed to 

collect qualitative information regarding the application of participatory practices 

within community-based adult literacy programs.  As such, all the questions 

related to the various characteristics that were previously determined from the 

literature review to be within the scope of participatory literacy practices.  The 

responses to the 21 questions comprised the raw data from which the findings 

were derived. 

 
Administering the Questionnaire 

 The questionnaire was distributed as an email attachment along with the 

invitation email letter (Appendix C), which also included a project information 

sheet (Appendix D) and informed consent form (Appendix B).  Prior to sending 

out the email letter, the researcher contacted the organizations by telephone 

when possible in order to introduce herself and provide a brief explanation of her 

research project.  She was unable to reach two organizations by phone.  Despite 

not reaching these two organizations by phone, email invitations to participate in 

the study were sent nevertheless.  The invitation email letter was sent out 

immediately after the phone conversations that took place with representatives 

from the other 13 organizations.  Two organizations informed the principal 

researcher that they were unable to open the email attachments.  Therefore, 

paper copies were mailed out to those two organizations.  Of the remaining 

participants, those that were unable to submit their completed questionnaire and 
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signed consent form via email instead forwarded the documents back to me by 

fax. 

Data Collection 
 
 Data was gathered by administering the aforementioned questionnaire via 

email to the sample of participants, the constituents of which were purposively 

selected as described above from community-based adult literacy organizations 

across Canada.  The questionnaire was structured to gather non-personal 

information.  That is, it did not gather any personal information about students 

attending these programs, nor did it gather any personal information about the 

respondents other than their names, titles, and organization for which they work, 

all of which was coded to maintain confidentiality when being referenced within 

the final report of the study.  In other words, the participant organizations remain 

anonymous throughout the final report. 

 Participants were sent an email invitation requesting them to participate in 

this research study.  The email included three attachments: 1) a Project 

Information Sheet, 2) the Informed Consent Form, and 3) the Questionnaire.  The 

addressees were instructed to read these attachments and then, if they chose to 

participate, they were asked to sign and return a copy of the Informed Consent 

Form along with a completed copy of the questionnaire. 

 The principal researcher conducted all aspects of data collection and 

analysis.  Responses and data were systematically tracked and collected in a 

methodical process.  As responses to the email returned, the researcher kept a 

tracking sheet to account for which organizations submitted completed 
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questionnaire; which ones promised to complete it by a certain date; which ones 

declined to participate; and which ones did not reply in any form.  Over time, the 

researcher then contacted those who promised to respond to encourage them to 

submit the completed questionnaire.  She also attempted to contact those who 

had not responded and was thereby able to reach a few who then subsequently 

submitted their completed questionnaires. 

 The data in the form of electronically completed questionnaires was 

securely filed in digital format and password protected on the principal 

researcher�s computer.  Paper copies received through the mail or by fax were 

scanned onto a memory stick and subsequently transferred to the principal 

researcher�s computer. 

 
Data Analysis 

 The data was analyzed thematically using a systematic process that 

involved two readings of each completed questionnaire before grouping together 

all responses for each question and subsequently compiling the types and 

frequencies of responses provided by each organization.  The questions were 

grouped according to the various characteristics of participatory approaches.  For 

example, questions 1 and 2 of the questionnaire related to the theme of 

�Identifying Learners� Pre-existing Knowledge.�  Specifically, questions 1 and 2 

were as follows: �1) Does your program assist learners in identifying what they 

already know?  Yes / No; 2) If yes, what activities are used to help learners 

identify what they already know?  Please provide examples.�  The �yes� and �no� 

replies were counted and specific examples were grouped together. 
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 The various characteristics of participatory approaches served to provide 

a thematic basis for categorizing the responses on the questionnaire.  These 

characteristics included: �Identifying Learners� Pre-existing Knowledge,� 

�Encouraging Student Participation in Setting Learning Goals,� �Encouraging 

Student Participating in Self-Management of Learning,� �Encouraging Student 

Teamwork Within and Beyond the Classroom,� �Encouraging Students to Identify 

and Solve Problems,� �Encouraging Students to Use Critical Thinking,� 

�Encouraging Students to Take Risks,� �Flexibility of Instructors to Take on 

Various Roles,� �Encouraging Students to Apply Literacy Skills in Real Life,� 

�Gathering Data from Learners,� �Encouraging Student Contributions to 

Curricular Activities,� �Language Instruction: Whole Language and/or Phonics 

Approach,� �Encouraging Student Participation in Organizational Activities,� and 

�Encouraging Student Participation in Special Projects.� 

For each of the above themes, data was gathered and collated.  In other 

words, the entire data analysis process involved reading, tabulating, and 

categorizing the raw data and gradually transforming the findings into prose in 

order to produce the findings presented in chapter 4 of this report. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 This section summarizes the findings in relation to the four primary 

research questions.  These questions formed the baseline for the 21-question 

open-ended survey that led to the findings discussed below.  The purpose of this 

study was to explore if and how community-based literacy organizations in 

Canada employ participatory practices in their educational approaches to 

teaching literacy. To that end, this chapter discusses the findings in terms of the 

main characteristics of participatory literacy education.  Each characteristic is 

listed separately and is followed by a summarized description of the findings for 

each participatory element as well as linked to related references previously 

discussed in the literature review.  Additionally, conclusions and 

recommendations follow this discussion of the findings, and a final summary is 

included at the end. 

 

Description and Discussion of 

Characteristics of Participatory Literacy Education 

Identifying Learners� Pre-existing Knowledge 

In response to the question �Does your program assist learners in 

identifying what they already know?�  14 respondents replied �yes� and one 

replied �no.� Of the 15 organizations, 13 respondents indicated that they use 

initial testing/assessment tools to identify students� pre-existing knowledge.  Two 
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respondents did not provide examples to answer this question.  Types of 

testing/assessment tools used include a combination of methods ranging from 

informal to formal diagnostic tools.   Such tools include student/teacher dialogue, 

indicated by 7 out of 13 organizations, and various other more formal systems of 

assessment derived from literacy textbooks, such as Voyageur and Brigance, as 

well as outcome-based assessments such as the Canadian Adult Reading 

Assessment (CARA) as reported by the other 6 programs. 

The process of identifying what learners already know comprises one of 

the key characteristics of participatory literacy education (Jurmo 1992).  The data 

indicates that all but one organization actively seek to determine learners� pre-

existing knowledge.  Identifying such knowledge provides programs with a base 

on which to build upon and strengthen learners� literacy skills and knowledge.  It 

allows learners to realize, if they do not already, that they possess a certain level 

of ability, which aids in building learner self-confidence in their ability to progress 

in a literacy program. 

 
Encouraging Student Participation in Setting Learning Goals 

All 15 participants indicated that they involve learners in setting their own 

learning goals.  All 15 organizations indicated that they engage in 

student/teacher dialogues in order to encourage students to identify their literacy 

goals at the start up of and throughout the literacy program.  Five of the 15 

organizations reported that they employ regular periodic student/teacher review 

of student goals.  Another six of the 15 programs reported teaching students 

strategies for setting and attaining their literacy goals, which included examples 
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such as creating a learning plan, using a goal inventory, and using a progress 

chart. 

  These responses reflect a common thread that runs throughout the data 

collected for this study - each program strives toward implementing equal power 

distribution among literacy learners and educators.  This finding supports 

Fingeret and Jurmo�s notion that: �. . . all participatory literacy programs have in 

common that learners have substantial amounts of control, responsibility, and 

reward vis-à-vis program decision making and operations.  The students� 

knowledge, skills, and experience are valued and respected and provide the 

foundation upon which further learning is based� (1989).  Overall, the data from 

the research reflects this focus on power-sharing among literacy learners and 

educators.  For example, in addition to allowing students to set their literacy 

goals, all of the organizations reported that they elicit learner contributions to the 

development of curricular activities, and some if not all organizations encourage 

student participation in organizational program planning activities, as discussed 

in detail below. 

 Regarding literacy goals, involving learners in the process of setting their 

literacy goals is one of the key components of a participatory approach (Garrison 

1997).  Engaging literacy learners in goal-setting promotes and supports learner 

motivation, learner self-monitoring, and learner self-management, which are 

among the elements of a participatory practice (Garrison 1997).  In other words, 

setting learning goals encourages students to take ownership of their learning, 

which instils a sense of purpose and accomplishment when goals are achieved. 



 

 45 
 

 

 
Encouraging Student Participating in Self-Management of Learning 

The organizations in this study indicated that they use various ways to 

encourage student participation in self-managing their literacy education.  Of the 

15 programs, two-thirds reported program flexibility in assisting learners to 

identify and set individual literacy goals coupled with promoting student feedback 

on their progress.  Two-fifths described using student self-monitoring checklists 

as well as student self-evaluations and self-assessments as a means to 

encourage students to self-manage their learning progress.  Other examples 

included using student/tutor joint monthly reports, applying the concepts of 

�Choice Theory,� allowing students to set their own learning schedule, helping 

students identify and overcome problem/difficult areas, and ensuring students 

understand program expectations with respect to completing assignments. 

The examples provided by the respondents reflect a variety of ways that 

student self-management is promoted.  Such engagement speaks to ways that 

the organizations in the study encourage learners to participate actively in their 

own learning.  The forms of participatory approaches conveyed by respondents 

to the questionnaire reflect the promotion of learning processes described in 

Garrison�s article (1997).  That is, the responses to this question provide 

evidence of the organizations supporting learner motivation, self-monitoring, and 

self-management as described above.   

 
Encouraging Student Teamwork Within and Beyond the Classroom 
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Responses to the question of how often learners engage in teamwork 

within and beyond a classroom setting reflect the different types of literacy 

programs being offered by the organizations that participated in this study.  For 

example, seven of the 15 programs only offer �one-to-one� tutoring; eight 

programs offer �small group� instruction, and of those eight, three programs offer 

both �one-to-one� tutoring and �small group� instruction.  Those that offer �small 

group� instruction replied that their learners worked as a team:  �Often� (4/15), 

�Sometimes� (2/15), �Seldom� (1/15), and �Occasionally� (1/15).  Whereas, those 

that offer �one-to-one� tutoring responded that their learners work as a team: 

�Occasionally� (1/15), �Seldom� (1/15), �Rarely� (1/15) and �Never� (4/15).  Of the 

one-to-one programs those that replied occasionally, seldom, and rarely using 

teamwork, �occasionally� referred to instances of the student working with close 

friends or family; �seldom� referred a lack of a classroom setting; and �rarely� 

referred to individualized study goals precluding group study as well as student 

need for confidentiality. 

As reported by �small group� literacy programs in this study, teamwork 

activities promote peer support in learning tasks, which include a gamut of 

literacy oriented activities.  Generally, as reported by �small group� literacy 

programs, teamwork activities promote peer support in learning tasks, which 

include a gamut of literacy oriented activities.  Examples range from group 

readings; participating in book clubs; brainstorming writing ideas; brainstorming 

potential ideas to solve problems; helping each other out on the computer; 

participating on committees, working groups, and learning projects; collaborating 
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on group assignments, and operating an in-house snack stand.  One of the �one-

to-one� tutoring programs indicated that teamwork may arise when close friends 

or family members meet with the same tutor at the same time. 

As these results seem to indicate, the dynamics of the �one-to-one� 

programs apparently limit the use of teamwork activities, while �small group� 

programs allow greater flexibility in that regard.  Of the literature reviewed, none 

reflected the disparity between �one-to-one� tutoring programs and �small group� 

literacy programs in terms of how that affects the implementation and support of 

teamwork within participatory literacy programs.  Yet, Paul Jurmo (1992) lists 

teamwork as one of the characteristics of participatory literacy education.  

Nevertheless, although some programs, such as the seven one-to-one programs 

in this study, do not incorporate teamwork into their literacy practice, they do 

however incorporate many of the other characteristics of participatory 

approaches as discussed in these findings. 
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Encouraging Students to Identify and Solve Problems 
 

Most of the respondents including both �one-to-one� and �small group� 

programs reported facilitating learning activities that relate to students� daily lives 

and helping learners to apply their skills in real life situations as a means of 

identifying where problems may exist and subsequently using their knowledge 

and skills to resolve issues.  One organization reported that its program does not 

subscribe to the practice of encouraging students to identify and solve problems, 

while two other programs did not respond to this question.  Other programs 

reported using text books as resources to assist learners through language and 

life-contextualized challenges.   Over half of the respondents indicated that they 

employ open discussion as a means of encouraging learners to identify and 

solve problems.  Responses indicated that open discussions take on different 

forms and deal with various problems.  In some �one-to-one� programs, learners 

are encouraged to share learning and/or life issues with their tutors or staff at the 

literacy organization.   Discussion ensues as a means of assisting the learner to 

resolve problems that may be related to issues such as clarifying a homework 

assignment or making life decisions.  �Small group� programs may employ one-

to-one student/teacher discussions, or raise problems in their group settings.  

One example provided involved opening student discussion during round-table 

group meetings.  Both �one-to-one� and �small group� programs reported 

facilitating learning activities that relate to students� daily lives and helping 

learners to apply their skills in real life situations as a means of identifying where 

problems may exist and subsequently using their knowledge and skills to resolve 
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issues.  For example, one organization reported that students are supported by 

tutors to figure out how to make learning relevant to their daily lives by practicing 

skills they have learned in areas such as banking, cooking, or taking a drivers 

test. 

Encouraging literacy students to identify problems and figure out how to 

solve them is among the list of characteristics Paul Jurmo (1992) describes as 

being part of participatory literacy programs.  Additionally, Dr. David Spener 

(1990), Associate Professor at Trinity University in San Antonio, Texas, clarifies 

two key features of a participatory approach to adult literacy education: dialogue 

and problem-posing within life-contextualized learning curricula.  Spener explains 

that the dialogue component involves even two-way communication between 

student and teacher, and the problem-posing aspect involves the student in a 

process of identifying real-life problems, discussing the causes, and proposing 

actions that lead to resolving such problems.  The data from this study, as 

described above, reveals that this form of participatory literacy education related 

to students identifying and solving problems is being practiced by 12 of the 15 

organizations. 

 
Encouraging Students to Use Critical Thinking 

Most of the respondents attested to teaching and supporting inferential 

thinking skills as a means of encouraging learners to use critical thinking within 

learning environments and real life contexts.  Two organizations did not provide 

an answer to the question.  However, the remaining thirteen attested to teaching 

and supporting inferential thinking skills as a means of encouraging learners to 
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use critical thinking within both learning and real life contexts.  Various methods 

used to encourage critical thinking were described.  Examples of such methods 

included: teaching and supporting the ability to summarize complex information, 

making connections between information and the learners� lives, analyzing 

perspectives, identifying themes, determining the relevance of information; 

teaching and supporting question posing skills; encouraging students to express 

personal opinions, agreement/disagreement; engaging students in discussions 

using simplified news stories and/or language experience stories; encouraging 

students to use self-reflection on past work; as well as using computer software 

tools such as inspiration software and graphic organizers in class work to 

promote critical thinking. 

  Promoting the use of critical thinking is closely related to promoting skills 

associated with identifying problems and determining how to resolve them.  As 

defined by Victor P. Maiorana (1992), �. . . critical thinking is the questioning or 

inquiry we engage in when we seek to understand, evaluate, or resolve.� 

Additionally, principles of critical thinking as described within an adult education 

context promote the acquisition of strategies that can be applied to learners� lives 

beyond the learning environment (Damji et al. 2001).  As evidenced by the data 

reported by most of these organizations, critical thinking is among the skills being 

taught within their participatory literacy programs. 

 
Encouraging Students to Take Risks 

In response to the question �How are learners encouraged to take risks 

and �stretch� themselves to try something new?� all 15 respondents attested to 
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encouraging their learners to take risks and �stretch� themselves to try something 

new.  To that end, a common means employed, as described by the 

organizations, consists of fostering a sense of safety and trust within a supportive 

learning environment.  To persuade students to push their boundaries, the 

programs offer and/or suggest new opportunities or perspectives that assist 

learners in moving beyond their comfort zone.  For example, two organizations 

reported that their programs attempt to reduce the fear of making mistakes by 

encouraging the perception that mistakes are okay and provide opportunities for 

learning.  Additionally, while one organization stated that its program builds a 

foundation for step by step student progress towards trying new things, another 

organization indicated that its program teaches learners to identify the rewards 

that are associated with learning something new, while yet another attested to 

the use of positive reinforcement as a means of encouraging learners to take 

risks and �stretch� themselves to try something new.  The types of new things 

that organizations reported encouraging students to try included: submitting 

pieces of writing for program newsletters and/or annual publications, reading 

their pieces publicly, speaking at program events, switching to a new tutor, going 

to the library or a museum or joining knitting therapy, reading text aloud, doing 

cross-word puzzles, attending workshops or meetings, taking a drivers test, 

joining a small-group class, using a computer, reading bus schedules and taking 

the bus, and doing banking on their own. 

Taking the risk of trying new things is another key element that Paul 

Jurmo (1992) lists among the characteristics of participatory adult literacy 
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programs.  As the data reflects, all the organizations encourage their learners to 

step beyond their comfort zones to one degree or another.  Enabling learners to 

feel comfortable with taking the types of risks described by the organizations 

allows learners to solidify their newly acquired literacy skills and gain the 

confidence to continue progressing in their literacy education because they learn 

to overcome various fears that have tended to hold them back in the past. 

 
Flexibility of Instructors to Take on Various Roles 

In response to the question �What role(s) do trainers (instructors) take on 

in the program?� participants� answers reflected a mix of overlapping roles that 

are performed by literacy educators.  The numbers in brackets indicate the 

number of respondents providing that answer.  The most common role reported 

was that of �tutor� (10).  Next were �facilitator�(8), followed by �teacher� (6), 

�counsellor� (5), �resource person� (4), and �other� (2).  The degree of multi-

tasking by literacy educators varied from organization to organization.  Examples 

of the types of tasks associated with teaching literacy included: assessing and 

matching students with their tutors (3); providing assistance and resources to 

matched pairs of students/tutors; providing academic support to learners (3); 

providing support and advice on a more general level (2); assessing, planning, 

instructing, and evaluating students� learning (4); assisting students with setting 

realistic goals and post-program planning (2); and assessing students for 

possible learning disabilities (1).  It should be noted that, although not every 

respondent provided examples of one function or another, this doe not 
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necessarily indicate that they do not perform these functions or others that were 

not named in the questionnaire. 

Within the context of participatory approaches in adult literacy programs, 

these responses regarding the roles of instructors reflect not only a need for 

flexibility on the instructors� part to be able to take on any number of these roles, 

but also the various needs of the literacy students as well.  That is, an instructor 

may be required to take on different roles at different times depending on the 

needs of the literacy students who may require the services that come from each 

role listed above.  The willingness of educators to take on various roles speaks to 

the programs� focus on encouraging learners to participate actively in their own 

learning by supporting them as much as possible in that regard.  As explained in 

Jurmo (1992), instructors serving as guides and/or facilitators reflect a key 

element of participatory literacy practices. 

 
Encouraging Students to Apply Literacy Skills in Real Life 

Two organizations did not respond to this question of how students are 

encouraged to apply classroom themes and activities beyond the classroom.  A 

third of respondents (5 out of 15) indicated that they engage students in 

dialogues as a means of encouraging the use of literacy skills in real life.  

Through dialogue, learners receive and provide ideas about applying their 

literacy skills in real life contexts.  Those that did not directly mention engaging 

students in dialogues nevertheless provided ample description of ways that 

students are encouraged to apply newly acquired literacy abilities to their lives.  

For example, some programs reported that learners set literacy goals based on 
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real life needs such as telling time, writing notes, use of numeracy, organizing 

appointments on a calendar, reading to their children, writing cover letters, 

reading cook books, and learning to drive.  Other programs reported that 

students go on field trips, join book clubs, or run a snack store as examples of 

avenues for learners to apply literacy skills in real life.  Another program indicated 

it uses authentic life-contextualized learning materials as a means of supporting 

students to use their literacy skills in their lives. 

Applying literacy skills in real life is directly supported by developing skills 

in problem-solving, critical thinking, and risk-taking which, as discussed above, is 

being taught by most of the organizations in this study.  The majority of the 

responses indicated that learners are encouraged through learner-teacher/tutor 

dialogues to apply literacy skills beyond the learning environment.  The findings 

noted above support Spener�s assertion that two key features of a participatory 

approach to adult literacy education include dialogue and problem-posing within 

life-contextualized learning curricula (Spener 1990).   

 
Gathering Data from Learners  

 All 15 organizations reported that they gather data relating to their 

students� progress within the literacy program.  Specifically, the organizations 

indicated that the information collected pertains to improved reading/writing skills, 

improved math skills, increased community involvement, student satisfaction, 

improved self-esteem, improved employment, and student attendance. The types 

of systems used to gather data included a combination of obtaining student and 
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tutor feedback, tracking attendance, testing/evaluating procedures, and 

maintaining student portfolios.   

 Collecting data from students about progress within the program indicates 

that these organizations seek to support their students� literacy progress by 

giving learners the opportunity to measure their literacy advancements, which 

thereby encourages students to participate actively in their own learning.  In 

effect, data collection of this sort has the potential to promote learner self-

motivation, self-monitoring, and self-management within the scope of 

participatory practices (Garrison 1997). 

 
Encouraging Student Contributions to Curricular Activities 

All 15 organizations indicated that they elicit their learners� contributions to 

the development of curricular activities through student/teacher dialogues at 

various times throughout the learning process.  Invariably, each program ensures 

that the learners� literacy needs are at the forefront of the curriculum.  For 

example, this research data indicates that tutors/instructors work closely with 

students to identify interests, knowledge, skills, expertise, culture, and goals.  

Lessons and learning material are then planned accordingly.  For instance, 

students� interests are used to develop curriculum activities such as field trips, 

special interest workshops, cultural events, and language experience exercises.   

Additionally, in �small-group� settings, opportunities are provided for students to 

share skills/knowledge/expertise with their classmates.  Another program 

reported involving learners in learner writing events, learner readings at their 

AGMs as well as asking students to pilot new books or research endeavours with 
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the intent of revising materials according to student suggestions.  Overall, the 

data indicates that all 15 programs seek to develop curricula that are relevant to 

their students� lives and literacy goals. 

The data reflects a moderate Freirean approach that calls on educators to 

elicit learners� literacy needs from the learners themselves as a means of 

promoting literacy acquisition and supporting social organizing skills (Holtzman 

1988).  However, the social organizing skills component, as indicated by the data 

above, included very moderate types of organizing such as related to parties and 

barbeques, yet nevertheless provide opportunities to build literacy skills.  In 

conjunction with this temperate Freirean approach, the data reflects an 

educational process that engages students� participation in decision-making 

processes regarding curriculum content and how it is taught, which is a core 

element of learner-centred instruction and an important aspect of participatory 

literacy education (Huerta-Macias 1993, Norton 2000, Spener 1990). 

 
Language Instruction: Whole Language and/or Phonics Approach 

Of the 15 organizations, 6 reported �yes� they use a whole language 

approach to literacy instruction - an approach which emphasizes contextualized 

language instruction and presupposes that language develops and becomes 

strengthened by use within social contexts that are pertinent to the learner�s life 

(Huerta-Macias 1993).  Three of the 15 reported �no� they do not use such an 

approach; and, 6 out of 15 programs responded both �yes� and �no� to the 

question.  Those that indicated using both approaches each explained that they 

use a �mixed bag� approach, which includes both phonics and whole language 
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approaches.  Three organizations replied �no� to using a whole language 

approach and indicated that instead they use a phonics based approach to 

language instruction.  Some common forms of authentic context-based (whole 

language) approaches included:  12 programs reported using contextual learning 

aids such as work reports, forms, charts, and letters from students� lives; 5 

programs listed language experience stories as another example; 4 

organizations indicated that they include material from employment/career 

related contexts such as cover letter and resume writing; 3 programs stated they 

use magazines and newspapers; and other examples included the use of high 

interest, low level vocabulary short stories/novels; writing emails/letters; reading 

personal health information, and using children�s books to help parents read to 

their children. 

According to the literature, participatory literacy education involves a great 

deal of life-contextualized learning formats that incorporate material and subject 

matter from students� lives (Huerta-Macias 1993, Imel 1994, Spener 1990, 

Ziegahan 1992)), and the data collected for this study reflects this pattern.  

Whole language instruction is an aspect of life-contextualized participatory 

literacy curricula; however, as the data reflects, phonics-based language 

instruction continues to play a significant role in teaching students to master 

reading in an organized manner.  Those that reported combining phonics with a 

whole language approach explained that the methods they use are determined 

by the needs of the learner.  For example, low level literacy learners receive both 
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forms of instruction; whereas, higher level literacy students are likely to receive a 

whole language approach. 

 
Encouraging Student Participation in Organizational Activities 

Of the 15 organizations, 13 replied �yes� they involve learners in 

organizational activities, and 2 replied �no� to this question.  Those that replied 

�yes� reported a variety of combinations of student involvement in organizational 

activities.  Twelve programs reported that they involve students in program 

planning; 9 stated that they provide the opportunity for student(s) to sit on their 

literacy board; 8 indicated that students sit on committees; 11 reported that 

student(s) attend their AGMs; and, 11 reported involving students in organizing 

special projects.  Other forms of organizational activities that were described 

included involving learners in promotional or celebratory activities; encouraging 

students to attend all Council functions; involving students in pilot testing literacy 

projects such as new publicity materials or literacy resources; involving students 

in fund-raising events and newsletter submissions; as well as encouraging 

students to attend student meetings. 

Providing opportunities for students and encouraging them to participate in 

organizational activities, such as those listed above, allows a student to 

experience alternate learning contexts, which in effect reflects elements of 

participatory literacy education in that at least some students may have a say in 

program development.  That is, it acts as a means of engaging student 

participation in decision-making processes (Campbell 2001, Demetrion 1995, 
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Holzman 1988, Huerta-Macias 1993), and it teaches them valuable skills that 

may benefit the learner in other circumstances. 

 
Encouraging Student Participation in Special Projects 

Of the 15 organizations, 11 responded that learners are involved in special 

projects.  One organization explained that special projects are not available 

because it runs a �one-to-one� tutoring program while another offered a similar 

explanation regarding the lack of special project involvement.  Regarding those 

that attested to involving learners in special projects, with the exception of field 

trips being listed as examples by 2 organizations, all 15 organizations reported 

different examples of special projects.  To list a few of the many examples listed, 

they included: engaging in inter-class games; writing newsletter reports and 

articles; participating as guest speakers at bi-annual open house events; 

participating in creative writing workshops; participating in spelling bees; 

promoting literacy at kiosks at fairs; equally contributing to organizational 

strategic planning processes; engaging learners in research to evaluate the 

organization; and participating in scrabble tournaments.  Many more examples 

were provided.  Encouraging students to participate in special projects supports 

the element of social organizing, albeit to a very moderate degree, associated 

with participatory literacy education (Garrison 1997, Holtzman 1988, Spener 

1990).   
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Conclusions and Recommendations for Future Research 
 

 The preceding discussion presented the findings as derived from a 

detailed data analysis of the responses collected from the questionnaire.  The 

proceeding sections draw conclusions from the data analysis as well as discuss 

and analyze results in light of the literature.  These conclusions are linked to the 

four primary research questions described earlier.  Additionally, respondent 

recommendations on expanding and/or improving participatory approaches are 

also provided.  Following respondent recommendations I provide 

recommendations for future research, and conclude with a summary of the 

research project including concise responses to the four primary research 

questions. 

 
Characteristics of Participatory Literacy Education 

Determining characteristics of participatory literacy education from the 

literature reviewed provided a framework for exploring the presence of 

participatory literacy approaches within the literacy organizations included in this 

study.  As such, the study garnered data relating to the aforementioned 

participatory characteristics as a means of depicting as clear a picture as 

possible of the current nature of such approaches as well as developing an 

understanding of some of the factors that affect the capacity of organizations to 

provide participatory literacy education.  Delimiting these key elements assisted 

participants in providing various up-to-date examples of the ways that different 

organizations incorporate participatory approaches in their literacy instruction.   
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Respondent Recommendations 

In response to the question �How can participatory approaches be 

expanded and/or improved?� of the 15 organizations, eight provided a variety of 

responses including more than one example each, while five did not reply to this 

question.  One organization offered the perception that there exists  �. . . a real 

need to better develop a �working� understanding of �participatory� approaches to 

learning, instructing, and living.  In our world, there are not that many examples 

of where participatory is truly engaged.�  Two other organizations indicated a 

need for funding to support and/or pay staff as well as to provide field trips for 

students.  A �one-to-one� tutoring program responded that its learners do not 

interact and prefer to remain anonymous.  Two other �one-to-one� programs 

expressed a need for increased opportunities for students to meet and share 

ideas and experiences through a network of learners.  Another program 

suggested enabling the Learner Board Representative to communicate to fellow 

students about board policies and discussions regarding their learning, while 

another two programs mentioned working on getting students involved in various 

committees.  One program suggested involving more students by offering 

dynamic subjects of interest.  Two others put forth similar recommendations in 

suggesting that more work is needed to create more effective participatory 

approaches, for example, by setting up a regular student group and enabling 

them to discuss types of participatory approaches to include in program curricula. 

The recommendations of those that offered their ideas reflect a desire to 

broaden the scope and application of participatory practices.  The responses 
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describe the types of constraints affecting broader implementation of 

participatory approaches as well as possible resolutions.  As reported, examples 

include a need to: improve understanding of what participatory practices entail, 

acquire better funding to support participatory activities, create increased 

opportunities for �one-to-one� student learners to interact within a network of 

learners, promote greater student involvement in organizational activities, and 

develop more effective participatory approaches that involve greater student 

input.  These responses reflect the types of difficulties encountered when 

implementing a participatory literacy approach, which as Demetrion asserts, is 

�inherently desirable� but restricted by �a problematic nature of implementing a 

model when neither the learners, the culture of the program itself, nor the 

sociocultural forces that influence it are strongly grounded in a participatory 

democratic ethic� (Demetrion 1995).  Nevertheless, despite these limitations, the 

participating programs in this study revealed that they actively strive to 

incorporate participatory approaches, whenever possible, within their literacy 

programs.  

 
Recommendations for Future Research 

The findings of the research revealed a fundamental dichotomy in adult 

literacy programs split between �one-to-one� tutoring programs and �small group� 

instruction.  Evidence from the data indicated that �one-to-one� tutoring programs 

experienced limitations with regard to incorporating participatory activities that 

involve peer interaction and/or group activities.  Since some learners prefer to 

remain anonymous and others are too busy with work to participate in group 
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activities, while others may desire to interact with peers but no opportunities exist 

for them to do so, it would be interesting to explore the possibilities of providing 

an alternative option for peer interaction through the use of the internet.  For 

example, it may prove worthwhile to investigate if and how literacy programs 

incorporate the use of the internet into literacy instruction.  One possible 

application of the internet in literacy could involve providing literacy chat rooms 

for students in which they could remain anonymous or not, depending on their 

preference, yet be able to communicate with their peers across Canada or even 

around the world. 

This notion of internet communications presupposes that students would 

first need to learn the basic necessary skills through a literacy program.  

However, once students possess these basic literacy skills, providing 

opportunities for literacy learners in both types of programs to communicate with 

peers may possibly contribute to their learning.  The scope of such research 

could be described as an investigation into the potential for interactive web-

based literacy education to supplement adult literacy students� learning, or 

something of the like.  In any case, research into web-based avenues for 

interactive literacy learning would be a worthwhile endeavour because it would 

explore the potential for additional avenues of supporting adults in their quest to 

achieve greater literacy proficiency. 

Another related avenue for further research could involve an enquiry 

aimed toward the literacy students themselves and asking them about how they 

experience the participatory programs in which they learn.  The scope of such 
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research could be on a small scale conducted with respect to focused case 

studies of individual literacy programs, which could be performed by respective 

program staff members if possible.  Or the scope could conceivably be expanded 

across the country by asking literacy organizations, such as the ones that 

participated in this study, to collect anonymous information from their students 

with respect to their experience within literacy programs.  Such a broader scope 

of research could perhaps be conducted by a graduate student.  These are but a 

few suggestions to ponder regarding further research in the realm of participatory 

literacy education. 

Summary 
 

The purpose of this study was to explore the current nature of participatory 

approaches pertaining to the means used by organizations as well as their 

capacity to incorporate such approaches into community-based adult literacy 

programs in Canada.  The preceding sections summarized the findings in relation 

to the four primary research questions that were the focus of this study; namely: 

1. How are adult literacy learners encouraged to participate actively in 

their own learning? 

According to the findings, all 15 literacy programs in this study 

attested to combining various participatory methods of encouraging 

learners to participate actively in their own learning.  These techniques, 

described at length above involved elements of participatory practices 

such as incorporating students� pre-existing knowledge into lesson plans, 

aiding students in setting their own learning goals and self-managing their 
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learning progress, and assisting students in identifying and solving 

problems, learning to use critical thinking, incorporating teamwork 

activities when possible, and encouraging student to apply literacy skills in 

real life. 

2. What activities are planned for adult literacy learners to participate 

within the classroom and beyond? 

Responses relating to this question revealed a distinction between 

�one-to-one� tutoring programs (7 out of 15) and �small group� instruction 

(8 out of 15).  The findings indicated that the nature of �one-to-one� 

tutoring limited the use of teamwork participation both within the 

classroom and beyond, whereas �small group� programs reported using 

teamwork in a variety of ways both within the classroom and beyond on a 

regular basis.  Some examples of teamwork activities included group 

readings, brainstorming writing ideas, and helping each other out on the 

computer. 

Regarding activities that support learner participation beyond the 

classroom, the data indicated that the majority of programs used student-

teacher/tutor dialogues to encourage learners to apply their newly 

acquired literacy skills in real life settings.  Examples of these types of 

activities ranged from learning to drive, writing cover letters, joining book 

clubs, and reading to their children.  

3. What data do literacy organizations gather regarding participatory 

practices? 
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All 15 organizations attested to collecting data relating to 

participatory practices, such as eliciting student feedback as one example, 

in their programs.  The organizations indicated that they all collect data in 

one form or another regarding their students� literacy progress.  The 

participants reported collecting data pertaining to improved reading/writing 

skills, improved math skills, increased community involvement, student 

satisfaction in the program, improved self-esteem, improved employment, 

and student attendance. 

4. What does the research data reflect about the capacity of literacy 

programs to incorporate participatory approaches in literacy 

education? 

Overall, the responses reflect a dichotomy between �one-to-one� 

tutor programs (7 out of 15) and �small group� programs (8 out of 15), 

which impact the capacity to incorporate participatory approaches.  

According to the data, �one-to-one� tutor programs experience a greater 

challenge with regard to incorporating participatory activities that involve 

peer interaction or group activities; whereas, the data indicates that �small 

group� programs have greater flexibility in that regard.  That said, although 

the �one-to-one� tutor programs may not incorporate peer or group 

activities, the data indicates that, overall, these programs provide 

participatory literacy education that include nearly all of the other 

characteristics such as identifying pre-existing knowledge, encouraging 

students to set learning goals, encouraging students to self-manage their 
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learning, helping students to identify and solve problems, encouraging 

learners to use critical thinking, and helping students to move beyond their 

comfort zones.  Therefore, it can be deduced from the data that both types 

of programs, �one-to-one� and �small group�, demonstrate a strong 

capacity to incorporate participatory approaches within their literacy 

instruction techniques. 

 
This study reveals that all of the participating organizations incorporate 

most of the elements of a participatory approach in adult literacy education.  

Despite some constraints, and although involving more moderate as opposed to 

radical approaches, participatory practices are being incorporated by all the 

organizations that participated in this study.  Furthermore, this research 

demonstrates the broad scope of practice that is encompassed by participatory 

literacy education.  That is, the scope spans across Canada and involves at least 

15 literacy organizations that have attested to using nearly every aspect of a 

participatory approach described in this study.  These results indicate a 

commitment among literacy organizations to place their learners at the centre of 

literacy instruction, which is the crux of participatory literacy education (Campbell 

2001, Fingeret and Jurmo 1989, Norton 2000). 

In closing, having gathered and compiled the data contributed by these 

organizations, it is hoped that this study will provide a means for literacy 

educators to glean practical information that may benefit their respective literacy 

programs and the learners they serve.  To that end, I intend to share this study 

with all of the participants of this study as well as those that were contacted but 
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were unable to participate.  The study will also be placed in Athabasca 

University�s digital library, which is accessible to the public.  Additionally, I plan to 

post this study on the National Adult Literacy Database as a means of sharing 

these findings with as many literacy educators as possible. 
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Appendix A: REB Approval 

MEMORANDUM 
 

DATE: 21 November 2008 

TO:  Kathleen Burkart 

COPY: Pat Rasmussen (Supervisor)  
Janice Green, Secretary, Athabasca University Research Ethics Board 
Dr Sharon Moore, Chair, Athabasca University Research Ethics Board 

FROM: Dr Raphael Foshay, Chair, CIS Research Ethics Review Committee 

SUBJECT: Ethics Proposal #CIS-08-15:    �Exploring Participatory Approaches within 
Community-based Adult Literacy Programs�  

 

The Centre for Integrated Studies (CIS) Research Ethics Review Committee, acting under 
authority of the Athabasca University Research Ethics Board to provide an expedited process of 
review for minimal risk student researcher projects, has reviewed the above-noted proposal and 
supporting documentation. 

I am pleased to advise that this project has been awarded interim APPROVAL TO PROCEED.  
You may begin your research immediately. 

Your application will be received by the Athabasca University Research Board at their next 
monthly meeting, and final ethical approval will be issued from that office. 

As implementation of the proposal progresses, if you need to make any significant changes or 
modifications prior to receipt of a final approval memo from the AU Research Ethics Board, 
please forward this information immediately to the CIS Research Ethics Review Committee via 
Dr Raphael Foshay rfoshay@athabascau.ca for further review. 

Please be advised that the Athabasca University Research Ethics Board retains the right to 
request further information, or to revoke this interim approval, at any time prior to issuance of 
the final approval.  

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact Dr Foshay at rfoshay@athabascau.ca  
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Appendix B: Consent Form 

Principal Researcher:  Kathleen Burkart 
Telephone:    ********** 
Researcher email address:  ********** 
Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Pat Rasmussen (phone: ***********)  

Email: ************ 
 
INTRODUCTION: 
 
You have been invited to take part in a research study.  As a formal practice of 
communicating your commitment to voluntarily participate in this study, I ask that 
you complete an informed consent form.  This consent form will provide you with 
information about the study and will outline the risks and benefits of such a study 
to you personally.  I will make myself available to respond to your questions.  If 
you agree to take part, you must sign this consent form and return a signed 
digital copy to me by email.  This process is known as �informed consent�. 
 
PURPOSE: 
 
As a graduate student of Athabasca University engaging in research, I am 
obligated to abide by the guiding ethical principles of the Athabasca University 
Policy for Research Involving Humans and the Tri-Council Policy Statement on 
Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans.  Copies of these statements are 
available to participants upon request. 
 
Given the involvement of human subjects, the proposal for this research was 
subjected to the mandatory review and approval of the Athabasca University 
Research Ethics Board.  In addition, this research conforms to the Alberta 
Freedom of Information & Protection of Privacy Act.   
 
My role in undertaking this study will be that of principal researcher. 
 
In the Data Analysis and Conclusions phase of this research, I will be in 
communication with each director who has chosen to respond to the 
questionnaire.  I will limit discussion of the results of data analysis for each 
organization to only the director of each organization.  The data will not include 
any identifying source information other than participants (anonymous) have 
been selected from community-based organizations (anonymous) from across 
Canada.  In this way, I will maintain anonymity of the individual respondents and 
their affiliated organizations. 
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Appendix C: Email Invitation to Literacy Organizations 

Kathleen Burkart 
******* ****** 
************  ***** 
 
 
DATE: 
 
POTENTIAL PARTICIPANT 
CONTACT INFO 
 
Dear ______________________: 
 
Hi.  I am a graduate student at Athabasca University.  I am writing to invite you to 
participate in my research study entitled �Participatory Approaches within Community-
Based Adult Literacy Programs in Canada.�  The completed study will constitute the 
final project for my Master of Arts Integrated Studies (MAIS) graduate degree at 
Athabasca University. 
 
By choosing to participate, your input will contribute to the knowledge base regarding 
how community-based adult literacy programs in Canada promote and achieve 
successful outcomes for adult literacy learners� seeking to become proficiently literate.  
Specifically, your participation will involve responding to a questionnaire (see attached).  
 
Upon completion of the study, you may request a copy of the final report for your 
retention.  I will also post a copy on the website of the National Adult Literacy Data Base 
(NALD) as a means of reaching the widest possible distribution within the adult literacy 
community. 
 
Attached are copies of the �Project Information Sheet,�  �Informed Consent Form,� and  
�Questionnaire.�  I ask that you read these over and, if you wish to participate, please 
sign the �Informed Consent Form� and return a digital copy along with the completed 
�Questionnaire� to my email address at ************.  
 
If you have any questions or concerns, please contact me by email at ************ or by 
telephone at ************. 
 
Many thanks for your time. 
 
 
Kathleen Burkart 
Attachment 
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Appendix D: Project Information Sheet 
 
Adult literacy education falls well within the broader field of Adult Education, 
which has been the focus of my graduate studies in the Master of Arts Integrated 
Studies (MAIS) degree program at Athabasca University.  While working as an 
instructor of English as a second language (ESL) and providing language 
instruction to low level ESL students, I found myself pondering the state of 
literacy as it pertains to all Canadians.  As a graduate student, my inquisitiveness 
led to research that revealed a number of literacy perspectives within the scope 
of Adult Education, including community development, labour education, and 
workplace literacy.  Community-based adult literacy education sparked my 
interest the most because of its enormous potential to reach all citizens including 
those who find themselves under-employed and/or unemployed owing to a lack 
of literacy proficiency.   
 
According to Statistics Canada 
(http://www.literacy.ca/themes/mcl/PDF/litforlife/canada.pdf), nearly half of the 
Canadian population experiences low literacy proficiency.  This alarming fact 
motivated me to find out how adult literacy programs succeed in raising adult 
learners� literacy levels, which led to my recently completed grounded research 
report on best practices in community-based adult literacy programs.  My 
grounded research revealed that a key component of learner success in literacy 
involved incorporating participatory approaches within the structure of literacy 
programs.  These findings prompted me to undertake a study of participatory 
approaches in community-based adult literacy programs in Canada. 
 
The mode of inquiry that I am using in this study is qualitative in nature, and the 
data will be analyzed thematically.  The primary objectives of my research are to 
discover: 
 
1) how adult literacy learners are encouraged to participate actively in their own 

learning, 
2) what activities are planned for adult literacy learners to participate within the 

classroom and beyond, 
3) what data literacy organizations gather regarding participatory practices, and 
4) what this data reflects about the capacity of literacy programs to incorporate 

participatory approaches in literacy education? 
 
Thus, this research project will explore the nature of participatory approaches as 
well as the means and effectiveness of incorporating such approaches in 
community-based adult literacy programs in Canada.  To that end, I am 
contacting directors of 26 literacy programs from across Canada, two from each 
province and territory.  Each director is invited to complete the attached 
questionnaire, which I will collect and subsequently analyze.  I will prepare a 
report of the findings and, upon request, send each director a final copy.  The 
completed report will constitute the final project for my Master of Arts Integrated 
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Studies (MAIS) degree.  I intend to post the final report on the website of the 
National Adult Literacy Data Base (NALD). 
 
By completing the questionnaire you will contribute to our knowledge of how 
community-based adult literacy programs in Canada support adult literacy 
learners in their efforts to become proficiently literate. 
 
Together, we can create this knowledge that will further inform our practice 
as adult educators! 
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Appendix E: Questionnaire 

My goal is to gather information about the participatory approaches that 
organizations such as yours use for literacy instruction.  Please respond to the 
following questions in light of how literacy is taught in your program both within 
the classroom and beyond.  If you require more space for written comments, 
please identify the number of the question on a separate sheet and include it with 
this questionnaire.  If you have any questions as you proceed, please do not 
hesitate to contact me by email at ********, or by telephone at***********.  Thank 
you in advance for taking the time to answer this questionnaire. 
 
• INSTRUCTIONAL PARTICIPATORY PRACTICES 
 
1. Does your program assist learners in identifying what they already know?  

Yes / No 
 
2. If yes, what activities are used to help learners identify what they already 

know?  Please provide examples. 
 
3. Are learners involved in setting their own learning goals?  Yes / No 
 
4.  If yes, how are learners involved in setting their own learning goals?  Please 

provide examples. 
 
5. How are learners encouraged to take control of their own learning within the 

program?  For example, learners may be encouraged to set their own 
learning goals.  Please provide examples from classroom settings and 
beyond the classroom. 

 
6. How often do learners work as a team in the classroom setting and beyond 

the classroom?  Please highlight one. 
 

always   usually   often   sometimes    seldom    rarely    occasionally    never 
 

Please describe examples of how learners work as a team. 
 
7. How are learners encouraged to identify problems and figure out how to solve 

them?  Please provide specific examples. 
 

8. How are learners encouraged to use critical thinking?  Please provide specific 
examples. 

 
9. How are learners encouraged to take risks and �stretch� themselves to try 

something new?  Please provide specific examples. 
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10. What role(s) do trainers take on in the program?  Using the terms provided 
and/or adding your own terms, please provide examples of what the role(s) 
may entail.   

 
  Facilitator Resource Person Teacher Counselor Tutor  Other 
 
11.  How are students encouraged to apply classroom themes and activities 

beyond the classroom?  Please provide examples.  
 

12. Does your organization gather data from students about effects (progress) 
within the program?   Yes / No    

 
Examples of some effects may include: 
 
• Improved employment  
• Improved self-esteem 
• Increased community involvement 
• Improved reading / writing skills 
• Improved math skills 
• Other effects (please describe) 
 

Please describe the type of data you track and how you monitor progress. 
 
13. If no, how are learning goals established? 
 
14. How do learners contribute to the development of curricular activities that 

draw on the learners� interests, knowledge, skills, expertise, and culture?  
Please provide examples. 

 
15. Do you use a whole language approach (context-based) in literacy 
instruction?  Yes / No 
 
16. If yes, please describe the authentic language activities used in your 
program. 
 
17.  If no, please describe the language instruction approach used in your 
program. 
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• ORGANIZATIONAL PARTICIPATORY PRACTICES 
 
1. Does your program involve literacy learners in organizational activities? Yes/ 

No 
 

If yes, to what degree are learners involved in the following organizational 
activities? 
 
Please highlight the number that best reflects the extent of involvement: �5� 
indicates learners are involved a great deal, and �1� indicates learners are 
not involved. 

 
Program Planning   1 2 3 4 5 
 
Sitting on Literacy Boards  1 2 3 4 5 
 
Sitting on Committees  1 2 3 4 5 
 
Attending AGMS   1 2 3 4 5 
 
Organizing Special Projects 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Others (please specify) 
 

2. What special projects (i.e. scrabble tournaments) are learners involved in?  
Please describe. 

 
• SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION 
 
1. What other participatory participatory practices are used in your program?  

Please describe. 
 
2. For your organization, how can participatory approaches be expanded 

and/or improved? 
 
 
Please return the questionnaire, along with the signed consent 
form, by email to my email address: ******************* 
 
Thank you very much for completing this questionnaire.  Your participation 
in this research study is greatly appreciated! 
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