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On the Road Again…
Delegates were introduced to destination integration via an evening social event with
an international flavour. Participants spent several hours networking with colleagues
and counterparts, learning about the various essential skills initiatives occurring at
colleges and training institutes across western and northern Canada.
The evening was sponsored by Bow Valley College, and Sharon Carry, President and CEO of the
College, was on hand to welcome delegates. Sharon spoke of Bow Valley’s long-standing
relationship with WWestnet, and the importance of integrating essential skills into training
curricula.
Brigid Hayes of the National Literacy Secretariat (HRDC) brought greetings from Ottawa and
explained the Secretariat’s role in promoting workplace essential skills in Canada.
Ron Torgerson then welcomed participants on behalf of WWestnet and expressed his gratitude to
the NLS (HRDC) for funding the workshop and to Bow Valley College for sponsoring On the Road
Again.

Bow Valley College – a Backgrounder
Bow Valley College is a fast, focused and flexible educational institution serving more than 10,000
learners annually at its 3 campuses in Calgary and 13 centres throughout southern Alberta. Bow
Valley offers credit and non-credit programs accommodating learners on a full-time and part-time
basis. (Employment rates for Career Program graduates exceeded 98% on average last year.) In
keeping with Bow Valley’s commitment to the social, cultural and economic vitality of the greater
community, Bow Valley College collaborates with a wide range of community service agencies,
governments, business and industry partners, and other learning organizations. Key programs
include high-impact job training in health, business and industry, English as a Second Language
and academic upgrading. Bow Valley College’s vision for the future is to be the choice for
workforce preparation and workforce development by providing relevant and timely education to
learners so that they will have the skills to succeed and become employed.
Bow Valley College enables businesses to offer employees professional development opportunities
at any time, from any place and at their own pace. The College’s e-Learning Library contains 52
self-directed courses accessible from any computer with an Internet connection. These online
courses are easy to navigate and offer a world of knowledge on subjects such as Web site design,
frontline customer service skills and leadership. Bow Valley College has also been working with
international communities on development projects for close to 20 years and partners with
educational institutes, governments and agencies from around the world to offer expertise in
literacy, English as a Second Language and employability skills.
Bow Valley has a proven track record in the area of Essential Skills. The College was one of the
first institutions in Canada to embrace the Workplace Essential Skills concept.
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Charting the Course
Jonas Sammons, on behalf of the Western Canada Workplace Essential Skills Training Network
(WWestnet), welcomed delegates to destination integration: Workplace Essential Skills Across the
Technical Curriculum. He explained that the workshop was aimed at college and institutional
trainers, and would address the concept of workplace essential skills (what these skills include
and how these skills can be incorporated into college and employment preparation programs).
Specifically, the workshop would address:
• what workplace essential skills are and why it is important they be included in
employment preparation, and college and training institution vocational programs
• how to navigate workplace documents and teach this skill to trainees
• how to integrate essential skills into employment preparation and technical curricula
• what Workplace Essential Skills programs and resources are available for instructors
• what the issues, challenges and needs around Workplace Essential Skills training
are — a “front line” perspective
Jonas then reminded delegates of the workshop objectives:
• to provide participants with an understanding of essential skills as they impact
workers’ jobs, learning for the job, and community lives
• to provide participants with information/data from critical sources such as the
report “Literacy Skills for the Knowledge Society” so that participants can
promote the inclusion of workplace essential skills in career and vocational
training programs
• to stimulate thought and discussion about the relationship between vocational
training goals and essential skills as a training element
• to explore the various ways workplace essential skills can be integrated into
employment preparation and college/institution training initiatives
• to showcase examples of proven WES resources that participants might want to
use in their training initiatives
Jonas acknowledged the National Literacy Secretariat (Human Resources Development Canada)
for its ongoing support and thanked the NLS (HRDC) for its sponsorship of the event. He then
provided a brief introduction to WWestnet by reviewing their history, accomplishments and
general goals, and introduced WWestnet committee members:
Lloyd Campbell, Syncrude Canada Ltd.
Rob Despins, Dunlop Standard Ltd.
Naomi Frankel, Canadian Union of Public Employees
Stacey Huget, Literacy BC
Greg Maruca, AB Union of Provincial Employees
Irma Mohammed, BC Federation of Labour
Jonas Sammons, University of Manitoba
Nancy Steel, Bow Valley College
Ron Torgerson, SK Federation of Labour
Sue Turner, Boeing Canada Technology
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PACK YOUR BAGS: The Issues And Their Implications
Presenter: Rob Despins (Dunlop Standard Corporate University)

Overview:
Rob Despins (substituting for Stacey Huget) provided delegates with background information
about essential skills and why there is urgency for colleges and career preparation instructors to
address training in this area. He stressed that the essential skills issue is much more complex
than just being able to read and write at one universally basic level – literacy is the ability to read,
write, work with numbers, problem solve, communicate and/or think critically at whatever level is
basic to the task at hand. Thus, basic skills in the context of college training programs aimed at
workplace demands are a bit of a moving target. “Literacy”, “basic”, or “essential” skills are the
foundation for all training and skills development – and for lifelong learning in and beyond
institutional and workplace settings.
Rob then provided an overview of the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) – its participants,
objectives, methodologies, definitions, standards, and results. Using data from the IALS and other
significant studies, he demonstrated why essential skills should be an important issue in today’s
training centres, especially considering Canada’s aging workforce, major skill shortages, and
constantly changing work environments. Rob emphasized that in the world today, it is impossible
to predict accurately the occupations that will exist five years from now. Therefore, colleges
cannot train for the gaps of the future because they cannot know what these will be. Instead,
colleges and institutes must produce individuals with good learning skills so they will be easy to
train as labour markets change. In other words, essential skills are needed to facilitate training
and re-training - to ensure workers have the basic skills necessary to acquire new technical skills.
Rob
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

focused some of his presentation on 10 myths Canadians should not believe about literacy:
If there’s a problem with basic skills in Canada, it’s because of high levels of immigration.
You either read or you don’t read. You’re either literate or you’re not.
Essential skills are a firm foundation. Once you’ve got them, you never lose them.
Essential skills are a reflection of one’s education.
If you can hide it, a lack of basic skills will not impact on your life.
It doesn’t matter what you read – as long as you read.
Literacy is developed at home.
Since we’re collectively better educated than our parents, literacy must be less of a problem
than it once was.
It is a better investment to train the best and forget the rest.
I don’t have a problem. I only hire grade twelve graduates.

Rob asked delegates to consider why essential skills should be an important issue for Canadian
colleges and training institutes and why essential skills development is often overlooked.
(Stacey’s full presentation is attached.)
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Some Definitions: What Are Essential Skills?
Skills for Life, Learning and Work:
•
•
•
•
•

Reading Text
Writing
Oral Communication
Thinking Skills
Continuous Learning

•
•
•
•

Document Use
Numeracy (Math)
Computer Skills
Working with Others

Essential Skills (also called basic skills, literacy skills, etc.) are much more complex and contextual
than just being able to read and write at some one, universally basic level – literacy is the ability
to read, write, work with numbers, problem-solve, communicate, and/or think critically at
whatever level is basic to the task at hand. Thus, when one thinks of “basic skills” in the context
of the college or the workplace, one can imagine a wide range of skills and skill levels. But,
whatever they are in a given situation, “literacy” or “basic” or “essential” skills are the foundation
for all training and skills development activities – and for lifelong learning in and beyond the
workplace.

International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS)
The International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) was initiated by the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) to help its 29 member nations better understand how they
might foster a fundamental shift to a learning economy and society – a shift considered necessary
for competing successfully in a global marketplace. In undertaking IALS, the OECD partnered with
Eurostat and the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Its
Canadian partners included Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC) and Statistics
Canada.
Seven industrialized countries participated in the first IALS study in 1995:
•
•
•
•

Canada (English, French)
The Netherlands
Sweden
United States

•
•
•

Germany
Poland
Switzerland (French, German, Italian)

A second wave of international research was conducted and released in 1997 in a document
called Literacy Skills for the Knowledge Society. It added to the body of IALS research results
from an additional five countries:
•
•
•

Australia
Ireland
United Kingdom

•
•

Belgium (Flanders)
New Zealand

By December of 1998, IALS data had been collected for some 20 countries. In addition to the 12
already surveyed, 8 more countries were added:
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Chile
Denmark
Hungary
Portugal

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
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Czech Republic
Finland
Norway
Slovenia

The specific objectives of IALS were to:
•
provide comparable data on the literacy skills of adults from different countries and cultures
•
provide skill profiles of groups of particular policy interest (such as youth and seniors,
income assistance recipients, etc.)
•
build on the knowledge accumulated to date
•
further advance the notion of literacy as a skill continuum
•
examine factors such as educational, economic, and social structures that underlie the
differences observed across nations
IALS was conducted in respondents’ homes on a voluntary basis in the (official) language of their
choice. Although there was no time limit, testing usually took about 45 minutes and consisted of
completing everyday reading tasks of varying difficulty (selected from a pool of 114 tasks), such
as:
•
identifying dosage instructions on medicines
•
locating earnings from a table of interest
•
interpreting information from forms (e.g. a print requisition)
•
comparing movie reviews
•
drawing comparisons between charted data related to variations in temperature, product
consumption, incidences of accidents, etc.
•
using listed data to analyse the caloric content of foods
•
calculating travelling distances from a mileage chart
•
using bus schedule information
The survey was supported by a background questionnaire that collected data on:
•
educational attainment
•
adult education participation
•
literacy practises at home and at work
•
labour force information
•
literacy self-assessment
•
demographic characteristics
For the purposes of IALS, literacy was broadly defined as: “The ability to understand and employ
printed information in daily activities at home, at work, and in the community – to achieve one’s
goals and to develop one’s knowledge and potential.” This definition is important in that it views
literacy as much more than just being able (or not able) to read, write or calculate. Rather than a
single skill that a person either has or does not have, literacy is more accurately considered as a
continuum of skill levels.
Three kinds of literacy were tested in IALS:
•

Prose literacy – the knowledge and skills needed to understand and use information from
texts such as editorials, fiction, and product labels.
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•

Document literacy – the knowledge and skills required to find and use information from

documents such as maps, application forms, transit schedules, and graphs.
•

Quantitative literacy – the knowledge and skills required to complete arithmetic operations
such as balancing a cheque book, completing an order form, and calculating a tip.

Literacy abilities were categorized into five levels, the highest two of which were combined into
one because they were not statistically distinctive enough. Below is the reading scale:
•

•

Level 1 – denotes individuals who have great difficulty with reading. They have very few
basic skills or strategies available to them to decode and work with text. Generally, they are
aware that they have problems.
Level 2 – denotes individuals whose skills are limited; they read but they do not read well.

People at this level can deal only with material that is simple and clearly laid out, material in
which the tasks involved are not too complex. Often they do not recognize their limitations.
•

•

Level 3 – denotes individuals who read well but may have some problems with more
complex tasks. Considered by many countries to be a minimum desired skill level; many
occupations, however, may require higher skills.
Level 4/5 – denotes individuals who have high levels of literacy, with a wide range of
reading skills and many strategies for dealing with complex materials. These people can
meet most reading demands and can handle new reading challenges.

Findings of the International Adult Literacy Survey:
•

•

•

In prose literacy, 43% of Canadians score at the first two levels of IALS and another 33%
are at level 3.
In document comprehension, 46% of Canadians are at the first two levels and another 30%
are at level 3.
In quantitative literacy, 46% of Canadians are at the first two levels and another 32% are
at level 3.

These are not marginalized groups of the population outside the workforce or people who
work but do not have to read on the job (Statistics Canada, Reading the Future: A Portrait of
Literacy in Canada, 1996). In fact, even those adults who score at the lowest levels of literacy,
report having to do a variety of kinds of reading (letters, reports, articles, manuals, diagrams,
schematics, and spreadsheets) on a weekly basis. (Statistics Canada, Reading the Future: A
Portrait of Literacy in Canada, 1996)

Back to the Basics: Is This Really an Issue?
Changes in the workplace today:
technology
equipment retooling
new processes
new quality standards
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staff growth and/or downsizing
more reading requirements
higher skill demands at entry level
greater responsibility
more diversity
Relevant job skills are constantly changing. An Ekos research study revealed that:
•
50% of the Canadian labour force believe their job skills will be obsolete in 5-10 years
•
59% believe their current education and skills limit their ability to get another job
•
88% of the labour force see upgrading knowledge and skills as key to economic security
(Ekos Research Associates, Lifelong Learning and the World of Work, 1995)

So, the ability to develop and maintain an adaptable and appropriately trained (or retrained)
workforce – is critical. Increasingly, the question employers are asking themselves is: “Do our
employees possess the skills necessary to implement change and to operate our businesses
effectively into the next century?” The answer, or so it seems in many cases, is no. And this is
why it is so important that college and employment preparation programs address essential skills
and strive to ensure all prospective workers have the foundation they need to succeed in jobs
that are constantly changing
Consider the results of the 1998-2000 Management Issues Survey by the Canadian Manufacturers
& Exporters Association:
•

•

19% of the more than 500 manufacturers surveyed identified the availability of skilled
labour as a factor expected to contribute to deteriorating market conditions (The Canadian
Manufacturers & Exporters Association (CME), 1998-2000 Management Issues Survey )
40% of the manufacturers surveyed identify “lack of qualified personnel” as one of the chief
impediments to making measurable improvements in their business performance (CME
1998-2000 Management Issues Survey )

And manufacturing is just one example. Similar expressions of concern can be found throughout
various industry and sectoral reports. “A critical shortage of skilled workers in Canada could grow
to one million by 2020 unless the country changes its approach to education and training.” (Jane
Stewart, Honourable Minister of Human Resources)
The aging workforce is expected to create a serious labour shortage 10-15 years from now.
Already, the number of workers in the 25-40 age range is shrinking. According to Stewart: “We
know there are skills shortages in the trades. And we know there is a significant shortfall of
people to staff skilled positions in small and medium-sized businesses.” The Canadian Federation
of Independent Business estimates that there are 300,000 unfilled skilled jobs in businesses of
that size range. According to Ken Georgetti from the Canadian Labour Congress, the country does
not currently have enough tradespeople in many areas and the average age of fully qualified
tradespeople is now 50.
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Employment Shifts and Skills Gaps
Industries that are experiencing employment growth – such as trade, personal services and
financial services – are high literacy areas. The industries that have experienced growth are the
ones whose employees have relatively strong skills; those that are declining – agriculture and
manufacturing – are characterized by lower skills. It is widely reported that the occupations of the
future will be those requiring well developed essential skills. Changes in the distribution of
occupations reflect the transformation that is occurring as Canada moves from an industrial to an
information economy. One of the best prescriptions to exploit the new economic environment is
to strengthen the capacity of Canadians to adjust to change, improve their productivity and
capitalize on innovation. But this capacity depends first and foremost on the skills of the
population. Literacy will be a powerful determinant of Canada’s innovative and adaptive capacity,
and hence of the country’s future economic prosperity.
What is important to recognize and address is that there are also gaps between the skills jobs
require and the skills workers possesses. In his analysis of these basic skills gaps, University of
Alberta sociologist Harvey Krahn suggests that:
•

•

the “fit” between skill levels and job requirements is 33% in Canada. What he found was
that 22% of workers have skill levels that are too low given the requirements of their jobs
and 45% of workers have skill levels beyond what their jobs require.
given the changing demands of the workplace and without strategic intervention, the gap
between the essential skills required by a job and the skills workers posses is likely to
increase over time.

Individuals who must be retrained for other jobs may lack the requisite basic skills to succeed;
unless colleges and institutes develop the essential skills of their learners, retraining may not be
effective. Admittedly, “basic” is determined somewhat by context. For example, having the math
skills to do an area calculation may be basic to a carpenter, but not basic to a systems analyst.

What are the Myths We Shouldn’t Believe About Essential Skills?
The IALS is revolutionary because it demonstrates, again through the power of international
comparisons, that literacy is ‘policy amenable.’ IALS offers a unique opportunity to compare and
contrast the concrete effects of specific types of policy in other nations as well as in Canada. By
comparing and contrasting literacy policies in these countries, Canadians can gain a better
understanding of how public policy affects the acquisition of literacy skills. IALS is also
revolutionary in its scope. This is not a study for statisticians or researchers. Rather, it speaks to
every Canadian, not only those who care about this issue, but particularly to those who have
ignored literacy in the past. IALS says to macro-economists, to senior policy makers, to
politicians, to bureaucrats, to business people, and to the media that literacy matters more to
individuals and to countries than anyone ever thought possible, certainly more than people have
been willing to recognize until now. IALS is revolutionary because it debunks myths, and
challenges conventional views about the importance of adult literacy.
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Myth #1: If there’s a problem with basic skills in Canada, it’s because of our high level
of immigration.
The IALS reports show that significant numbers of immigrants, in most IALS countries, are at the
lowest two levels of literacy skill. However, Canada is unique in that more than 25% of our
immigrant population tested at the highest literacy levels. This is due to our bimodal immigration
policy. Attracting professionals and investors has meant that we have attracted highly literate
immigrants. No other country in the survey has as many immigrants at the highest level of the
IALS scale. The proportion of our immigrant population at the highest IALS level is greater than
the proportion of the Canadian-born population at that same level. Immigrants raise the Canadian
mean; they do not lower it.
Myth #2: You either read or you don’t read. You’re either literate or you’re not.
When IALS refers to the ‘lowest literacy level,’ or level 1, it does not mean the absence of the
ability to read. The study concludes that the overwhelming majority of Canadians can read. But it
poses the question: “Can they read well enough to deal with the range of difficulty found in tasks
they encounter in their daily lives?” More than simply the ability to read, IALS defined literacy in
relation to a person’s skills in doing everyday things—the ability to deal with daily life, particularly
in the workplace. But that is why it is very important to distinguish among IALS levels, and not to
add them up. Each level tells us something quite different or discrete about the skills of persons
at those levels. Literacy can no longer be viewed as a “you have it or you don’t” phenomenon
but, rather, as a continuum of contextually-relevant skills.
Myth #3: Essential skills are a firm foundation. Once you’ve got them, you never lose
them.
IALS data indicates a clear relationship between proficiency and the use of literacy skills in daily
life and at work; in other words, regular practice sustains and enhances performance in literacy.
Whether it’s reading or brain surgery, all skills, are a "use it or lose it” phenomena. Learning is a
lifelong pursuit. And much of our lives are spent at work. Learning at work is an inevitable
requirement for an adaptable, appropriately skilled workforce. For example, some sub-populations
of Canadians who were included in the study— seniors or people on social assistance—were
people who had experienced some longer-term detachment from the workplace. The longer away
from work, the more likely they showed signs of deterioration in literacy skill.
Myth #4: Essential skills are a reflection of one’s education.
Not surprisingly, there is a strong correlation between literacy skills and educational attainment in
Canada. Generally speaking, the more formal education we have, the higher our literacy skills.
However, while literacy is closely related to education, it is not synonymous with it. The IALS
reports that correlations between literacy and educational attainment account for just one third of
the variations in literacy skills – suggesting considerable variations relate to other factors. Indeed,
many people do not demonstrate the literacy skills one might expect given their educational
background: 20% of the Canadians in the IALS sample have lower literacy skills than the model
of educational attainment would predict, and about 16% have higher skills. Again, it’s a “use it or
lose it” phenomenon.
Myth #5: If you can hide it, a lack of basic skills will not have an impact on your life.
This is simply not true. According to the IALS, there is a significant income penalty associated
with low literacy skills. In Canada, lower levels of literacy correspond with lower levels of income
and earnings. Adults at level 1 are more likely than those at level 4/5 to make under $27,000 per
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year and none of them makes $40,000 or more. This income relationship with literacy is not
unique to Canada; everywhere but in Switzerland, literacy levels have a direct effect on wage
income. Lower levels of literacy also correspond with high levels of unemployment and with fewer
weeks worked per year.
•
the unemployment rate is far higher for those at level 1 (26%) than it is for those at level
4/5 (4%)
•
people with Level 1 literacy work about a month less per year than those at level 4/5
As well, lower levels of literacy correspond with greater reliance on EI and social assistance. A
comparison between Canadians at Level 3 and those at Levels 1/2 reveal significant differences.
Of those at Level 3, 37% rely on unemployment income and 27% are on social assistance. For
those at Levels 1/2, the figures rise to 49% and 64%, respectively. The final paragraph of the
IALS: “literacy is important: it rewards those who are proficient and penalizes those who are not.
For the individual, literacy affects employment success, income and life chances; literacy is both
enriching and empowering.”
Myth #6: It doesn’t matter what you read – so long as you read.
People with the highest literacy skills invariably had the greatest variety of reading materials in
their homes. They use this variety of materials consistently. Of all literacy activities practiced on a
daily or weekly basis, newspaper reading was the most common activity in countries studied. The
IALS research data show some correlation between the literacy skills of readers and the parts of
the newspapers they read. Editorial pages and insight sections appealed to the higher skilled
readers who, not surprisingly, tended to devour the whole of the paper. Lower skilled readers
tended towards a mix of sports, the comics, ads, and some of the entertainment and lifestyle
material, depending on their needs and tastes.
Myth #7: Literacy is developed at home.
This is not a myth when it applies to children. A child’s ability to develop literacy skills at an early
age depends on the home learning environment. For adults, however, the workplace, more than
the home, affords more frequent opportunities to practice literacy skills. This gives employers a
larger role to play in the development and maintenance of the literacy skills of Canadians than
previously assumed.
Myth #8: Since we’re collectively better educated than our parents, literacy must be
less of a problem than it once was.
While our young people are better educated, stay in school longer and are in higher literacy
categories than ever before, statistics still show a surprising lack of change in the overall
Canadian literacy rate since 1989. Low literacy levels are very common with people over 44 years
of age. Although young, more literate entrants to the labour force are replacing older, less-literate
workers, the literacy rate of the adult population remains stubbornly flat. The report has no
answer as to why this is. The authors conclude that social and economic forces outside of formal
education must be having profound effects on the literacy skills of the older cohorts. Obviously,
this will be the subject for considerable further research. The IALS does allow us to speculate
about some of the causal factors for this phenomenon. The IALS shows that the workplace is the
key to maintaining literacy skills and improving literacy competence. The IALS puts it simply.
When all else is taken into consideration, “jobs cause literacy as much as they require it.” The
IALS also suggests that North American shop floors are less literacy-rich than those of some of
our European competitors. Could the lack of literacy practice on the job be the key factor in the
decline of skills of the older cohorts in the Canadian workforce?
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Myth #9: It is a better investment to train the best and forget the rest.
While about 35-40% of Canadians engage in training, only a small number of these have low
levels of literacy. In other words, the individuals who most need training participate in it the least.
(Statistics Canada, Literacy Skills for the Knowledge Society, 1997) The provision of training
opportunities to those already skilled is common among the nations studied in IALS. We ignore
the literacy training needs of our whole labour force at our peril. Moreover, we cannot afford to
neglect the deteriorating literacy skills of the short and longer term unemployed – particularly in
light of skills shortages.
Myth #10: I don’t have a problem. I only hire grade 12 graduates.
In fact, in some parts of Canada, the attainment of Grade 12 is considered more than simply a
proxy for literacy. It is, if you like, a ‘literacy qualification.’ The reality is that survey after survey
of businesses throughout Canada indicates that employers are surprised and disappointed at the
skill levels and the “employability” of high school graduates. Moreover, educators report that a
high number of school leavers are entering college with grade 9 level skills.

Why Should Canadian Colleges and Institutes Care About
Essential Skills?
What the research says about workers who have strong essential skills:
•
increased “promotability” and transferability
•
increased ability to use technology
•
greater ability to work more independently
•
better health and safety records
•
better morale and higher job satisfaction
•
better teamwork, problem-solving, and communication
•
greater sensitivity around diversity
•
increased productivity and reduced error rates
•
better quality of work and greater work effort
•
reduced absenteeism and stronger labour relations
Since colleges and institutes train workers for the workforce of today and tomorrow, they are
important players in the Canadian government’s effort to strengthen learning in Canada, develop
people's talent, and provide opportunity for all to contribute to and benefit from the new
economy. One of the goals of the HRDC initiative, Knowledge Matters, is to build on the expertise
of community colleges by exploring how to help support them in equipping Canadians with the
skills they need for the future. By strengthening the essential skills of their learners, the colleges
are promoting life long learning, a greater ability to manage change, self-respect and confidence,
and better training results.

So, What Can We Do About Essential Skills?
Colleges can integrate essential skills into vocational and employment preparation training,
borrow from existing models, access the tools that are available, and apply strategies learned at
this workshop.
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GETTING YOUR BEARINGS: WES Familiarization
Presenter:

Pat Salt (Consultant)

Overview:
Pat Salt was tasked with explaining to delegates what workplace essential skills are (in a very
specific sense) and why it is necessary to address these skills in training. Part of Pat’s job was to
demonstrate the ‘teachability’ of the wide variety of essential skills used in today’s jobs.
Pat began her session by explaining the various definitions of workplace essential skills and the
kinds of specific skills that are included as part of this umbrella. She focused closely on the
definitions used by Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC) and the Essential Skills
Research Project (www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca). Pat provided delegates with a hand-out that
summarizes the essential skills categories targeted by HRDC, a resource document that provides
concrete examples and definitions from a variety of sources. She then spent some time reviewing
Reading, Document Use, Writing, Numeracy, Computer Use, Planning and Organizing, and
Problem Solving. Pat stressed that the biggest challenge facing colleges and institutes today is to
develop strategies that strengthen problem solving abilities. According to Pat, workplaces are
changing and becoming more complex; workers who can think and make well reasoned decisions
are integral if Canada is to become more innovative and productive. Pat also presented some
examples of basic skills definitions from international development agencies, including CIDA. She
noted the major difference between HRDC’s perspective and that of the international community
is that the former views essential skills as a requirement and later as a requirement and a human
right.
Pat presented delegates with some compelling arguments for why document literacy skills must
be taught and some suggestions for accomplishing this. She reminded delegates that in all of the
occupations profiled across Canada, there has never been one that did not require some form of
document use. She observed, however, that college and institute training programs often
overlook this essential skill. Pat also added that the ability to produce longer text writing pieces
such as reports, proposals, and position papers is one of the skills that separates management
from entry level positions.
To illustrate how easy it can be to teach a skill such as document use, she gave delegates
questions relating to a workplace flow chart and a “SkillBuilder” that outlined flowchart
conventions. It was noted that interpreting a flow chart is much easier once the basics are
understood. Pat then reviewed ways that flowcharts might be used as part of training activities in
the classroom. Pat also addressed icon interpretation, log book completion, and document
navigation tasks as activities requiring skills training. Pat ended with a reminder that workplace
essential skills must be integrated into technical training to be effective rather than addressed as
separate “add-on” courses. She also stressed that trainers must use authentic documents. She
concluded her session by saying that workplace essential skills should be used to enhance
problem-solving and critical thinking if we are to maximize individual potential.

12

destination integration: Final Report and Resource Guide

slide 1

WW

slide 2

Getting Your Bearings:

Defining Workplace Essential Skills

Workplace Essential
Skills Familiarization

• the kind of skills that people use to carry out a wide variety of
everyday occupational tasks
• the foundation upon which more occupation-specific skills are
built (the Velcro to which other training sticks)
• enabling skills that help people perform tasks required by their jobs
• skills which allow workers to learn new skills
• skills which enhance a worker’s ability to adapt to workplace
change

slide 3

slide 4

WES Examples
• skills necessary to use printed and written information to
perform competently in a workplace and to develop one’s
knowledge and potential
• reading and responding to an email

• basic skills that help workers to fulfill their individual and collective
potential at work, at home, in the union, and in the community

• writing in a logbook

• generic skills required by most workplaces in the country

• costing a product

• the skills that help you keep a job

• reading instructions in a manual

• the “academic” skills that individuals require on a daily basis

• interpreting a blueprint

• called basic, foundation, enabling, essential skills

• making a call to a supplier

slide 5

slide 6
Essential Skills
HRDC Classifications

• reading a collective agreement
• estimating the amount of time a task

• reading text

• scheduling daily activities

• using documents
• writing

• taking notes at a meeting

• numeracy
• oral communication

• interpreting WHMIS symbols

• computer use

• completing an expense claim

• working with others

• thinking skills
• problem solving
• decision making
• critical thinking
• job task planning and organizing
• significant use of memory
• finding information
• continuous learning

• calculating GST on an invoice

www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca

• providing a cost estimate and budget
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slide 7

slide 8
Document Use

Reading Text
Reading text: reading material in the form of sentences or
paragraphs

Documents:
• different kinds of information designs or displays

Workplace Reading:

• use words, numbers, letters, symbols, graphics, visual cues
(line, colour, shape, etc.)

• scanning – reading to locate specific information
• skimming – reading rapidly to get the gist or general idea

• provide information at a glance

• reading the entire text – to understand or to learn

• workers obtain information from or enter information into
documents

• reading critically – to evaluate, edit or critique

• workers read, write and interpret documents

reading TO DO
reading TO LOCATE INFORMATION

• workers create or produce documents

slide 9

slide 10

Numeracy
• ability to identify, understand, and make well-founded
judgements about, and to act towards the roles
mathematics plays in dealing with the world, as needed for
the worker’s current and future life as a constructive,
concerned and reflective citizen

• the worker’s use of numbers
• critical awareness that bridges mathematics and the real world

• having the confidence necessary to use mathematical skills

• interpreting, applying, and communicating mathematical
information in commonly encountered situations to enable
full, critical and effective participation in a wide range of life
roles

• ability to manage a situation or solve a problem in a real
context, to respond to information about mathematical
ideas that may be represented in a range of ways, to
activate a range of enabling behaviours and processes

• the worker’s being required to think in quantitative terms
• the knowledge and skills required to effectively manage the
mathematical demands of diverse situations

slide 11

slide 12

Problem Solving
is Like Eating
Frogs

Flowchart Uses
• to reinforce or assess a trainee’s understanding by having
the trainee flowchart the process or procedure
• to teach a process or procedure to trainees by presenting
the concepts via a flowchart

If you have to eat
one,
do not spend all day
looking at it!

• to address problem solving
• to address decision making
• to organize production and assign tasks
• to depict the “big picture”

And if there are several
frogs to be eaten,
start with the big one!

• to address use of symbols
• to teach industry-specific terminology
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WW
slide 14

Use It or Lose It

Regulations
Integrated Training Ideas

“The man whose whole life is spent
performing a few simple operations… has no
occasion to exert his understanding, or to
exercise his invention… He naturally loses,
therefore, the habit of such exertion, and
generally becomes as stupid and ignorant as
it is possible for a human creature to
become.”

• numbering conventions
• headings and sub-headings
• text layout (sections and subsections)
• Roman numerals
• specialized legal wording (where this, then that; no
person shall; in accordance with; subject to; shall be
deemed; etc.)
• notes to tables
• intersecting lists (table)

Adam Smith, Wealth of Nations (1776)

• font (size, italics, capitalization, bolding)
• acronyms

In Conclusion
• workplace essential skills are very important and cannot be overlooke
• WES can and should be taught
• workplace essential skills are transferable
• education level is not always an indicator of WES proficiency –
formal training may not focus on WES
• if we don’t use it, we lose it
• addressing essential skills empowers workers and gives them
the skills they need to be more than “automatons”, the skills
they need to move forward, the capacity to learn
• reading, writing, numeracy, document use and computer skills are
only the beginning – workers must use these skills as problem
solving tools
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WHAT ARE WORKPLACE ESSENTIAL SKILLS?
Definitions of Workplace Essential Skills
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

the kinds of skills people use to carry out a wide variety of everyday occupational tasks
the foundation upon which more occupation-specific skills are built (the Velcro to which
other training sticks)
enabling skills that help people perform tasks required by their jobs
skills which allow workers to learn new skills
skills which enhance a worker’s ability to adapt to workplace change
skills necessary to use printed and written information to perform competently in a
workplace and to develop one’s knowledge and potential
basic skills that help workers to fulfill their individual and collective potential at work, at
home, in the union, and in the community
generic skills required by most workplaces in the country
the skills that help you to keep a job
the “academic” skills that individuals require on a daily basis
often called basic, foundation, enabling, essential skills

Some Specific Examples of Workplace Essential Skills
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊

reading and responding to an email
writing in a logbook
reading instructions in a manual
interpreting a blueprint
making a call to a supplier
reading a collective agreement
converting metric measurements to Imperial
scheduling daily activities
measuring angles
interpreting WHMIS symbols
completing an expense claim
calculating square footages
doing a cost estimate for a job

Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC) Essential Skills
Classifications
•
•
•
•
•
•

reading text
using documents
writing
numeracy
oral communication
thinking skills
problem solving
◊
◊
decision making
◊
job task planning and organizing
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◊
significant use of memory
◊
finding information
working with others
computer use
continuous learning

WORKPLACE ESSENTIAL SKILLS (AN OVERVIEW)
Reading Text
Reading text refers to reading material that is in the form of sentences or paragraphs. Text
can be read on paper or on a screen. In the workplace, you:
◊ scan (read to locate specific information - may involve glancing over the text and using
standard features such as an index, table of contents and glossary)
◊ skim (read rapidly to get the gist or general idea – may involve glancing through the text
for its main features including headings, subheadings, highlighted words, tables,
diagrams, etc.)
◊ read the whole text to understand and to learn (carefully read the text in its entirety to
learn the details of the subject matter in order to respond to a wide variety of needs)
◊ read critically to evaluate, edit or critique (read the whole text with a critical eye in order
to exercise judgement)
In the
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

workplace, you read text such as:
notes
• technical manuals
memos
• training manuals
letters
• specifications and codes
regulations
• journals
detailed work orders
• reference books

•
•
•
•
•

directions
emails
reference books
reports
pamphlets/brochures

forms – reading a form can be considered reading text if there is more than one
paragraph of text to read (e.g.) a purchase order with a product description, a detailed
work order, an evaluation form that requires examples, a health and safety report where
an explanation is required, etc.
labels – reading a label can be considered reading text if there is more than one
paragraph of text to read (e.g.) directions on hair dye, hazardous goods labels, etc.

Document Use
Document use refers to tasks that involve different kinds of information designs or displays.
The displays can use words, numbers, letters, symbols, graphics and other visual characteristics
(line, colour, shape, etc.). Documents are intended to provide information “at a glance”. In the
workplace you use documents such as:
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

charts
lists
graphs
technical drawings
schedules
tables
x-rays
geometric shapes

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

icons
sketches
labels
forms
colour codes
diagrams
pictures
clocks

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

logbooks
maps
flags
signs
equipment catalogues
regulations
schematics
gauges/LCD displays

Document use involves reading, interpreting, and writing (these usually occur simultaneously
such as when you complete a form). Document use can also involve the actual creation or
production of documents. Document use includes print and non-print media (a computer screen,
a television screen, an LCD display, a measurement gauge, a clock, etc.).

Document Types
Forms – these are structured documents that may contain lists or combinations of lists. Workers

complete forms by adding information and/or read completed forms as information sources.

Tables and Schedules – a compact arrangement of words, numbers or signs – or combinations of

them – in rows and columns to display a set of facts or relationships. Tables and schedules are
the result of combining two or more simple lists. The grid lines may or may not be shown on a
table. Workers read, create and enter information into these documents. Table and schedule
types: combined lists, intersecting lists, nested lists.

Graphs and Charts – these are visual representations of the information found in numerical

tables. As a result, graphs and charts use the same kinds of document structures as combined
lists, intersecting lists and nested lists.
•

Graphs show how a value or quantity changes over time. Graphs consist of a line
connecting points plotted on an x and y axis. Individual pieces of information are less
important in graphs than the general trend being depicted by the numbers. Workers may
plot information on a graph, obtain specific information from a graph, or interpret
information presented in the form of a graph. (Research shows that 40% of Canadians
have a less than an 80% chance of correctly answering a question based on a simple line
graph.) Graph types: control chart, line graph, run chart, scatter diagram.

•

Charts are visual representations showing the distribution of data across a set of
categories for the purpose of comparing values. Bar-type charts emphasize the difference
in value between the various pieces or sets of data by using parallel bars. Pie or circle
charts accent the relationship between the parts of a thing and the whole. Workers obtain
specific information from a chart, interpret information presented in the form of a chart, or
construct a chart to convey information. Chart types: pie chart, bar chart, pictogram,
pareto chart, histogram, timelines (Gantt, Critical Path Method, Activity Network Diagram).

Maps – these may depict the spatial arrangement of elements such as rivers or roads over a

given geographic area (e.g.) road maps, country maps. They may also portray the distribution of
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a characteristic of some unobserved phenomenon in relation to a geographic area (e.g.) weather
maps, population density maps. Map types: reference maps, thematic maps

Mimetic Documents – these are visual representations that convey information about the
appearance, dimensions, spatial arrangement and functioning of things more effectively than can
be done using words and sentences. Mimetic documents mimic the appearance of the thing they
represent. Workers read, draw, or interpret these documents. Mimetic document types:
diagrams, blueprints, schematics, photographs, line drawings (isometric and oblique projections,
perspective drawings, exploded drawings, orthographic views – plan, elevation, sectional views),
x-rays, icons, symbols, flow charts, etc.
Some specific examples of document use in the workplace:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

read signs, labels, lists
complete forms by marking check boxes, recording numbers, entering words, etc.
read completed forms containing check boxes, numbers, words, addresses, etc.
read tables, schedules, log books, or other table-like documents
enter information into tables, schedules, log books or other table-like documents
create tables, schedules, log books or other table-like documents
plot information on graphs
obtain specific information from graphs or charts
interpret information from graphs or charts
construct graphs or charts
draw, sketch or form common shapes such as circles, triangles, squares, spheres
interpret technical drawings or maps
make measurements from technical drawings
draw to scale
read assembly drawings (e.g.) those found in service manuals
create assembly drawings
read schematic drawings
create schematic drawings
make sketches
obtain information from sketches, pictures, icons
interpret x-rays
read words, numbers, letters or symbols on a display screen or measurement gauge

Writing
Writing refers to writing text (e.g., writing a funding proposal) and writing in documents (e.g.,
completing a form). The words, sentences and paragraphs can be recorded on paper or typed on
a computer. In the workplace, a worker writes to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

organize information
remember
remind
keep a record
document
inform
give directions
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•
•
•
•
•
•

request information
persuade or express opinions
justify a request
present an analysis or comparison
present an evaluation or critique
entertain (e.g.) marketing materials

In the workplace, you write:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

notes
memos
letters
near miss reports
work orders
directions
emails
business plans

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

technical reports
training materials
specifications
journal articles
marketing materials
information circulars
pamphlets
meeting minutes

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

accident reports
shift reports
log book entries
grievances
performance reviews
production reports
case notes
proposals

Some considerations:
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊

purpose and content of the writing
audience for the writing (including plain language principles)
limitations (personal abilities, environmental, time constraints, system constraints)
the style and structure of the writing (including tone)
the correctness of the writing (spelling, grammar, punctuation, etc.)

Numeracy
Numeracy involves:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

the worker’s use of numbers
a critical awareness which builds bridges between mathematics and the real-world with all its
diversity
abilities that include interpreting, applying, and communicating mathematical information in
commonly encountered situations to enable full, critical and effective participation in a wide
range of life roles
the worker’s being required to think in quantitative terms
the knowledge and skills required to effectively manage the mathematical demands of diverse
situations
an individual’s ability to identify, to understand, to make well-founded judgements about, and
to act towards the roles that mathematics plays in dealing with the world, as needed for that
worker’s current and future life as a constructive, concerned and reflective citizen
the confidence necessary to make effective use of whatever mathematical skill and
understanding is possessed
the worker’s ability to manage a situation or solve a problem in a real context, to respond to
information about mathematical ideas that may be represented in a range of ways, to activate
a range of enabling behaviours and processes
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Numeracy categories:
•

money math (financial transactions such as handling cash, preparing bills or making
payments)
◊ enter amounts into a cash register
◊ make change
◊ handle foreign currency
◊ calculate price discounts
◊ calculate tax rates
◊ receive payment for delivery of goods
◊ total invoices
◊ calculate cargo fares
◊ calculate future prices based on current interest rates and other market factors

•

scheduling OR budgeting and accounting math (managing time and money as resources,
planning and monitoring their use, assessing best value, reducing waste)
◊ maintain a budget
◊ make entries into financial records
◊ prepare financial reports
◊ reconcile bank statements
◊ prepare income and expenditure reports
◊ audit financial records
◊ schedule work crews
◊ compare costs
◊ prepare daily production schedules
◊ schedule appointments

•

measurement and calculation math (measuring and describing the physical world)
◊ measure out quantities (e.g.) 4 litres of paint
◊ set instruments to particular numerical settings
◊ convert between measurements (inches to centimeters)
◊ take measurements from scale drawings
◊ take precise measurements using specialized equipment (e.g.) a tape measure, a scale
◊ make indirect measurements using geometry and trigonometry
◊ measure curved or irregular surfaces
◊ measure an angle
◊ calculate amounts required (e.g.) the number of tiles required for a floor
◊ calculate areas, perimeters, volumes
◊ calculate total load weights
◊ calculate a percentage
◊ calculate a trajectory
◊ calculate ratio, average, rate, proportion
◊ use scientific notation, powers, roots
◊ use formulae, equations, algebraic problems

•

data analysis math (analysis of numerical data)
◊ analysis of statistics
◊ determining what is higher, lower or bigger, smaller
◊ compare a numerical read-out to a range of numbers considered acceptable
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◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
•

compare rates, averages, etc.
calculate average rates of return on investments
compare monthly sales volumes
make projections
calculate impacts of different variables on pay and benefits packages

numerical estimation (tasks that involve any estimation that results in a number)
◊ estimate amount of material to be used
◊ estimate time a task will take
◊ estimate costs
◊ estimate load weights
◊ estimate numbers of workers required
◊ estimate time available
◊ estimate amounts that can be produced from raw materials
◊ estimate number that will be sold

Some considerations:
◊
◊

specific math skills or knowledge required to complete a task (e.g.) how to work with
fractions, decimals, percentages, probability, geometry, trigonometry, conversions, etc.
how to use measurement tools and computing instruments

Oral Communication
Oral Communication refers to the use of speech to give and exchange thoughts and information
by workers. It also refers to receiving information (via signals) and to listening. Types of oral
communication:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

listening with little or no interaction (listening to voice mail)
speaking with little or no interaction (making announcements, leaving voice messages)
listening to and speaking with co-workers
interacting with those the worker supervises
interacting with supervisors
interacting with clients, customers, the general public
interacting with outside agents such as suppliers or service people
participating in group discussions
presenting information to large or small groups

Workers engage in oral communication:
•
•
•
•
•
•

to
to
to
to
to
to

take messages
seek or obtain information
reassure or comfort
persuade
instruct
entertain

•
•
•
•
•
•

to
to
to
to
to
to

receive information or explanations
coordinate work with others
exchange opinions (to discuss)
facilitate or lead a group
negotiate
provide information or explanations

Oral communication can involve exchanges that occur in person, via the telephone, by radio, or
through hand or other kinds of signals.
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The demands of oral communication are dependent upon:
◊ why one is communicating
◊ how one is communicating
◊ the range and complexity of the information being conveyed
◊ the circumstances in which one is communicating
◊ the person with whom one is interacting
◊ the seriousness of the consequences if communication fails

Critical Thinking
Critical thinking is the process of evaluating ideas or information, using a rational, logical thought
process, and referring to objective criteria, to reach a rational judgement about value, or to
identify strength and weakness. Critical thinking means choosing and exercising the methods
most appropriate for determining the true worth, merit or value of something – an idea, a plan, a
statement of supposed fact, etc. It assumes a certain degree of scepticism and a natural desire
for credible, reliable, significant and relevant information. Critical thinking answers the questions:
Why? How? What happens if? Is it true? Critical thinking always has a goal, an identified purpose;
it is the process of making a judgement based on careful analysis, tangible evidence, and logical
interpretation.
Critical thinking uses appropriate clearly identified evaluative standards to distinguish what is true
from what is not, what to accept from what to reject, what will work from what will not. In
addition, critical thinking involves identifying and employing criteria to evaluate the critical
thinking process itself and to validate the outcomes generated. A discovery of error, new
information, a different interpretation – all have the potential to produce a revised conclusion.
• the subject of critical thinking is always an idea, an abstraction
• critical thinking involves processes such as clarifying, classifying, determining causality,
generalizing, analysing, examining, evaluating and comparing
• pressure for a judgement to be positive or negative is always a complicating factor
Some level of critical thinking is a requirement for all jobs and, by law, required of all adults. Even
at entry-level, workers are expected to think through their actions, assess the worksite for safety
hazards, and carry out tasks that require normal adult judgement.

Some considerations:
◊
◊
◊
◊

the complexity of what is being assessed or considered
whether established assessment criteria exist and, if so, the number of criteria that must
be considered (or must they be developed by the worker in which case the clarity of
criteria or requirement to develop relevant criteria is a factor)
the assessment process itself - how routine or unique the assessment process is, how
great the need is to process information, the incumbent’s role in the critical thinking
process, and the complicating factors that exist
the effects of the critical thinking – how severe are the consequences of error? What are
the occupational risks?
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Problem Solving
This refers to the addressing of problems that require solutions. Aspects of problem solving:
• the complexity of the problem
• identification of the problem
• the steps involved in generating possible solutions
• the process of selecting the most effective solution
• assessment of the solution implemented and identification of possible improvements

Problem Solving
is Like Eating Frogs

If you have to eat one,
do not spend all day looking at it!
And if there are several
frogs to be eaten,
start with the big one!

Decision Making
Decision making refers to making choices among options. Decision making occurs during problem
solving but not all decision making is part of problem solving. Aspects of decision making:
• the consequence of error
• the reversibility of the decision
• the adequacy and availability of information
• whether there is a set procedure to follow
• whether there is a body of similar past decisions to which the worker can refer
• the extent to which judgment is required to make an appropriate decision

Job Task Planning and Organizing
Job task planning and organizing refers to how workers plan and organize their tasks and work
schedules.
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Some considerations:
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊

the extent of variety in work activities (how routine is the job?)
whether the task sequence is provided to the worker or determined by the worker
whether priorities are provided to the worker or the determined by the worker
the extent to which daily work activities are disrupted
the extent to which the worker’s own plan must be integrated into the plans of others
the number of sources for work assignments
the extent to which the order of those tasks sequenced by the worker makes a difference
to total efficiency
the extent to which the worker plans and organizes the work of others
the amount of operational planning required of the worker (day-to-day planning to
accomplish immediate organizational goals such as policy and program development,
budgetary considerations, etc.)
the amount of strategic planning required of the worker (long range organizational
planning such as developing mission statements, broad organizational objectives, critical
success indicators, business plans, etc.)

Use of Memory
This includes any significant or unusual use of memory for workers. Information being recalled by
workers can be classified as either:
• semantic – word-based factual memory which is often linked to memorizing lists or steps
• episodic – personal experience-based memory which is often linked to the spontaneous
recalling of an event or an action in which the worker participated
Workers remember:
• individual facts and objects as well as single events
• two or more pieces of information that must be related (e.g.) putting names to faces or
objects
• procedures and techniques in which the sequence of steps is important
Memory requirements can involve:
• short term memory – minutes, hours, days (information must be rehearsed or it is lost)
• long term memory – years or longer
It is more difficult to remember a larger quantity of information. Memory-enhancing strategies
can be used in the workplace to assist with information storage.

Finding Information
This involves using a variety of sources including text, people, computerized databases or
information systems.
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The process of finding information can involve:
• consulting established sources supplied to the worker
• consulting easily identified and located resources not directly supplied to the worker
• conducting a more complex search for information
• bringing together information from several sources
• conducting research because no information is readily available
The process of extracting or processing information can involve:
• using information in the form in which it is obtained
• selecting information according to some pre-determined criteria (limited processing
required)
• analyzing information to understand what is being presented
• synthesizing information from a variety of sources and performing complex analysis

Working With Others
This refers to the extent to which employees work together with others to carry out tasks. It
includes direct interactions (face-to-face, voice) and indirect or delayed interactions (emails,
memos, voice messages).
Workers can work:
• alone supplying products or information to others
• independently where they are not physically alone but they work on their own
coordinating their work with others
• jointly coordinating and cooperating with only one other person at a time
• as a member of a team producing a product or accomplishing a task through combined
effort and organized cooperation
• as supervisors directing the actions of others

Some considerations:
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊

the number of people with whom the worker must coordinate
the degree to which the worker must align his/her work with that of others
how dependent the worker is on others
whether teamwork approaches are well defined or the worker must determine how best to
proceed
whether different cultural or language groups are involved
how unpredictable or complicated situations are and to what extent group processes must
be constantly adapted
the degree to which the worker is responsible for influencing or determining the actions of
others in achieving organizational objectives
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Computer Use
Computer use refers to the kinds of computer applications used in the job. In the workplace, a
worker uses/does:
• word processing applications (e.g.) Word, WordPerfect
• graphics software (e.g.) Corel Draw, Adobe Photoshop, Adobe Illustrator
• databases (e.g.) Access, dBase, Claris FileMaker
• spreadsheets (e.g.) Excel, Lotus 1-2-3, Quattro Pro
• bookkeeping, billing or accounting software (e.g.) Bedford Accounting, AccPac, Quick
Books
• statistical analysis software (e.g.) SPSSx, SAS, Statistica
• website design software (e.g.) Flash, FrontPage
• computer assisted design software (e.g.) Auto CAD, CAD/CAM
• email (e.g.) hotmail, Outlook, Netscape Mail
• the Internet (e.g.) Explorer, Netscape, search engines
• desktop publishing software (e.g.) Publisher, PageMaker, Quark
• programming and systems and software design (e.g.) Visual Basic, Fortran, Cobol, Clipper,
Macromedia Director
• computer controlled equipment
• computerized cash registers
• computerized diagnostic equipment (e.g.) automotives
• computerized schedulers and agendas
• digital cameras
• computer peripherals (CD burners, printers, scanners, etc.)

Some considerations:
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊

does the worker have to understand the software in any kind of detail or is it merely a
matter of inputting data into an existing template or following a small number of simple
steps to complete a task?
must the worker have some understanding of the software package and its range of
options (be able to “move around” in the package and use a number of the features?)
must the worker have a deeper understanding of one or more software packages in order
to configure software, set-up hardware, and/or integrate or link programs?
does the worker have to have an in-depth understanding of several packages and an indepth expertise in fully integrating programs and packages?
does the worker have to instruct others in the use of computer software?
does the worker have to write programs and/or design and set-up networks?

Continuous Learning
This refers to the requirements for workers to participate in ongoing skills and knowledge
upgrading.

Some considerations:
◊
◊
◊
◊

does the worker know how he/she learns best?
does the worker know how to access continuous learning resources?
does the worker know which learning options to pursue?
is the worker responsible for his/her own upgrading or does the workplace participate?
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◊
◊
◊

what is the frequency of upgrading required and how difficult is it to find information on
new processes, theories and technologies?
is the worker able to apply new information to the current job situation or is assistance
necessary?
what previous knowledge or skills (including essential skills) are necessary to pursue
continuous learning?
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Building Workplace Essential Skills – Reading Text, Document Use and Numeracy Skills for the Workplace
(Sue Grecki, Julian Evetts, Paul Anderson via Bow Valley College)
Document Literacy – A Guide for Workplace Educators (Julian Evetts via SkillPlan)
The Language of Documents – A Guide to Information Display in the Workplace, (Lynda Fownes via
SkillPlan)
Numeracy, The International Life Skills Survey (Iddo Gal, Dave Tout, Mieke van Groenertijn, Mary Jane
Schidt, Myrna Manly)
Reader’s Guide to Essential Skills Profiles (HRDC)
Step Into the World of Workplace Learning (Glenda Lewe and Carol MacLeod via HRDC)

Remember:
The essential skills outlined above are not listed in the same order as in HRDC documentation.
Instead, skills are listed according to ease of “teachability”, meaning that the essential skills at the
beginning of the overview can be taught directly whereas those near the end of the overview are
more difficult to address in direct terms. For example, reading (skimming, scanning) can be
presented to trainees as an actual training topic, using materials learners will read everyday at
their jobs. Problem solving and decision making, while possible training topics in themselves, are
often not directly applicable to workplace contexts. This is evident in the “think outside the box”
and “join the dot activities” widely used to address problem solving skills training. They do not
have direct application to workplace-focussed technical or employability skills training, and their
relevance must be made very clear by the instructor.
This overview can be used to identify general training topics (how to skim and scan, how to add
fractions, working with schematics, using Microsoft Outlook, working with regulations, how to
read different kinds of tables, plain language, etc.). It can also be used to address very specific
applications (making entries into logbooks, achieving the right tone in email, reading a collective
agreement, using a protractor, calculating GST, etc.)
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Flow Chart Study Questions
1. Which department creates material inventory lists?

2. What happens if the material requested is not in stock?

3. How many times on one order could a purchase be charged to a work order number?

4. How many departments are addressed by this flowchart?

5. Where is the material sent after it is machined?

6. What do the following symbols mean?
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MACHINE SHOP MATERIAL IDENTIFICATION AND TRACEABILITY
PRODUCTION

REQUEST FROM
PRODUCTION
DEPARTMENT.

MACHINE SHOP OFFICE

MACHINE SHOP
OBTAIN A
BLUEPRINT 3, WO.
# AND INVENTORY
WORK REQUEST
FORM.

WO# = WORK ORDER #

IS MATERIAL IN
INVENTORY?

CREATE FIELD
REQUISITION.

No

PURCHASING

PURCHASE
AND CHARGE
TO WO.#.

Yes

RECEIVE
MATERIAL AND
STAMP ID.#.

CREATE MATERIAL
INVENTORY LIST.

FILE MILL
CERTIFICATE AND
MATERIAL
INVENTORY LIST.

CUT
MATERIAL.

RECORD ON
MATERIAL CUT OFF
LIST.

RECORD MATERIAL
USED ON
COUNTERSHEET.

DRWG. PKG.
INCLUDING
INVENTORY REQUEST
FORM.

MACHINE AND
FORWARD TO
INSPECTION AREA.

STORE
MATERIAL IN
HOLDING AREA.

MARK MATERIAL
WITH WO# AND
DRAWING#.
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SkillBuilder – Flow Charts
A flow chart: shows a sequence of steps in a process. It sometimes indicates the amount of
time each step should take. Flow charts are an easy to read format for procedures that have
many steps. Certain shapes have specific meanings in industry.
A circle, oval or rounded rectangle means the start or finish of a process. The start could
mean addressing materials needed for a project, necessary information or actions which must
be completed before the process gets underway, or the event which activates the process. The
end means the final product or outcome. Sometimes ovals are used to mean starts or stops. A
circle can also indicate a collector point where two paths come together.
A rectangle means a step or a task. Variations in rectangles (parallelograms, squares, etc.)
can mean sub-steps or sub-processes.
A diamond means a decision point (an if/then point). A question is asked or a statement
made. A yes or true answer results in one specific path or set of actions, and a no or false
answer leads to a different path or set of actions.
Companies sometimes have specialized shapes that mean storage, handling, filing or packaging
of materials or documents. Other specialized shapes sometimes used can refer to the recording
of data on forms or reports and to the printing of forms.
Arrows indicate the direction of the process. Only one arrow leads to the next step.
A broken or dashed line means a separation between categories or areas of responsibility. It
can also mean an indirect path between two points. Usually the flow chart starts at the top and
works its way down the page. Text is short and to the point. A label or title explains the process
being described.
Other common symbols:
Procedure

Document

Documents

Input

Flow chart examples:

31

WW

destination integration: Final Report and Resource Guide

YES

NO

A flow chart is a very effective way to show procedures that have many decision points.

Examples of customized flow chart symbols:

This kind of box means that a document
must be filed (it is a special flow chart
symbol used by this company)

This kind of box means that a document
must be generated from the computer (it is a
special flow chart symbol used by this
company)
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Some Possible Uses for Flow Charts in Training Situations
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

to reinforce or assess a trainee’s understanding by having the trainee flowchart the
process or procedure being taught
to teach a process or procedure to trainees by presenting the concepts via a flowchart
to address problem solving
to address decision making
to organize production and assign tasks
to depict the “big picture” (process or workplace)
to address use of symbols
to teach industry-specific terminology

SkillBuilders and integrated strategies:
A SkillBuilder is:
•
•
•
•
•

any means by which skills are developed
can be a lecture, demonstration, module, textbook excerpt, hand-out, learner
presentation, self-directed research assignment, hands-on activity, etc.
can target any skill area (technical or workplace essential skills)
can be wide ranging (a full document navigation module with assignments) or quick and
targeted (how to sharpen a saw blade, how to add fractions)
once WES SkillBuilders are developed, they can be used across programs (with perhaps
specific examples being changed to suit specific job contexts), For example, a
Skillbuilder addressing regulations is useful in many programs – only the specific
regulations used as models and for exercises will change.
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Example: A SkillBuilder for addressing Restricted Product Labelling
Symbol

Signal Word
Degree of
Hazard

Symbol

Nature of
Primary Hazard

Poison
Danger
Corrosive
Warning
Flammable
Caution
Explosive

Poison Signal Words

Meaning

Oral Lethal Dose (70 kg person)

Danger
Warning
Caution

highly toxic
moderately toxic
slightly toxic

30 ml (30 g) to 500 ml (500g)
5 ml (5 g) to 30 ml (30 g)
Few drops to 5 ml (5 g)

DANGER

WARNING
34
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Example: A SkillBuilder for addressing regulations
excerpted from PART VII of the Transportation of Dangerous Goods Act

SAFETY REQUIREMENTS FOR THE HANDLING OR OFFERING
FOR TRANSPORT OF DANGEROUS GOODS
Handling
General
7.35 No person shall, in the course of transporting dangerous goods, load, unload or store the dangerous
goods in a manner that could cause a discharge, emission or escape of the dangerous goods from the
means of containment that could constitute a danger to health, life, property or the environment.
7.36
Where instructions for the safe handling or storage of dangerous goods in the course of
transportation are indicated on a shipping document in accordance with paragraph 4.8(1)(k), no person
shall handle or offer for transport the dangerous goods unless those instructions are complied with.

Loading of Transport Units
7.37 No person shall load dangerous goods into or onto a transport unit unless the transport unit is,
under normal conditions of handling and transportation, capable of safely retaining the dangerous goods
loaded into or onto it and is free of any projections capable of damaging any package or small container
containing the dangerous goods.
7.38 (1) Subject to subsection (2), no person shall load dangerous goods contained in any means of
containment into or onto a transport unit unless the person ensures that the means of containment and any
other goods loaded into or onto the transport unit are loaded or secured so as to prevent damage to the
means of containment, the other goods or the transport unit under normal conditions of transportation.
(2) Where a person loads dangerous goods contained in any means of containment into or onto a transport
unit for transport by rail in accordance with methods approved by the AAR, the loading of the dangerous
goods shall be deemed to have been done in accordance with the requirements of subsection (1).
(3) No person shall load a transport unit into or onto a road vehicle or railway vehicle unless the person
ensures that the transport unit is secured so as to prevent, under normal conditions of transportation,
damage to the transport unit, road vehicle or railway vehicle.
7.39 No person shall load dangerous goods into or onto a transport unit together with foodstuffs unless
the dangerous goods are separated from the foodstuffs in a manner that would prevent the contamination
of the foodstuffs in the event of a discharge, emission or escape of the dangerous goods.
7.39.1 Where a tank car tank, its interior heating system or one of its valves is overdue for the retesting
required in National Standard of Canada CAN/CGSB-43.147-97, Construction and Maintenance of Tank
Car Tanks and Selection and Use of Tank Car Tanks, Portable Tanks and Rail Cars for the Transportation
of Dangerous Goods by Rail, dated August 1997, no person shall load dangerous goods in the tank car
tank until retesting is done in accordance with that Standard.
7.40 Where more than 2 000 kg of any one class of consumer commodities are to be transported in or on
a transport unit and the transport unit is to be transported by ship, no other dangerous goods shall be
stowed under or over the consumer commodities or in or over any part of the space within 1 m of the
consumer commodities.
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Loading of Explosives into Transport Units
7.41 Subject to the notes to the table to this section, where dangerous goods are explosives included in
Class 1 and have a compatibility group set out in column I of the table, no person shall load those
explosives into or onto the same transport unit as explosives that have a compatibility group set out in any
of columns II to XIV if an "X" appears opposite the compatibility group in column I and under a
compatibility group set out in any of columns II to XIV.

TABLE
Column I
Compatibility Group

II
A

A

III

IV

V

VI

VII

VIII

IX

X

XI

XII

XIII

XIV

B

C

D

E

F

G

H

J

K

L

N

S

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X,6

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X,6

7

1,2

1

X

X,5

X

X

X

X

3

7

1

X

X,5

X

X

X

X

3

6,7

X

X

X

X

X

X

3

7

X

X

X

X

X

X

7

X

X

X

X

X

7

X

X

X

X

7

X

X

X

7

B

X

C

X

X

D

X

X,6

1,2

E

X

X

1

1

F

X

X

X

X

X

G

X

X

X,5

X,5

X

X

H

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

J

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

K

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

7

L

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

4

X

X

N

X

X,6

3

3

3

X

X

X

X

X

X

S

X

7

7

6,7

7

7

7

7

7

7

X

6
6

Note 1: Where any combination of explosives included in compatibility group C, D or E are loaded together into or
onto the same transport unit, they shall be assigned to compatibility group E.
Note 2: Where explosives included in compatibility groups C and D are loaded together into or onto the same
transport unit, the total net explosives quantity of the explosives contained in the transport unit shall not exceed 5000
kg.
Note 3: Where explosives included in compatibility group C, D or E are loaded into or onto the same transport unit as
explosives included in compatibility group N, all the explosives shall be assigned to compatibility group D.
Note 4: An explosive included in compatibility group L shall only be loaded into or onto a transport unit with another
explosive that is included in compatibility group L, that has the same shipping name, that is included in the same
division of Class 1 and that has the same product identification number.
Note 5: In the case of explosive articles included in compatibility group G that are intended to be used with
explosives for military use, any combination of explosive articles included in
(a) compatibility groups C and G may be loaded together into or onto the same transport unit and shall be assigned to
compatibility group C;
(b) compatibility groups D and G may be loaded together into or onto the same transport unit and shall be assigned to
compatibility group D; or
(c) compatibility groups C, D and G may be loaded together into or onto the same transport unit and shall be
assigned to compatibility group E.
Note 6: Detonators included in compatibility groups B and S may be loaded together into or onto the same transport
unit as explosives included in compatibility group D or N for transport by road in accordance with the Explosives
Regulations.
Note 7: Fireworks (UN0337) shall not be loaded into or onto a transport unit with dangerous goods that are included
in Division 1 or 2 of Class 1.
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Regulations: concepts that can be addressed via training
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

numbering conventions in regulations
headings and sub-headings (size, position, font)
text layout (sections and subsections)
Roman numerals (many people have difficulty reading Roman numerals)
specialized legal wording (where this, then that; no person shall; in accordance with;
subject to; shall be deemed; etc.)
notes to tables (how to use)
intersecting lists (table)
font (size, italics, capitalization, bolding)
acronyms

Use it or lose it
“The man whose whole life is spent performing a few simple operations… has no occasion to
exert his understanding, or to exercise his invention… He naturally loses, therefore, the habit of
such exertion, and generally becomes as stupid and ignorant as it is possible for a human
creature to become.” (Adam Smith, Wealth of Nations, 1776)
•
•
•
•
•

the demand for literacy at work has been found to be a significant factor in predicting
adult literacy competence
a history of employment in low skill jobs is associated with lower levels of adult literacy
if you don’t keep using your literacy skills, you will lose them
technical and employment training programs must afford learners the opportunity to use
their workplace literacy skills and to improve them
literacy is not like riding a bicycle (could you pass your high school examinations today?)

In Conclusion:
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

workplace essential skills are very important and cannot be overlooked in college and
institute training programs
WES can and should be taught
workplace essential skills are transferable
education level is not always an indicator of WES proficiency – formal training may not
focus on WES
if we don’t use it, we lose it
addressing essential skills empowers learners and gives them the workplace skills they
need to be more than “automatons”, the skills they need to move forward, the capacity
to learn
reading, writing, numeracy, document use and computer skills are only the beginning –
individuals must use these skills as problem solving tools
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TRAVEL ADVISORIES: Round Tables

What are the barriers and challenges to including Workplace
Essential Skills in college and training institution programs?
Discussion Points:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

WES does not always “sell itself” when difficult budget decisions are being made
There is not enough time and money for instructor training and curriculum revision
addressing WES
Often difficult to address WES concepts such as critical thinking – instructors feel
overwhelmed and intimidated
There is a lack of awareness about essential skills – what are they, why are they important,
are they really teachable
There is no time in the actual programs – no room to include new activities and concepts
Students are at different levels in terms of essential skills proficiency – this adds too many
challenges to an instructor already facing time and resource constraints
Adult academic upgrading and literacy programs do not include WES so many students
enter trades programs with no skills in these areas
Essential skills are often addressed out of context and learners are not motivated to address
concepts they see as irrelevant
For many industry-based instructors, the concept of integration is new and unfamiliar
Many “generic” employment preparation and employability skills programs do not have
technical curricula to integrate into
Technical programs tend to target curriculum delivery rather than student needs
Many instructors fear that including WES will interfere with delivery of prescribed
apprenticeship programs
many college administrators are “old school” and do not understand the importance of
integrating WES and employability skills into technical programs
many instructors have never been in industry (or not recently) and are unaware of the WES
needs “on the ground”
many students are so lacking in literacy and numeracy skills that it is easier for instructors
to focus only on technical skills or to remove these students from training programs
the kinds of documents and essential skills promoted in many workplaces can be
intimidating and foreign for learners not from “mainstream” culture – it is very challenging
to address these concerns for instructors who lack cultural awareness training
some instructors may have weak WES skills themselves and feel uncomfortable introducing
Wes training into their classrooms
some instructors have weak computer skills or they are unfamiliar/uncomfortable with new
learning technologies and therefore opposed to using it
professionals with high mother tongue proficiency are sometimes frustrated by ESL needs
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students do not necessarily receive Wes training in the K-12 system (still geared to
university entrance even though only 15% of graduates choose this route) so they are
unprepared for workplace demands – colleges and training programs must address the gap
there are no mechanisms in place to update technical programs regularly so WES and
technology components do not keep pace with constantly changing workplace demands
colleges and institutions think they have solved the essential skills problem by insisting that
learners complete a certain grade level before being accepted into a program – however,
this is no guarantee that learners have the essential skills necessary to succeed
often training programs are delivered at literacy and numeracy levels much higher than
stipulated pre-requisite levels
learners often assume their essential skills abilities are higher than they are
the general public and employers are not aware of essential skills issues and their
importance, especially the relationship to health and safety
immigrants often have difficulty transitioning their skills – especially in WES areas
employers do not understand the concept of essential skills and why they must be
addressed in institutional training programs
learners are often technically skilled but cannot pass state or trade exams because of poor
essential skills development
Aboriginal learners often lack essential skills because they have not experienced success in
conventional learning situations – this impacts success in technical training programs
the kinds of literacy skills required by workers may not be the kinds of skills instructors are
used to addressing (e.g.) skimming, scanning, document navigation, tables and lists,
schematics, flow charts

What are some possible solutions?
Discussion Points:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

explain and disseminate data that supports the inclusion of WES in training programs (e.g.)
IALS results, Knowledge Matters, Literacy in the Information Age, etc.
introduce concrete ways to measure WES proficiency so specific student needs can be
targeted (e.g.) TOWES
involve administration in the implementation of WES in training programs to generate
support from “the top”
take the time to cultivate buy-in from front line instructors and curriculum developers – do
not impose strategies
provide professional development time to instructors and give them an opportunity to
develop WES exercises in a supported environment
introduce a policy whereby all new curricula developed will include WES at some level (let
instructors get a taste of the concept and then “grow it”)
encourage representatives from industry to interact with instructors so instructors can
understand the real need for WES training
implement worksite visits and job shadowing activities for instructors that include exposure
to WES use
hire staff who have essential skills training so they can assist other instructors
break WES needs into categories- those that are more generic can be developed collectively
and shared across programs
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hire consultants to train staff how to integrate WES and how to train others to integrate
WES (results are then sustainable)
establish a WES networking group within the institution
use a common and accessible language to encourage participation across the institution
start with non-workplace related examples (e.g. TV guides to discuss intersecting tables) in
order to demystify WES and make concepts accessible to all
don’t try to do it all – target gaps
include WES in all basic education/literacy programs and all adult academic upgrading
courses
integrate WES into pre-trades programs
incorporate essential skills in programs, taking advantage of natural integration points –
WES should not be addressed as a separate course if at all possible
obtain curriculum which has embedded WES in a relevant and meaningful way – can also
serve as a model for further curriculum development
colleges should share strategies, curricula and best practices with each other –
organizations such as WWestnet and ACCC could assist with this
WES training for instructors and curriculum developers must be provided during work hours
Colleges with innovative ideas and approaches should somehow make themselves known so
information can be shared (e.g.) Capilano College, Keyano college, Bow Valley College, Red
River College, etc.
Provide familiarization and training sessions around the concept of integration –
demonstrate advantages and ease of use
Send students to the workplace early in a program so they understand why WES training is
important and relevant
Introduce sharing and observing sessions so instructors learn from each other in nonthreatening and informal ways
Conduct regional workshops to encourage buy-in – be sure to include workplace personnel
for validation and sharing purposes
Employment preparation and employability skills programs can focus on the more generic
WES concepts (e.g.) employment contracts, tax forms, paycheque documents, collective
agreements, accident reports, shift schedules, overtime pay schedules, MSDS, etc.
More training must be provided re: student centred delivery, holistic approaches, and
experiential learning
Curriculum development departments must be made aware of WES – they must spend time
at workplaces and talk to workers so curriculum will include relevant WES concepts
Refer apprenticeship program instructors to the Red Seal data on the HRDC website and
especially to the work being done to identify the essential skills necessary to be a competent
journeyperson. Help instructors to make the connection between mastery of technical skills
and proficiency in literacy, numeracy, personal management and critical thinking skills
Encourage more partnerships with industry – must be cooperation if workplace needs are to
be met
Colleges should partner with industry trainers so college instructors will be up-to-date on
the WES needs of industry and today’s workplaces
Use existing college programs as demonstration or pilot projects for integration – less
onerous than “starting from scratch” with instructors new to the concept
Tutoring, support, transitional and pre-trades programs need to be introduced to enhance
and encourage WES development
Cultural awareness sessions should be part of all WES training delivered to instructors –
concrete training strategies must be provided

40

destination integration: Final Report and Resource Guide

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

WW

Instructors must be given a chance to improve their own WES skills before they can be
expected to teach these skills (must be done in a way that makes instructors feel
comfortable to seek assistance)
Instructors must be given opportunities to improve their information technology skills and
awareness (computer, internet, e-learning applications, etc.) so they feel comfortable using
and addressing technology
Instructors must be given training around ESL issues and strategies for addressing (an
important part of WES development)
Must be more interaction among colleges, the K-12 system and industry to address WES
development
Integrated programs tailored to the needs of Aboriginals must be developed using
Aboriginal input and expertise
Programs addressing entry-level positions must especially focus on WES – without strong
essential skills, these employees will never be able to gain the skills necessary to progress
Hold more “hands-on” workshops for policy makers and college program administrators –
they need to see exactly what is involved when integrating WES into training programs
(often they have a vague idea but not the concrete reality)
Programs should be delivered at literacy and numeracy levels appropriate for learners and
at the levels required by industry – this means knowing industry demands, assessing
learners to identify gaps, and evaluating materials/course demands to determine reading
and writing levels reflected
Industry and college trainers should work together to develop training programs – promotes
good instructional methodologies, relevant curriculum, WES integration and cost savings
There must be more opportunity provided for employers and training institutions to dialogue
about WES issues – many employers do not see the direct connection between strong
essential skills and improved performance, especially in times of rapidly changing global
markets and a looming international skills shortage

41

WW

destination integration: Final Report and Resource Guide

FINDING THE WAY: Navigating Workplace Documents
Presenter:

Sandi Howell (MB Education Training and Youth)

Overview:
Sandi Howell began her presentation with an introduction to document navigation, especially
why it is important to today’s workers. She stressed that what is often interpreted as a literacy
problem - “he or she can’t read” - is, in fact, a document navigation problem. Sandi explained
that document navigation is actually a study in document structure – how documents are
organized, what design features are evident and what “signposts” are available to help the
reader with the navigation task.
Much of document navigation is related to the user’s ability to clearly identify what information
is being sought; that is, what is the reader’s purpose for “entering” the document. Unless the
reading task is understood, the document user will be unable to locate specific and relevant
information. Once the purpose is defined, the document is skimmed to get a general impression
of what the content is about. Readers must be prepared to ask questions and identify key
words and phrases. Sandi emphasized that document users are responsible for making
educated predictions about where information might be found and how best it might be
accessed. The document is then scanned (read quickly to locate information). When information
is located, it must be synthesized and summarized to ensure the original questions have been
addressed. This is the point where reading comprehension is important. The reader then
confirms his or her findings. Sandi tested delegates’ navigation skills by asking participants to
locate information in the Globe and Mail, a task that proved daunting to most. However, once
the newspaper’s organizational conventions were clarified and navigational strategies applied,
delegate performance improved immensely.
Participants also learned that once they mastered the skill of navigation, they were able to use
their newspaper more efficiently and feel more confident in approaching reading tasks.
Sandi spent some time addressing the document navigation issue from a trainer’s perspective –
how can document navigation be taught? She suggested a number of strategies including the
importance of using authentic workplace materials and integrating document navigation into
technical training activities. She also discussed the importance of incorporating a learnercentred approach, one that encourages trainees to be involved at every stage of the training
process. Sandi then reviewed some best practices for trainers and cited indicators of learning
issues. She closed her session with a number of pointers to help trainers be more effective
writers (from a technical perspective) and better document designers.
Sandi reiterated that navigation is a key skill and that it requires an understanding of document
organization. It is definitely a teachable skill that must be addressed by trainers.
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Introduction

Reading Skills
main reading skills: skim, scan, find
overall meaning, find details, synthesize,
summarize, evaluate

Sandi Howell
Coordinator, Workplace Education and PLAR
Industry Training Partnerships
Manitoba Advanced Education & Training
(204) 945-1682
showell@gov.mb.ca

navigation is a process in which you use
the four main reading skills

Slide 4

Slide 1

Importance

Navigation Skills

“can’t read” actually may be “can’t
navigate”
part of what people do in the workplace
increases efficiency greatly
increases independence

understanding the structure or
organization of a document
skimming to gain a general impression
setting questions/identifying key words
and phrases (What am I being asked to
find?)

Slide 2

Slide 5

Workplace Process

Navigation Skills cont’d

Technical Skills

making predictions
scanning to locate information /cycling
through documents to find information
synthesizing (combining) and
summarizing information to come up with
an appropriate response (reading
comprehension skills)
confirming

Essential Skills

Slide 3

Slide 6
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Process of Navigation

Teaching Numbering

Understand
⇓
Skim
⇓
Question/Identify
⇓
Predict
⇓
Scan/Cycle
⇓
Locate
⇓
Comprehend
⇓
Confirm

1.0
1.1
1.2
1.2.1
1.2.2
1.2.2.1

Slide 9

Slide 7

Teaching Navigation

Learners and Essential Skills

practise on real materials
check graphics phobia
teach reading skills
teach thinking skills
use checklists
use supported to unsupported practice
model
use group work

draw on learner’s experience
involve learners in planning
cultivate self-direction
use small groups whenever possible

Slide 8

Slide 10

Summary
navigation is a key skill
navigation is a process which uses
reading skills
navigation can be embedded in other
training
navigation requires an understanding of
document organization

Slide 11
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Navigation Skills
When we talk about navigating through documents, we are talking about using the following skills:
1. Understanding the structure or organization of the document.
2. Skimming to gain a general impression.
3. Setting questions/Identifying key words and phrases (What am I looking for?/What am I being
asked to find?/What words or phrases will tell me that I have found what I am looking for?).
4. Making predictions.
5. Scanning to locate information/Cycling through the document to find the information.
6. Synthesizing (combining) and summarizing information to come up with an appropriate
response. (comprehension skills).
7. Confirming the correct information has been found.

Navigational Skills Checklist
Look over the material
Think about the organization or structure of the document.
Predict content – make connections to previous knowledge and experience.
Skim to gain general impressions – think about the “big picture”.
Consider: “What am I looking for? What am I being asked to find?”
Identify key words/phrases that will indicate the correct information has been located.
Make predictions of where the information will be found within the document.
Scan through the material looking for key words and phrases – cycle through document.
Continue to make predictions – look for clues (titles, sub-titles, headings, graphics, etc.)
Think about what is being read – make mental note of details.
Monitor comprehension – adjust strategies if necessary.
Locate information.
Summarize the material in your own words.
Consider: “Have I found the information that is needed?”.
Re-check if information answers the original question – access additional sources if necessary.
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Navigation Process

Understand

⇓
Skim

⇓
Question/Identify

⇓
Predict

⇓
Scan/Cycle

⇓
Locate

⇓
Comprehend

⇓
Confirm
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Document Organization
•

Understanding the organization or structure of a document is an important component of
navigating through materials. When we understand how something is constructed, we can better
understand how to use the document.

•

The author uses structure to guide the reader.

•

In documents we need to look for and use features such as: the introduction (preface, forward),
table of contents, titles, sub-titles, headings, lists, tables and figures, summaries, schedules,
appendixes, indexes, dividers.

•

Within a document, information given on a page could be divided into sections that make it easier
for the reader to find what they are looking for. These sections can be given titles or headings and
sub-headings that may be in bold or underlined. Numbered or bulleted lists may also be included.

Documents need not be intimidating. We are always more comfortable with things that we know.
Take the time to skim through documents that you have to use.

Process - Teaching Navigation
1. Analyze documents.
◊ Organization
◊ Plain Language
2. Analyze Learner/Reader Needs.
◊ Language Issues
◊ Literacy Issues
◊ Long time since other training
◊ Degree of familiarity with documents
3. Develop a strategy for familiarizing learner/ reader with document.
◊ For practice exercises use:
Supported
Semi-supported
Unsupported practice
◊ Teach reading graphics
◊ Teach navigation process:
Understand document organization
Skim for general impression (see next page)
Outline questions to be answered
Identify key words
Make predictions as to location
Scan to locate information – key words (see next page)
Synthesize/summarize information
Identify what’s missing
Confirm
◊ Teach/review reading techniques (see next page)
4. Develop extra learning plans for identified learners.

47

WW

destination integration: Final Report and Resource Guide

Reading Techniques
Four Reading Styles
Skimming*
Reading quickly for the main idea.
Scanning*
Reading quickly to find a specific piece of information.
*Both skimming and scanning may be inhibited by fixation. Fixation occurs when the reader
is stopping too long on any word, letter or passage. Some readers have chronic problems
with fixation. Some readers simply do not know that you do not have to fixate.
Extensive Reading
Reading a longer written text with the emphasis on overall meaning (usually for pleasure).
Intensive Reading
Reading a written text for detailed information (requires precise understanding). Typically,
we are looking for the main idea or for details. Effective intensive reading may actually
involve the skills of summarizing and synthesizing information which requires thinking skills
such as analysis and evaluation.

Skimming
Skimming involves reading some parts and missing others. The purpose of skimming is to read
the parts that are most likely to give you a “general impression” or the main idea. To
understand the main idea, you do not need the less important facts and details. As a general
rule, skim the following:
• the title
• the sub-titles or by-lines (like those used in a newspaper)
• the headings
• key words that answer: who, what, where, when, why, how
• the title or legend of any maps, graphs, charts, pictures, or diagrams
Look for the following types of words:
• Most important - concrete nouns and active verbs
• Next in importance - adjectives, some adverbs and prepositions
When you skim, you should be reading 3 or 4 times faster than you do at other times. You
should be skipping more than you are reading. Some people like to skim by looking down the
centre of the page. Others like to skim in an “s” pattern down the page.
Remember to look for and make a mental note of key words and phrases. Create a general
outline in your mind of the information learned.
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Scanning
Scanning involves searching through written material to locate a specific piece of information.
The eyes move quickly across the page looking for specific words and phrases that will signal to
the reader that he/she is close to finding the information that is being sought.
Steps Followed When Scanning
•
•
•
•
•

Look over the document to understand the organization or structure of the material.
Think about questions that will cue you to the process that needs to be followed.
Identify key words or phrases that will help in your search.
Scan for words that indicate the necessary information has been found.
Confirm that you have found the correct and complete information.

Questions to Ask
The following are examples of the types of questions that should be asked when scanning:
1. What information am I looking for?
• What key words and phrases will tell me that I have found the right information?
• What clues do I need to look for?
2. How is this material organized?
• Are there titles, sub-titles, headings?
• Where do I expect to find what I am looking for?
• Am I looking in the right place?
• Have I looked at any graphics (pictures, tables, figures, graphs, etc.)?
3. What words am I scanning that tell me I have found the correct information?
• What clues or signals tell me I am close?
• Does this fit with what I expected to find?
• Does this fit with what I already know about this topic?
4. Does the information I found answer my original question?
• Is this what I need or do I need to look further?
• After reading the words or sentences again, am I sure that this is the information that I need?

Increasing Reading Speed
Fixation is when your eyes stop moving or pause when you are reading. This is when the brain records
what the eyes have seen. You need to train yourself to take in more that one word at time. Try to take
in two or three words while still being able to understand what you are reading. Look for words that
can be grouped together as meaningful phrases. Reducing the number of times that your eyes stop on
words will improve your reading speed.
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Regression is when your eyes skip backwards while you are reading. This can get in the way of
understanding what is being read. To train your eyes to stop making backward movements, try the
following strategies:
•

Use a piece of plain paper to cover the lines that have been read. Move the paper down the page
as you are reading so that you cannot look back at what you have already read.

•

Use your finger to focus your eyes on the line that is being read. Move your finger along smoothly
from left to right. Remember to underline not point.
Practice by reading newspaper articles. The columns used in newspapers naturally guide our
eyes down the page.

Remember to Use adult Learning Principles
You can assume that there will be a range of essential skill levels in employees taking any type
of training. You will want to watch for any issues. Be aware of the indicators.
Some of the following adult learning principles apply particularly to help those who are
challenged by written material.
1. Draw on the learner’s experience as a resource.
Learners bring a huge amount of experience and knowledge with them to the classroom.
Drawing on their experience verbally as a practice increases their comfort and selfconfidence levels and creates an environment which is directly relevant to their lives.
Relevance leads to motivation, a key factor in learning.
2. Involve learners in the planning and implementation of learning activities.
Learners having difficulty will tell you what types of activities they need and what is
troublesome. Invite ongoing input and feedback as to what types of activities are needed
and which materials should be chosen.
3. Cultivate self-direction in learners.
Self-direction as a principle will encourage learners to identify and access what they need to
learn fully. By inviting the learners to think about what they need, you are really
encouraging self-direction.
4. Use small groups whenever possible.
Groups promote teamwork and encourage cooperation and collaboration among learners.
Peer support and even peer tutoring or coaching born out of this environment have been
proven to be highly successful for many.
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Using Plain English in Your Training Materials
The following information is taken largely from Clear Writing and Literacy by Ruth Baldwin of
the Ontario Literacy Coalition.
1. One fundamental question to ask yourself is if the way the information is presented
detracts in any way from the message itself. If so, then it is a warning sign about its
clarity.
2. One thing you can do to assist those with lower essential skill levels is to evaluate the
written materials you’re asking them to deal with in terms of the complexity. You need
to look at it from the point of view of clarity of the content and ease of navigation.
3. Clarity of content involves both the way it’s written and the way it looks. It’s a way of
presenting information so as to make it easy for everyone to read and understand.
4. There
◊
◊
◊
◊
◊

are five things to consider when examining material:
overall appearance − design and layout
organization of material
language
sentence length and structure
tone − how you speak to the reader

5. Heavy blocks of text or too much information crammed into a page is difficult to face
and hard to process. Where possible, add white space to the document by reducing the
number of text lines on a page, adjusting the width of the paragraphs, etc.
6. Consider using a serif font of average size (10 to 12 point), such as the one used in the
text of this document or any newspaper: it’s the most readable. Sans serif text, such as
Arial (e.g. Arial) font, is more difficult to read.
7. The lettering should be in upper and lower case versus only upper case.
8. Graphics, charts and tables must be clear and well-presented. If they are not, it defeats
their purpose of augmenting text.
9. Consider whether or not the paragraphs should be full justified, as sometimes this
creates gaps between words which makes them harder for the eye to process. Raggedright text (left justified) is considered by some to be the most readable.
10. Always make sure that photocopies are of the best quality possible.
11. Ease of navigation is often overlooked. Many people have difficulties just trying to find
information in documents. Try to see if the document has a good table of contents, if it’s
clearly numbered and if it is well-divided into logical chunks. If a document is difficult to
navigate, you’ll have to explicitly teach the navigation system to the learners.
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12. The material should be organized so that there are clear headings, sub-headings and
numbering. Main ideas should be clearly presented close to the beginning of sections.
Directions should also be clearly presented. Readers should not have to hunt for this
type of information.
13. Paragraphs should be written concisely, clearly presenting the main ideas and details in
a logical manner.
14. The most readable sentences are usually simple and short - no more than 30 words. The
reader should not have to struggle with a lot of information or complex sentences in
order to get at the meaning. Each sentence should have one main idea and as few
clauses as possible.
15. Try to use a simple present or past verb tense as this expresses ideas the most directly.
Instead of saying “Once you have determined” use, Once you determine”. It is much
more direct.
16. Avoid language that’s difficult or complex: for example don’t use unfamiliar words. Try
to assess the level of technical language and whether or not it is clearly explained.
Watch for acronyms and again try to determine whether or not they are explained.
17. There are several readability indexes which allow you to quickly analyze the general
complexity level of a body of written material. While this should only be part of your
analysis, one quick test is the Gobbledegook Detector developed by Cy White of the Law
Reform Commission of Canada.

Gobbledegook Detector
Average words Sentence
_______
per sentence

=

Total

Syllables per word

Para.
_______
Words
1

2

3

4

5

6

How to Use the Gobbledegook Detector
o

Select a paragraph (or several) from a section of a book.

o

Count every word and write the number in the square box.

o

Count the sentences and write the number on the line below Sentence.
If there’s more than one paragraph, put the number on the line below
Para.. There shouldn’t be more than five sentences per paragraph.
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o

Divide the number of sentences by the number of words and write the
average number of words per sentence in the space at the left. Aim for
an average of 15 to 20. Avoid sentences over 30 words in length.

o

Select six words (or more). Analyze the number of syllables in each word
that you use. Count ‘ed’ endings if they are not sounded. Enter the
number in the proper circle under Syllables per word.

o

The more words that have three or more syllables, the more difficult the
writing will be.

18. The tone of the document should be neutral if at all possible − watch for the overly
formal, hostile, legalistic or patronizing.
19. There’s not a lot you can do about documents that use a font that’s difficult to read or
which lack white space, but if you are producing them yourself, you can follow these
simple guidelines to produce a more readable document. These guidelines will also
allow you to pick a more suitable document when you have a choice.
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DESTINATION IN SIGHT: How to Integrate WES into
College & Training Institution Curricula
Presenter:

Marilyn Luft (Consultant)

Overview:
Marilyn Luft took delegates through the actual integration process, using a program she
developed for Portage College and Alberta Pacific Forest Industries (ALPAC), a program aimed
at Aboriginal learners. Marilyn began her session by reviewing the International Adult Literacy
Survey and the methodologies used. She then explained the relationship between the IALS
assessment scales and the Essential Skills Research Project currently being conducted by
Human Resources Development Canada. Marilyn stressed that the essential skills profiles
generated by the Research Project are very helpful tools for instructors but that it is necessary
to understand the conventions and processes used in the template.
Marilyn spent time walking delegates through two profiles, noting the skills categories
addressed, the ratings assigned and the usage symbols indicated. She told participants that she
would only be addressing reading, writing, document use, numeracy and oral communication in
her integration lesson as these were the essential skills with which she worked in the ALPAC
program.
Marilyn began the integration process by showing delegates how to access the HRDC profiles
and use the information provided to identify the essential skills required for occupations being
addressed by college programs. Marilyn emphasized that once essential skills are determined
important to an occupation by the training institution, industry validation must be sought. She
then demonstrated how she constructs a skills matrix which shows at a glance the essential
skills used in an occupation (or several related occupations) and their frequency of use – this
ensures that those skills needed most often on the job are given priority in a training program.
She then illustrated how she identifies integration or splicing points, which are used to segue
into an essential skills lesson. Marilyn advised delegates that workplace essential skills are more
effectively addressed when they are approached from a familiar or “everyday” context. In other
words, start with skills the learner knows and uses regularly before laddering into more
workplace-specific competencies. For example, use Ikea directions to teach assembly diagrams
and then transition to workplace examples; use the TV guide to address nested tables before
moving on to workplace shift schedules. She also advised that document use is one of the most
important essential skills that can be taught in a technical training program. This is because
secondary schools do not usually address workplace documents and the special kinds of writing
and reading skills required to use these documents. Therefore, document use skills will need
work in technical and employment preparation training programs. Marilyn ended by reiterating
that integration is the most effective way to address WES training.
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Destination In Sight

How to Integrate Workplace
Essential Skills into College or
Training Institution Curricula
and Programs

Integrate or “Splice”
Splice: to unite or join by interweaving the
strands

WW

• In our training programs, we need to include the
workplace essential skills that will give learners the
tools to succeed on the job and to learn new skills.
• I hope that participants will return to their colleges
and institutions and promote the inclusion of
workplace essential skills into all career and
training programs offered.
• You may need to seek the help of an essential skills
consultant to get started.
• I truly believe that workplace essential skills should
and can be integrated into curriculum.

• This morning I will show you how to integrate
essential skills into technical curriculum
• I am working on a curriculum for a college in
northern Alberta. We are incorporating essential
skills into a curriculum aimed at helping Aboriginals
enter and remain in the workforce in forestry and
in oil and gas resource based industries.
• This project is a partnership with Portage College
and Alberta Pacific Forest Industries or ALPAC.
• This curriculum is presently being piloted. The first
intake of students was in February.
• Much of what I speak about today is the process
we used for this curriculum.

• I will be using the word “splice” since it seems to
be more of what we are doing when we integrate
essential skills.
• Also, the word “splice” suggests more of a
workforce context.
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International Adult Literacy
Survey (IALS)
Literacy: the ability to understand and
employ printed information in daily
activities, at home, at work, and in the
community, to achieve one’s goals and to
develop one’s knowledge and potential

• Yesterday there was discussion about how the
results of the International Adult Literacy Study
(IALS) and other significant studies point out why
essential skills should be an important issue in
today’s workplaces.
• Let’s begin by taking a brief look back at IALS.

Question asked was not “Can you read?” but
rather, “How well do you read?”.

Five Levels of Literacy
Level 1
People at this level ...
very limited reading skills
may not be able to read simple but
important instructions such as
those on medicine bottles

Five Levels of Literacy
Level 2
People at this level …
can deal with simple text, clearly
laid out
find new material confusing and
frustrating

• Level 1 in terms of reading means that the person
has great difficulty reading.
• The individual may not be able to read labels on
containers.

• Level 2 means limited skills.
• The person can read but cannot read well.
• These individuals have trouble learning new skills
requiring higher literacy.
• They may be in the workplace and doing jobs that
demand much higher literacy levels. The question
is, how are they managing?
• They have developed coping skills. However, we
must consider the safety factor, the accuracy factor
when we talk about these situations.
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Five Levels of Literacy
Level 3
People at this level ...
have sufficient skills to cope with
most everyday literacy demands
may not have skills to take on new
communication challenges, like
returning to education and training

Five Levels of Literacy
Levels 4/5
People at this level …
can read, write and do math well
enough to meet the challenge of
present and changing demands of
work, home, and community

WW

• Level 3 means that the individuals are considered
to have the minimum desired skill level.

• Levels 4 and 5 were combined because there was
not enough of a statistically verifiable distinction at
these higher levels to warrant two separate
categories.

Three Kinds of Literacy
Prose Literacy
– understand and use information from text
including editorials, news stories, poems and
fiction

Document Literacy

• As well as different levels of literacy, there are
different kinds of literacy.
• Document literacy and quantitative literacy are
critical for many tasks at work.

– locate and use information contained in various
formats, including job applications, payroll
forms, transportation schedules, maps, tables
and graphics

Quantitative Literacy
– apply arithmetic operations, either alone or
sequentially, to numbers embedded in printed
materials, such as balancing a cheque book,
figuring out a tip, or completing an order form
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Prose Literacy
43% of Canadians
are at first two levels
of IALS
33% of Canadians
are at level 3
24% of Canadians
are at level 4/5
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Document Use
46% of Canadians
are at the first two
levels of IALS
30% of Canadians
are at level 3
24% of Canadians
are at level 4/5
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• This graph refers to prose literacy only.
• This category addresses the knowledge and skills
needed to understand and use information from
texts including editorials, news stories, poems and
fiction.
• Note that 24% of Canadians are at level 4/5 and
that over 70%of Canadians are below level 4/5.
• 43% of Canadians are at levels 1 and 2.

• This slide refers to document literacy where tasks
included locating and using information in various
formats: forms, schedules, maps, graphics.
• The ability to search documents for specific
information is an important document literacy skill
in today’s workplaces.
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Quantitative Literacy
46% of Canadians
are at the first two
levels
32% of Canadians
are at level 3
22% of Canadians
are at level 4/5
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• Quantitative literacy refers to arithmetic operations
where the numbers must be located in and
extracted from different types of documents.
• It has been found that individuals may be able to
perform numeracy operations when the numbers
and operations required are explicit.
• However, when these numbers are embedded in
text, the task becomes more difficult, especially if
there is information present that is similar but
irrelevant to the information needed to complete
the numeracy task.
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Lesson of IALS
Literacy Matters
It matters in the workplace.
It matters in the classroom.

“Literacy” or “Workplace
Essential Skills”
The term “literacy” is stigmatized with
negative images.
We use the term “workplace essential
skills” which better depicts what these
skills represent.

What Are Essential Skills?
Essential skills are enabling skills that
– help people perform the tasks required by
their occupation and other activities
of daily life.
– provide people with a foundation to learn
other skills.
– enhance people’s ability to adapt to
workplace change.
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• Findings from the 1997 IALS report titled “Literacy
Skills for the Knowledge Society”:
Knowledge societies will dominate the
twenty first century.
Jobs in knowledge societies require
high levels of literacy skill for which
demands are expected to increase.
Level 3 is the minimum level of literacy
required for life and work.
Colleges and training institutions need
to address all three forms of literacy.

• The term “literacy” evokes a series of images and
connotations. We see a workplace literacy program
as teaching individuals to read and write.
• It is viewed as remedial rather than as an
enhancement of existing skills or a development of
new skills that reflect a changing work
environment.

• this is the definition HRDC uses and the one we will
use.
• Essential Skills are not technical skills; they are the
skills people use to carry out a wide variety of
everyday life and occupational tasks. For example,
writing skills are required in many occupations.
But, the complexity and frequency of writing
varies. Some workers fill out simple forms every
day, while others write daily or monthly reports.
• Workers must have Essential Skills to do their
work. For example, repair persons have to read
and understand written work orders to do repairs.
• Workers who have Essential Skills at the levels
required for their desired occupations have
enhanced employability. However, other factors
such as honesty, persistence and a positive attitude
to change also enhance employability.
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Nine Essential Skills
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Reading text
Document use
Writing
Numeracy
Oral
communication
Working with
others
Computer use

8.

Thinking skills
– Problem solving
– Decision making
– Job task planning
and organizing
– Significant use of
memory
– Finding information

9.

• HRDC, Human Resources Development Canada,
lists 9 workplace essential skills.
• For this workshop we are only looking at the first 5
essential skills - the 3 literacy skills from IALS plus
writing and oral communication.

Continuous
learning

Essential Skills Profiles
Result of Canada-wide research
Involves interviews with over 3000
different workers in over 180 different
occupations
Provide extensive examples of type of
workforce tasks that can be used to
develop learning activities
Available at www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca

Activity
Walk through the profile:
Labourers in Processing, Manufacturing
and Utilities
– Description of the occupation
– The most important Essential Skills
– Complexity levels, 11-5, with 1 being the
lowest level
– Examples
– Profile

• In 1994, HRDC launched a national research study,
the Essential Skills Research Project (ESRP), to
examine how essential skills are used in various
jobs in Canada.
• To date, more than 3,000 interviews have been
conducted across the country, involving workers in
more than 180 occupations.
• The ESRP interviews competent workers
(recommended by employers and labour unions) in
the occupational areas targeted for study.
• Information is compiled and recorded in an
essential skills profile template. The Profile shows
how essential skills are used by workers in an
occupational group.
• Go to www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca to review profiles
• Essential Skills Profiles describe the frequency and
complexity of use of essential skills in different
occupational groups.
• For each essential skill, a Profile generally contains:
o complexity ratings that indicate the level of
difficulty of the tasks related to that skill.
o examples that illustrate how the skill is used.
o a standardized description of how that skill is
used so readers may make comparisons
between occupations or aggregate
information across occupations.
• Each Essential Skills Profile uses the same format,
to make information easy to find. Readers will find
the same headers in each profile, the same
ordering of the essential skills, and data that is
presented in a consistent manner.
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Profile Frequency Codes
>>> indicates that most respondents use
that skill
>> indicates that some respondents use
that skill
> indicates that few respondents use
that skill
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• In Essential Skills Profiles that are based on
interviews with workers, chevrons are used to
indicate the proportion of interviews in which a
particular skill element was reported.
• The chevrons do not refer to frequency of use, but
rather to the percentage of interviews in which an
item was reported. That means, for instance, that
a task done rarely by everyone is scored with one
chevron, while a task done frequently by a
specialized group is scored with several chevrons.
• In Essential Skills Profiles developed as part of an
occupational standard, these symbols are not used.

The Process of Integrating
Workplace Essential Skills into
Curricula and Programs

• The integration process will be described in a linear
format but this is for clarity purposes and to show
the sequence.
• It is actually more of a spiral process, in which one
stage revisits and builds upon earlier stages.
• At each step, reference will be made to the
program developed for Portage college.

Process

• You cannot build in workplace essential skills
without knowing the workplace. May be as easy as
looking at the trade or already being familiar with
the occupation
• If this is a pre employment program, identify what
occupations you are preparing the learners for.
• If this is a skills training program for learners to
become more marketable in the labour force, then
where in the labour force might they be headed?
Where are they the most likely to get employment?
What companies or industries will be hiring?
• May include knowing the learners. In the case of
an Aboriginal program, may need to talk to
instructors who have worked in Aboriginal
programs.

1.

Identify and research the occupations
to be included in the program.
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Process Sub-steps
• Become familiar with the workplace
that the learners will be entering.
• Tour the worksite.
• Build relationships with the
stakeholders.

Process
2.

Examine the profiles and determine
which workplace essential skills are to
be included.
• Validate these skills with the workplace.
What workforce essential skills do we splice
in?

Activity
Look at 11-2 profiles.
If you were to build a program for these
occupations, what skills would you need to include
for
• Reading text
• Document use
• Writing
Record these skills on the flip chart.
Include examples such as:
–
Trades helpers and labourers need to scan
manuals,specifications, regulations. Example:
WHMIS manuals

• If a large plant is involved, tour the plant, meet the
trainers, familiarize yourself with the workplace.
• Go to the workers where they work, when they
work. Job shadow if possible.
• Build relationships, even a advisory committee.
• This is a starting point to identifying the WES you
will include.
• For the AWCEP curriculum, I was given a list of the
16 possible occupations that those completing the
program would be heading into. It included
labourers, pulp machine operators, truck drivers,
heavy equipment operators, chainsaw operators,
shippers and receivers, plus 13 more related
occupations.
• I spent an entire day touring the workplace to see
what workers had to know.
Considerations:
• Is this a skill used daily or just occasionally? If
“rarely,” is it still a needed skill, such as completing
an accident report?
• Validate these findings with the workplace. I gave
my list of essential skills to the people at ALPAC
and asked them to check off which essential skills
were used by entry level workers.
• I also asked them which essential skills were
missing.
• Very important to have this workplace connection.
• It was it this point that we discussed our final
evaluation plan. We agreed that we would have
students complete a final portfolio of completed
workplace documents.
For example:
• Reading: do you need to teach skimming
strategies, and if so, what do the workers in the
occupation skim? Memos? Manuals? Do you need
to teach reading comprehension? What do workers
in the occupation read? Journals? Books?
• Document use: What documents do workers need
to address? Do workers complete forms? What kind
of forms? Do workers read tables and schedules? If
so, what kind of schedules? Do workers read or
complete check lists? Do workers read graphs?
• Writing: what do workers need to write?
Paragraphs or less than a paragraph? What do they
write? Letters of request? Analysis of situations?
Minutes from safety meetings?
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• Remember I mentioned that for the project I had
16 profiles to reference. I did an Excel chart for
each essential skill.
• There is a vertical list of occupations and then the
examples (see attached hand-out).
• This process gave me a good picture of what kinds
of essential skills and documents had to be
included: Memos, bulletins, announcements,
operation and maintenance manuals, policies and
procedures
• It also gave me a picture of the purpose for the
reading and the type of text involved (e.g.) few
workers scan forms or labels, but a significant
number scan manuals, specifications and
regulations.

Process
3.

Gather authentic workplace materials
What materials will we use to splice in the
workplace essential skills?

Activity
What kinds of authentic documents
would you gather?
– Workplace
– Non workplace (but necessary to access or
complete assigned tasks)

• It was at this point that I went back to learn more
about the company.
• I met those involved with organizational
performance:
I asked questions about what essential skills
were needed.
I collected the workplace documents used.
I asked for the type of documents that entry
level workers would be expected to use.
I also validated my list of workplace essential
skills with the company.

For example:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Application forms (to get the job)
Bus schedule (to get to work)
Repair manuals
Shift schedule
Accident And injury forms
Employment contract
Log book
MSDS documents
Safety manuals
Regulations
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Why Gather Authentic
Materials?
Tells us the skills that workers actually
use
Helps us to identify what must be taught
From here we develop instructional
strategies
The learners get the opportunity to
practice skills they will use on the job.
There is a direct application of what is
learned.

Reading in the Classroom vs.
Workplace Reading
Workplace

Classroom

Workers read
– to do, to carry out a
task
– actions are based on
what is read

Students read
– to learn
– to appreciate
stylistics
– to analyze & critique
– for enjoyment

Workers tend to scan
rather than read the
whole text line by line
(text searches).

Students spend only a
limited amount of time
reading for the sole
purpose of carrying out
a task.

Workplace

• Instructors cannot make assumptions about the
essential skills learners have when they enter the
classroom. There is a good chance that learners
from secondary school will not have addressed
workplace requirements such as document
navigation, log book entries, MSDS, shift
schedules, etc.
• Academic programs in colleges and institutes do
not usually focus on these kinds of tasks either.
• Therefore, there is a need for technical and
employment program instructors to include
workplace essential skills in their programs.

Classroom

Workers will consult the
same document every
time they have to
perform the task rather
than consciously “learn”
the material outlined.

Students will often
reread materials several
times in one sitting to
comprehend meaning
and learn information.

The majority of reading
involves documents and
combinations of text
and figures.

Reading is almost
exclusively text or
narrative based
(essays, novels, short
stories,etc,) and
involves continuous
text.

Materials read are
specific to the work
context.

• Narrow the focus of the program to those reading,
writing, numeracy and tasks that a student will
encounter on the job.
• The closer instructors can tailor materials and
learning to their own learners’ needs, the better
the chance that learning retention and transfer will
occur.
• We are attempting to narrow the gap between
what is learned in the classroom and what is
practiced outside the classroom.
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• Here a sample of workplace reading. This is part of
a safety orientation reference handbook. Although
it is reviewed at orientation, workers are expected
to keep this manual for reference and to use it as
needed.
• Workplace reading most often means:
Glancing down a table of contents
Scanning headings
Scanning for key words
Not reading everything

Document Use in the
Classroom vs. Workplace
Workplace
Document use is of
major importance in the
workplace. No job in
Canada has yet been
identified that does not
use documents.
Document use is
directly linked to the
performance of a task.

Classroom
Document use is of
secondary importance
compared to reading
text.

• Since workplace documents are not usually seen in
traditional learning situations, they are unfamiliar
to new entrants to the workplace.

• This a standard time sheet that is common for
labourers to complete at the end of each work day.
A document such as this is not a “typical”
classroom document.
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Writing in the Classroom vs.
Workplace Writing
Classroom

Workplace
Writing is short, concise
and targeted.
Writing is usually point
form (bullets).
Workplace writing is
often repetitive.
Most writing is related
to document use and
templates.

Students tend to write
narrative and expository
pieces.
There is an emphasis
upon using complete
sentences and
conventional
paragraphs.
Writing style is usually
important (sentence
variety, vocabulary,
figures, transitional
devices.)

• This is a sample of writing that workers do on a
daily time ticket:
Detailed description of work done.
Topics discussed at the tailgate meeting.

Process
4.
5.

Examine the existing course outline.
Identify where and how the essential
skills should be added or spliced in.

• May not have to revise the entire curriculum or fill
the entire course with authentic tasks and
contextualized materials.
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Process
6.

Design curricula that incorporates
workplace essential skills instruction
and uses authentic workplace
materials.
Strategies to splice in workplace
essential skills

Reading Strategy
Reading Profile
– Scan for specific information, locate
information
– Example: Manuals, Specifications,
Regulations

WW

• Here is where we now layout out the curriculum
• The aim of customizing is to integrate relevant
materials selectively as needed by the learners.
• In other words we splice in the essential skills
required.
• Consider how much time should be allocated to
teaching these skills.
• Prioritize.

• Teach these processes using authentic workplace
reading materials.

Lesson on scanning (scanning is reading to
locate specific information or details)
(e.g.) Use a Safety Orientation Reference
Handbook.

Document Use Strategy
Document Use Profile
– Complete forms by marking check boxes,
recording numerical information or entering
words, phrases, or sentences.
– Example: timesheet

Lesson on lists
– Practice with actual time sheet.

• Most forms use a table format and table
conventions can and should be taught.
• Tables are simply lists - when 2 or more simple
lists are combined, the resulting document is a
table.
• Intersecting lists: 2 starting points, vertical and
horizontal axis. (It is not uncommon for students to
have difficulty reading or filling in tables.)
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Lists
“Just as prose depends on sentence
structure, the basic structure of documents
can be described in terms of lists, combined
lists, intersecting lists, and nested lists.”
Lists are the “building blocks of documents”
The list is

• In fact, you cannot teach document literacy
without teaching about lists.

– a central element in document design
– a universal way of organizing information
Document Literacy by Julian Evetts

Document Use Strategy
Document Use Profile
– Read tables, schedules, or other table like
text
– Example: shift schedule

Lesson on intersecting lists
– Begin with TV guide as an example.
– Use actual workplace shift schedules.

Document Use Strategy
Discussion from workplace
– Read forestry maps.

• I often begin with examples of documents that are
used every day such as the TV guide.
• Keep in mind that when you are teaching
documents that you are not teaching the content.
Rather, you are teaching how to get to the
content. You are teaching the structure.
• You can always call on content experts, those in
the field, to help teach the content.

• Teach how to read simple maps if relevant.
• Progress to complex maps and ask for help if you
need it.

Lesson on map reading
– Begin with simple maps.
– Bring in content expert to show how to
read complex forestry maps.
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Writing Strategies
Writing Profile
– need to keep a record/to document
– length of less than one paragraph
– Example: daily time tickets

WW

• Here is an opportunity to teach clear, concise
entries in a timesheet or log book.
• Emphasize legibility. Others must read this.

Lesson on how to describe the work done in
a clear and concise manner
Write up time ticket.
– Begin with verb. Example: “Dug trench on Piper
Drive” or “Changed oil in Ford half ton.”
– Keep the writing short and concise.

For example:
• The worker is expected to give a detailed
description of the work done in the day. This would
be short and concise.
• There is also space to list the topics discussed at
the tailgate meeting. Point form would work best.
• Students often need help to know what to write
and how to write it.

Writing Strategies
Writing Profile
– Write to keep a record/to document.
– Example: record information from safety meeting

Lesson on recording information
– Look to examples of notes from safety meeting or
tailgate meeting.
– Stage safety meetings and practice recording
minutes.

• Workers are often expected to record information
from safety meetings.
• May be brief safety meetings, often referred to as
tail gate or tool box meetings.
• Teach how to organize information in point form
brief entries
begin with action word
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Writing Strategies
Discussion with workplace
– Record minutes from team meeting.

Lesson on recording minutes
– If possible, have format that workplace
uses.
– Refer to samples of minutes from team
meetings.
– Conduct mock team meetings and record
minutes.

Vocabulary and Spelling
Obtain vocabulary list from workplace.
Use it to familiarize learners with
spelling and meaning of words they
would encounter frequently on the
worksite.
Include acronyms

Oral Communication Strategy
Oral Communication Profile

• In many workplaces, all workers are expected to
take a turn at recording minutes.
• When I have asked what training is provided, the
answer is, “It’s your turn to take the minutes.”
• In team meetings, it is necessary to record the
items that are discussed and the actions that are
agreed upon. Motions are usually not made and
the style is informal. Nevertheless, these writing
skills must be taught to prepare learners for the
job.

• Could compose your own list based on the worksite
and occupation.

• Sequencing becomes a factor.
• You must ask, “What is the language at work?”

– Interact with supervisors to provide/receive
information, explanation, direction.
– Example: Interact with supervisors to receive work
orders

Lesson on listening and taking direction
– Role playing actual work situation
– Could lead to writing activity on which learners
write down directions.
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Numeracy
Teach numeracy in the context of the
workplace.
Use authentic workplace materials
where ever possible.

Numeracy
Math Skills Profile
– Use a proportion showing comparison
between two ratios in order to solve
problems.
– Example: reading proportions to mix
antifreeze and water

WW

• Often there are existing programs that include the
teaching of numeracy (e.g.) pre trades math.
These can be great resources.
• We took further steps to ensure that workplace
math was incorporated. The math instructor:
Attended all meetings held on essential skills.
Attended a workshop I gave on incorporating
essential skills into the curriculum.
Toured the worksite
Works with the communications instructor to
share workplace documents using numeracy.
Did not want students to see math as an
isolated activity.
Is also teaching quantitative literacy.

• Individuals may be able to perform operations
when the numbers and operations are explicit, but
when these numbers are embedded in text, the
task becomes more difficult.
• Result: it is important to address quantitative
literacy as well.

Lesson on ratio and proportion using
actual antifreeze label

Putting it all together:
• Practice using documents that demand many
essential skills. Using this document, you could
teach:
• Reading skills – scanning
• Document Use – table
• Numeracy - to protect against freezing up to –37 C,
what percent of coolant should you use?
• Numeracy - to protect up to –52C, what percent
coolant?
• Numeracy - you need to use 60% coolant. If you
add 16 litres of coolant, how much water do you
add?
(This is on the TOWES Measure Up website)
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The Process of Integrating
Essential Skills into Curricula
and Programs
Summary
• Identify and research the occupations
to be included in the program.
• Examine the profiles and determine
which workplace essential skills are to
be included.
• Gather authentic workplace materials.

•

Examine the existing course outline.

•

Identify where and how the essential
skills should be added or spliced in

•

Design curriculum that incorporates
workplace essential skills instruction
and uses authentic workplace materials.

Destination In Sight

• Remember – when you teach a workplace essential
skill, always start with a skill that is familiar from a
different context first.
• For example:
Use food tin labels and then move to chemical
product labels.
Use car registration regulations before moving
to manufacturing regulations.
Use city and province maps before moving to
geophysical maps.
Use familiar schematics such as bus route
maps before moving to workplace schematics.

• If we are going to have training programs, we
need to include the workplace essential skills that
will give learners the foundation to succeed.
• I would hope that participants will be able to return
to their colleges and institutions and promote the
inclusion of workplace essential skills into the
career and training programs offered.
• You may need to seek out the help of essential
skills consultants to get started.
• I hope I have been able to shed some light on how
to do it. I truly believe that workplace essential
skills should and can be integrated into curriculum.

72

DOCUMENT USE
read safety/

rd. labels, inc

hazard sign

W HIMIS,

complete

rd. invoices,

time sheet

packing slip

orders, shift

equip inspec

ship & rec

schedules

forms, check

identify pipes

rd. work

complete

make, read

rd. maps to

read

read

rd. computer

read, create

tally sheets

sketches

locate work

blueprints

assemply &

screens

production

to doc info

manifests

sites, roads

site plans

schematic

monitor prod

charts &

on products

bill of lading

off items
lab & trade helpers

x

x

pulp mach operators

x

x

lab in proc, man, util

x

x

truck drivers

x

x

heavy equip op

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

mach op, min & met

x

x

other wd pro ass & ins

x

x

silvac & forest worker

x

ship & rec

x

x

x

reports

x
x
x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x
x
x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x
x

x
x

x

x

x

x

x

dispatcher

x
x

acc clerk
lumber graders&other wood insp x

drawings

x
x

x
x

x

x

sawmill mach op
x

x

x

ch saw & skid op
other wd pro mach op

scale drawin

x

loading

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

plot info

read

make

obtain info

on graphs

schematic

sketches

from sketches

Document Use Profile
read signs

complete

read forms

read tables

create

enter info in

interpret info

obtain info

labels, list

forms by

with check

& schedules

tables &

tables and

from graphs

from graphs

schedules

schedules

and charts

charts

check box,

box,numbers

numbers,

word/phrase

construct
graph or
chart

drawings

pictures
icons

word/phrases
lab and tr. helpers

>>>

>>>

>>

>>

pulp mach operators

>>>

>>>

>>

>>>

>>

lab in proc, man, util

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>

>

>

truck drivers

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>

>

>

heavy equip op

>>

>

>

>>

>>

>>
>
>

>

>

>>

>>

>

>

>

>

>

>

>

>>>

>>>

>>

>>

ch saw & skid op

>>

>>>

>

>>

sawmill mach op

>>>

>>>

>>

>>

>>

>>

>

>>>

>>

>

>

mach op, min & met

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>

>

>>

other wd pro ass & ins

>>>

>>>

>>>

>

>

silvac & forest worker

>>>

>>

>>

>

ship & rec

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

other wd pro mach op

>

>

>

>

>
>>

>

>

>

>

>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>

>>>

>

acc clerk

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>

>>

>>

>>>

lumber graders&other wood insp

>>>

>>>

>>

>>

>

>

73

>

>>
>
>

dispatcher

>

>
>

>

>

>
>>

READING TEXT
NOC

lab and tr. helpers
pulp mach op

EXAMPLES
MSDS

x
x

lab in proc, man, util

memo,bullitin WHMIS

op & maint.

reports,mag notes from

policies/

infor on

announcemt

manuals

journal, book co wkr/sup

procedures

TDG

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

x

x
x
x

x

truck drivers
heavy equip op

x

ch saw & skid op
sawmill mach op
other wd pro mach op
mach op, min & met

x

x
x
x
x

x
x

silvac & forest worker
ship & rec

x

x
x

x
x
x

x

forest plans

x
x
x
x

x

x

contract /

on new prod cust/ comp

x

x

x
x
x
x
x
x
x

x
x

x

x

scan for specific info,

skim for overall

read full text to

read full text to

meaning, gist

understand, to learn

critique, evaluate

6>, 2>>

5>1,1>>

5>

Labels

6>, 1>>

3>

1>1

Notes, Letters, Memo

8>, 5>>

5>, 8>>

9>, 5>>

Manual, Specs. Reg.

7>1, 6>>, 2>>>

8>, 4>>

4>, 8>>, 2>>>

Reports, Books, Journ

7>1

9>1

9>

74

x

x

locate information
Forms

x

x

Purpose for Reading
Type of text

info sheets

x

dispatcher
lumber graders

safery info

manuals

x

x

acc clerk

envir. Reg

x

x

other wd pro ass & ins

work orders oh&s and

x
x

x
x
x

destination integration: Final Report and Resource Guide

WW

The Essential Skills Research Project (ESRP)
What is the Essential Skills Research Project (ESRP)?
In 1994, Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC) launched a national research study, the
Essential Skills Research Project (ESRP), to examine how essential skills are used in various jobs in
Canada. Essential Skills are not technical skills but rather the skills people use to carry out a wide
variety of everyday life and occupational tasks. Workers must have essential skills in order to do
their work – those who have essential skills at the levels required for their desired occupations will
have enhanced employability. To date, more than 3,000 interviews have been conducted across the
country, involving workers in some 180 occupations. (www.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/essentialskills)
HRDC identified a list of essential skills used in the workplaces of today (based on research
conducted by Canada, Britain, Australia and the United States). These skills became the basis of the
Essential Skills Research Project. They include:
• reading text
• using documents
• writing
• numeracy
• oral communication
• thinking skills
critical thinking
problem solving
decision making
job task planning and organizing
significant use of memory
finding information
• working with others
• computer use
• continuous learning
These skills are used throughout the activities of daily life: from shopping to food preparation, from
recreational activities to community involvement.

What is the purpose of the Essential Skills Research Project?
Even though international research had identified the essential skills used in Canadian workplaces, a
number of important questions remained unanswered. For example, essential skills such as reading,
writing and problem solving can take many forms, ranging from simple tasks, such as filling in credit
card receipts, to more complex tasks, such as writing scientific reports. How can these differences
be described? What do these skills look like in different jobs? How do individuals know if they have
the skills they need to do the jobs they want to do? The ESRP has provided answers to these
questions – it has catalogued the essential skills used in a range of occupations in Canada, the
frequency of their use, and the complexity level at which these skills are used.

The ESRP has also developed ways to talk about essential skills by adapting scales from the
International Adult Literacy Survey (www.nald.ca/nls/ials/introduc) and the Canadian
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Language Benchmarks (www.language.ca), and drawing on other sources from the United
States, Australia and Great Britain.
The ESRP Methodology
The Essential Skills Research Project interviews competent workers (recommended by employers
and labour unions) in the occupational areas targeted for study – occupations defined according to
the National Occupational Classification (NOC) system (www.cnp2001noc.worklogic.com). Care is
taken to sample worksites in different regions of Canada and to ensure that a wide variety of
workplaces are used. Information is compiled and recorded in an essential skills profile template.
The Essential Skills Profile describes how each essential skill is actually used by workers in an
occupational group. Initially, the ESRP focused on occupations requiring a secondary school diploma
or less and on-the-job training. Of the approximately 180 occupational profiles currently available,
150 refer to occupations that can be entered with a high school diploma or less. (Some are part of
National Occupational Standards developed by the private sector with assistance from Human
Resources Development Canada.) Data collection is continuing in occupations requiring higher levels
of formal education and training – as part of the National Occupational Standards developed by the
private sector, or National Occupational Analyses conducted in the Red Seal program for
apprenticeable trades. Additional profiles will be added to the HRDC website (www.hrdcdrhc.gc.ca/essentialskills) as they are completed.

The Essential Skills Profiles
Essential Skills Profiles describe the frequency and complexity of use of essential skills in different
occupational groups. An Essential Skills Profile also describes how each essential skill is actually
used by workers in an occupational group. For each essential skill, a Profile generally contains:
•
•
•

complexity ratings that indicate the level of difficulty of the tasks related to that skill.
examples that illustrate how the skill is used.
a standardized description of how that skill is used so readers may make comparisons
between occupations or aggregate information across occupations.

Each Essential Skills Profile uses the same format, to make information easy to find. Readers will
find the same headers in each profile, the same ordering of the essential skills, and data that is
presented in a consistent manner. Every Essential Skills Profile includes the following sections in the
same order:
Title
Introduction
A. Reading Text
B. Document Use
C. Writing
D. Numeracy
E. Oral Communication
F. Thinking Skills
1. Problem Solving
2. Decision Making
3. Job Task Planning and Organization
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4. Significant Use of Memory
5. Finding Information
Working with Others
Computer Use
Continuous Learning
Other Information

Every Profile also uses standardized terms to describe the essential skills and standardized concepts
to measure their use.

Understanding The Essential Skills Profiles
Title
The Title indicates the occupational group described in the Profile. For Profiles that are based on
interviews with workers, the title is the name of an occupational group in the National Occupational
Classification and its NOC number. For Profiles that are part of an occupational standard, the title is
the name of the occupational standard. The NOC number refers to the group in the National
Occupational Classification to which the standard relates.

Introduction

The Introduction is designed to provide readers with a quick overview of the occupational group
and its most important essential skills. The Introduction begins with a description of the
occupational group covered by the Profile. This description is taken from the lead statement of the
NOC group or groups to which the Profile relates. Each Profile provides information on all the
essential skills and how they are used within that occupational group. However, these skills are not
all of equal importance within an occupational group. Therefore, all Profile Introductions have a
statement identifying the most important essential skills for that occupational group. The purpose of
this section is to introduce the reader immediately to those essential skills that are the most
important, i.e., the most defining for the Profile.

Complexity Rating

Many essential skills have been given two types of ratings for complexity - the range of complexity
of typical tasks for the occupation, and the range of complexity of the most complex tasks for the
occupation. A task, which is “typical”, occurs frequently in the job or occurs less frequently, but
nevertheless is required by virtually all incumbents. A task considered “most complex” has been
identified as such by the workers interviewed. Factors affecting whether a worker identified a task
as “most complex” include the difficulty of the task, how frequently the task is performed, and the
worker’s familiarity with the task. It is possible for a task to be both typical and complex, i.e., the
task may be normally (typically) associated with the occupation and yet complex because of its
nature. Complexity ratings for both “typical” and “most complex” tasks are usually given as ranges.
The rating given for the most complex tasks is a range because not all jobs in an occupational
group require the same level of complexity. For example, the profile might indicate that the most
complex tasks range from Complexity Levels 2 to 4. This indicates that all jobs in the occupational
group were found to involve tasks at Complexity Level 2 and some jobs, but not necessarily all,
involve tasks at Level 4. Both pieces of information are useful. While trainers might set Level 4 as a
target for training, individuals with Level 2 skills could adequately perform some jobs in the
occupational group.
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Examples

An Example task is one that is generally performed by most workers in an occupational group.
Each essential skill includes a list of examples to illustrate the use of that skill. While the Examples
are not a comprehensive listing of the duties performed in that occupational group, they do provide
a picture of the nature and range of tasks performed. Some Examples use the qualifier “may”. This
indicates that the task does not relate to all workers. For example, the statement “animal care
workers may read veterinary medicine reference books”, means that some, but not all, animal care
workers read these reference books. Some tasks are followed by a modifier placed within brackets,
indicating the frequency of the task. For example, the modifier (daily) refers to a task performed
routinely, at least once a day. Other references are (weekly), (monthly), (frequently), (occasionally)
and (rarely). Modifiers of frequency are only used when data showed a strong indication of
frequency. Therefore, not all tasks are modified in this way.

The Profile Section

There is, within the description of most essential skills, a profile section designed to describe, in a
standardized way, how the skill is used in the occupational group. While the examples provide a
picture of how the skill is used within the occupational group, readers would not be able to use this
information for comparative purposes. The description provided by the profile section is both more
comprehensive and more easily comparable. The use of standardized categories allows the reader
to compare between occupational groups or to aggregate information across occupational groups, if
desired. The following essential skills have a Profile Section within their description: Reading,
Document Use, Writing, Numeracy, Oral Communication, Working with Others, Computer Use, and
Continuous Learning.

Use of Symbols:

In Essential Skills Profiles that are based on interviews with workers, symbols are used to indicate
the proportion of interviews in which a particular skill element was reported.
> > > indicates most of the interviews
>>
indicates some of the interviews
>
indicates few of the interviews
The symbols used do not refer to frequency of use, but rather to the percentage of interviews in
which an item was reported. That means, for instance, that a task done rarely by everyone is
scored low, while a task done frequently by a specialized group is scored high. In Essential Skills
Profiles developed as part of an occupational standard, these symbols are not used.

Other Information:

The Essential Skills Profiles also contain descriptions of the physical aspects of performing the job,
the attitudes that workers feel are needed to do the job well, and future trends affecting essential
skills used in that job.

Using The Essential Skills Profiles
The Profiles may be useful to an employer because they:
• allow employers to target actual skills when they hire for a job (rather than depending on
general academic credentials)
• enable employers to see the scope of an occupation (beyond the technical skill requirements)
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encourage employers to examine document use and procedures to see if they are
unnecessarily complex for what is required
give the employer an idea what should be included in training courses
can help structure interview questions
make performance reviews more realistic by acknowledging the scope of the job
show the employer how much a workforce will be affected by new technology or processes
enable an employer to see how work responsibilities and tasks could be more efficiently
organized
allow employers to see unexpected skill-sets and to better understand which occupations have
skill-set overlaps
provide employers with some clues as to why one kind of error is being made often (if this, in
fact, is happening) or if there are problems with communication
give employers an idea of what the skill differences are between entry level jobs and jobs
further along the progression ladder
Profiles may be useful to a trainer because they:
allow trainers to contextualize training sessions (to use relevant examples and exercises)
enable trainers to identify job aids for workers
familiarize trainers with the kinds of documents that must be completed everyday at work
introduce trainers to the vocabulary of the workplace
give trainers an idea of the complexity levels of the skills used in the workplace (allows
trainers to use training time more effectively by incorporating activities aimed at the actual
level of difficulty workers are expected to address “on the floor”)
provide trainers with a list of workplace-specific materials that the trainer may have to study
in advance before delivering training (e.g.) MSD Sheets, schematics, etc.
provider trainers with a list of training aids that can be developed for learners (e.g.) sample
letters and memos, resume guides, conversion tables, etc.
enable trainers to see if some skills seem to be particularly important (and should be
addressed in more detail)
allow trainers to see which skills are shared by more than one occupational group (makes
training scheduling more efficient)
give trainers an idea of what incremental skills must be targeted to move an employee from
an entry-level position to one demanding more skills

The Essential Skills Profiles have many other potential uses. They could be used, for example, by:
• work experience placement officers to determine an appropriate co-op placement for a
student.
• parents, mentors and advisors to help students plan for their future.
• learners who wish to have a better understanding of occupational requirements.
• occupational and workplace researchers who are studying employment in Canada.
• guidance and career counsellors to provide advice on career options and educational routes.
• teachers as a source of ideas or things to do in the classroom based on a real world
application of skills.

Authentic Workplace Documents
The Essential Skills Research Project has provided the opportunity to begin collecting authentic
workplace materials – a set of materials (forms, tables, graphs, brochures, regulations, etc.) actually
used in many jobs across Canada. The Collection focuses on reading text, document use and
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writing, though some materials also illustrate the use of other skills (e.g., oral communication and
numeracy). The skills illustrated are transferable skills which can be used in many different jobs and
in many situations other than work.
This extensive collection has come about because workers interviewed in the ESRP are encouraged
to provide (with their employer’s permission) actual documents used in their jobs. This assists the
researcher to better understand the kind of reading, writing and document use skills required by the
occupation. The Authentic Workplace Materials are available on the HRDC web site (www15.hrdcdrhc.gc.ca/essentialskills) along with suggested training strategies and learning activities for trainers
and educators.
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Travel Guides: WES Product and Program
Infomercials
Starring: Brigid Hayes, National Literacy Secretariat (HRDC)
Roving Reporter (Essential Skills Television Network)
Canada has produced a number of successful and innovative Workplace Essential Skills tools and
products. These can be extremely helpful to trainers looking for effective ways to address essential
skills in their training programs. The National Literacy Secretariat (HRDC) has supported the
development of many of these tools.
Assuming the role of a roving reporter, Brigid Hayes from the NLS conducted on the spot”
interviews with key individuals about Workplace Essential Skills resources available to trainers.
A special thanks to the presenters for being part of the workshop:
SkillPlan Products (Julian Evetts – Information By Design)
TOWES (Conrad Murphy – Bow Valley College)
Recognizing Learning Difficulties (Anne Price – Calgary Learning Centre)
WED (Marilyn Luft – Consultant))
ERIC and WIN (Hildy Hanson – Keyano College)

SkillPlan Products
SkillPlan, a joint labour and management initiative of the BC construction industry, was established
as a not-for-profit society in March, 1991. The Council is the industry’s response to an evolving
workplace that requires greater reading, writing, math, problem solving and oral communication
skills. To this end, and with financial support from Human Resources Development Canada, a
number of publications and other resources have been produced.
For more information, contact SkillPlan at (604) 436-1126, or email info@skillplan.ca, or visit
SkillPlan’s website at www.skillplan.ca.
Numeracy At Work

Numeracy at Work is an excellent resource for trainers and learners. It is a collection of stories from
twenty Canadian workers about how they use numeracy in their jobs. The publication introduces
real workers and presents “real life” examples of how these workers apply their math and “number”
skills at their workplaces. By reading the collection, learners are given a sense of what kinds of
activities are performed in a variety of occupations and why numeracy is so important to
employment success. Each chapter incorporates opportunities for trainees to complete numeracy
tasks related to those described in the story, and makes suggestions for further explorations.
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While Numeracy at Work includes a range of numeracy skills at varying complexity levels, it has not
been designed to address the specific numeracy requirements of the occupations described. It is
instead intended to assist instructors who are interested in using applied work activities to make
their training sessions more workplace-relevant. The binder format is easy to use and all parts of
the book may be photocopied for educational purposes.
The HRDC Essential Skills Research Project (www.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/essentialskills) provided the
framework for this collection; that is, the 20 chapters of Numeracy at Work address the five
numeracy applications used by the Essential Skills Research Project - Money Math, Scheduling or
Budgeting and Accounting Math, Measurement and Calculation Math, and Data Analysis Math. Like
so much of what happens at work, skills are integrated and often overlapping.
Writing At Work
Writing at Work is a resource that comes from the world of work. It describes the writing used in
many occupations. The descriptions and examples use the language of HRDC’s Essential Skills
Research Project, which has become standard in addressing workplace writing in Canada. Each
chapter examines the purpose, style, organization and use of such writing forms as Memos, Entry
Forms, Logbooks, Bulletins and Regulations. Writing at Work provides a wealth of suggested
activities for practice and over 50 workplace documents. Writing at Work was developed with
funding from Human Resources Development Canada and is available in both English and French
editions. This resource will be valuable to both adult and high school programs
How Do Your Skills MEASURE UP?
How Do Your Skills Measure Up? is an exciting resource that allows adult learners to link their
learning to real Canadian workplaces. This web-based self assessment and practice tool provides
more than 100 problem sets that are based on workplace documents. Users of this site explore and
select the problem sets by occupation, by type of document or by level. They then download each
problem set for ‘work on paper’, in a classroom, at an employment centre, at work, or at home. The
answers can be printed, complete with steps needed to arrive at the answer. Each task has been
placed on the 1-5 scale (most are Levels 1, 2, or 3) used by the Essential Skills Research Project.
Skills are from the domains of Reading Text, Document Use and Numeracy. Adult learners use this
tool to explore job options, practice typical tasks, make realistic career choices and identify
upgrading needs. Anyone with Internet access can locate the Measure Up site in English or French
at www.towes.com/measureup or /hauteur. This resource was funded by Human Resources
Development Canada and there are no fees for use. The skills developed and assessed in How Do
Your Skills Measure Up? are consistent with the skills assessed in the formal Test of Workplace
Essential Skills (TOWES).
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Tools for the Trade: A Guide to Success in Apprenticeship
Apprenticeship is a unique combination of on-the-job training and technical training. Success in
apprenticeship depends on many things—essential skills such as reading text, using documents and
solving mathematical problems; personal characteristics and attitudes; and job-related skills. Tools
for the Trade is written for individuals considering or completing an apprenticeship in the building
trades or other settings. It addresses a number of issues specific to apprenticeship. A problem
solving model and strategies are introduced. Essential skills as they relate to success in
apprenticeship are explained. There is also an opportunity to evaluate skills. The final chapter
discusses attitudes and behaviours as keys to success. Tools for the Trade points apprentices in the
direction of lifelong learning in their careers and is a major contribution to the apprenticeship tool
box.
Document Literacy: A Guide for Workplace Educators and Instructors
This publication is intended for workplace educators teaching basic skills in the workplace, to
provide some ideas for developing learning activities for document literacy. It familiarizes educators
with the complexities of document use and assists them in preparing adult learners for the
document literacy demands of the workplace. In the course of their working day, most workers will
use documents such as entry forms, catalogues, and graphic representations. Many are printed on
paper, but others appear only on a computer screen. Document Literacy uses authentic workplace
documents as examples to describe documents and the distinctive cognitive processes that are
needed to use them.
Language of Documents: A Guide to Information Display in the Workplace
A sequel to Document Literacy, this publication demonstrates the visual and organizational features
that distinguish among document types, and the transferable features of reading documents. It
provides document examples appropriate for some workplace education settings which could also
be models for adaptation, and establishes a common language for talking about documents. Some
scripted lessons are included.

TOWES — The Test of Workplace Essential Skills
TOWES is the Test of Workplace Essential Skills, an accurate measure of three basic skills that are
essential for employment: reading text, document use and numeracy. The skills that TOWES
measures are essential because they form the foundation for satisfactory job performance. They are
the skills foundational to learning new skills.
TOWES uses authentic workplace documents – such as catalogues, order forms, labels, schematics,
regulations and manuals – as the source materials for problem sets. About 20 problem sets are
selected to create a pen and paper test that requires up to two hours to complete. Questions mimic
actual workplace tasks. The test-taker assumes the role of a worker who needs to use information
embedded in documents to complete the task. Scores are referenced to the requirements of the
occupation(s) for which the test is designed.

83

WW

destination integration: Final Report and Resource Guide

TOWES is a versatile test that has several uses. For the business community, TOWES is being used
to determine training needs, to assess job applicants, and to assist with succession planning. For
educators, it can be part of an initial skills assessment or a final evaluation. It is changing the way
that educators build workplace literacy skills curricula. For career counsellors, TOWES provides an
accurate assessment of skills required by front line occupations.
TOWES is based on current Canadian research, and uses literacy definitions and scales developed
by Statistics Canada as part of the International Adult Literacy Survey. In addition, occupational
standards determined by the Essential Skills Research Project are used as the basis for test item
development. TOWES provides useful information about how the skills of the workforce fit with job
requirements.
Bow Valley College and the BC Construction Industry Skills Improvement Council (SkillPlan) entered
into a joint venture with the National Literacy Secretariat to develop this new workplace assessment
tool. (Both SkillPlan and Bow Valley College are national leaders in essential skills training and
development.)
The Test of Workplace Essential Skills is innovative and relevant because it:
• uses authentic workplace documents and actual workplace tasks
• recreates workplace scenarios
• exists as a bank of test items that discriminate at a variety of levels
• is a practical, high quality assessment of skills in reading text, document use and numeracy
• is a multi-purpose assessment that can be used for:
counselling
student diagnostic and exit
credentials
needs assessments
program development
job applicant assessment
workplace training
• is based on current Canadian literacy and occupational standards research
• has been developed for the needs of the Canadian workplace
Further information can be obtained from the TOWES Website: www.towes.com, or from:
Bow Valley College
Conrad Murphy
Business Development Unit
332 – 6 Avenue SE ● Calgary, AB ● T2G 4S6
phone: (403) 297-4929 ● email: cmurphy@towes.com
SkillPlan
Lynda Fownes
BC Construction Industry Skills Improvement Council
405 – 3701 Hastings Street ● Burnaby, BC ● V5C 2H6
phone: (604) 436-1126 ● email: lfownes@towes.com
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Assessing Learning Difficulties in the Workplace
Assessing Learning Difficulties in the Workplace provides supervisors, trainers, human resources

workers and occupational health and safety teams with skills that allow them to identify and assist
individuals who may be encountering literacy or learning difficulties. Various performance problems
based on real cases are explored. You will meet capable individuals with reading and writing
difficulties; attention, language and memory problems; and learning disabilities. You will learn how
to better understand and help these people. The CD ROM format permits the viewer to access
information in different ways and levels of detail. References and resources are also provided.

Developed in 1996 by Bow Valley College, the University of Calgary and the Calgary Learning Centre
as a workplace resource tool for organizations, the package includes a Manual and CD. The Manual
provides an overview of the assessment of the range of workplace-related learning difficulties that
can arise. The CD illustrates the problems and solutions through a series of five case studies drawn
from workplace environments.
The Manual presents a five-step problem-solving model which includes problem identification,
problem clarification (involving hypothesis generation, information gathering and interpretation substeps), development of a plan, implementation, and follow-up/evaluation assessment. The
accompanying CD-ROM illustrates the model by providing five scenarios, analysing each, and
providing readers with a short bibliography for further information. Scenarios discuss service,
middle-management, trades and professional employees who have learning disabilities, attention
deficit, and one which many readers have surely suffered, the inability to understand confusing
literature explaining new software packages. Use of plain language skills, and the ability to write
instructions clearly is explained in the context of this case study in the Manual, and is followed up in
more detail in the CD.

Assessing Learning Difficulties is an excellent self-awareness tool for environments in which learning
difficulties may be present but remain hidden for fear of discovery by others. The package
emphasizes that these individuals are capable of learning but organizations must ensure they have
an understanding of the individuals’ unique needs, are proactive when provisions of modifications
are required, demonstrate cooperation when learning difficulties are identified, and accept the role
of professionals in assessing problems and responsive strategies. Conversely, the product is not
designed for in-depth analysis or training of assessment, or the diagnosis of specific problems.

The people you meet on the CD are:
• Doug—an employee who has made a costly mistake
• Susan—a person who does not follow instructions
• Arnie—a person who has difficulty getting along with others
• Maria—an individual who is not getting her work done
• Randy—an employee who makes a potentially deadly error
Several assumptions about learning, about people who encounter difficulty learning, and about the
role that supervisors and employers play in assisting individuals to perform their best have
influenced this package. These assumptions include:
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•
•
•
•
•
•

All people are capable of learning, given the right conditions.
The key to helping people be successful is understanding their unique needs.
When performance suffers, the source of the difficulty must be determined and appropriate
modifications made.
Supervisors play a major role in identifying and assisting individuals whose performance is
suffering due to learning difficulties.
Individuals have a major responsibility for their own performance.
Some people may need further assessment by professionals.

Assessing Learning Difficulties in the Workplace is available from:
Image Centre, Information Resources
University of Calgary
Tel: (403) 220-3709 or Fax: (403) 282-4497
Email: bmurray@ucalgary.ca

WED – Workplace Education Development
Workplace education programs are being asked to provide courses aimed at a variety of
accreditations. These include courses for attaining technical and vocational accreditations such as
health and safety certifications and apprenticeships. They also include academic courses for
attaining high school graduation or equivalency credentials. Workers, especially those who have
been away from school for a long time, may find these courses difficult to access for a variety of
reasons, but the end result is that individuals sometimes end up gaining neither the academic skills
they need for accreditation, nor the practical skills they can use in life.
The impetus for the WED research project was to find ways to help learners truly grasp essential
skills so that they could both succeed in gaining accreditations and be able to apply the skills in
contexts outside of class. The project goal was to provide resources that help instructors, tutors and
workplace practitioners to develop customized teaching strategies that facilitate all-around learning.
The project adopted the adult education principle that people learn best when they experience new
concepts and skills in contexts with which they are familiar and through purposeful tasks that they
find interesting and meaningful.
Although the customizing approach presented in the WED Guide focuses on customizing to the work
context, the process is one that encourages moving back and forth among various contexts, and
choosing those that would be most illuminating and useful for learners.
The WED project began by asking two key questions:
• What are the essential skills needed for accreditation and for workplace tasks?
• How do practitioners customize the delivery of accreditation curricula to facilitate the learning
of these skills? What strategies and materials do practitioners use to help learners truly grasp
the needed essential skills?
To answer the first question, WED developed a Skills Matrix to identify the essential skills needed
for a typical academic accreditation such as the Test of General Educational Development (GED)
and for work tasks (using the Essential Skills Research Project profiles).
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To answer the second question, WED’s research team interviewed practitioners in workplace
programs across the country to find out how they customize curricula and what methods and
materials they use to teach these common skills. The result is the WED Practitioners’ Guide.
The Guide presents a process for customizing accreditation curricula. It contains over 30 sample
lessons provided by instructors from across Canada. Each lesson indicates the key strategies used
from the customizing process described in the Guide. It is an excellent document for assisting
instructors to customize curricula at the program, course and lesson levels. The chapters address
the following:
• What customizing accrediting curricula means and the main reasons for customizing.
• An overview of the entire customizing process in flowchart format that divides the process
into Program, Course, and Lesson Levels.
• How to determine the needs and contexts of the learners in order to determine the needs
and goals at which the accreditation is aimed.
• How to analyse the skills required in an accreditation course, link these skills to real-life tasks
and materials (using the Skills Matrix), and integrate these tasks into an accreditation
curriculum.
• A detailed example of the analysis and linking process. (A sample Skills Matrix is used to link
the GED Tests with work tasks described in an occupational Essential Skills Profile.)
Integration Charts and a Matrix Form are introduced.
• A discussion of the integration processes at the lesson and delivery level, and how to
determine learners’ individual needs and goals in order to select relevant authentic tasks for
integrating into the accreditation curriculum. How to build customized lessons that integrate
authentic documents and materials with needed skills is also presented. The chapter ends
with a lesson bird to make lessons fly.
• 30 sample lessons with customization process explained for each.
The Bibliography and Recommended Resources includes the resources used to prepare the Guide
and an annotated selection of recommended resources.
To order, call Bow Valley College (403) 410-1648, Learning Resources Services, Copyright Assistant.

ERIC and WIN
ERIC (Effective Reading in Context) and WIN (Working in Numeracy) are two workplace essential
skills programs developed by Syncrude Canada Ltd. in partnership with Keyano College in Fort
McMurray. In 1987, Syncrude recognized that to remain competitive in a global market, they must
develop and support a skilled, well-trained workforce. In 1988, Syncrude and Keyano developed and
piloted a reading comprehension program for Syncrude employees. When the ERIC program was
launched, it was the first workplace literacy program in the country.
Keyano has delivered ERIC to Syncrude employees for the past 14 years. ERIC has also been
adapted to meet the needs of business, labour groups, industry and secondary and post-secondary
institutions. Alberta Power; Husky Oil; Communications, Energy and Paperworkers Union; Westwood
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High School; and Red Deer College are just a few of the partners. Over 1500 people have
participated in the ERIC program. The longevity of the program is testimony to its quality. ERIC was
awarded the Canada Post, Flight for Freedom, Corporate Canada Literacy Award in 1994.
ERIC is a customized workplace reading program involving skill assessment and small group
instruction. It teaches strategies for effective use of workplace-specific reading skills by using
material from the workplace. Since most workplace materials are written at a grade 9 reading level
or higher, ERIC focuses on upper-level reading strategies. ERIC is an excellent program for those
who want to be more efficient, those who notice that reading may be slowing them down. ERIC is
also useful for those who are facing a large amount of reading, whether in their work or in training.
In 1997, Syncrude and Keyano developed and piloted WIN (Working in Numeracy). Like ERIC, WIN
is customized to the workplace and involves a skill assessment and small group instruction. It is an
excellent refresher course in all basic math skills up to algebra. The WIN program is context-based
and focuses on process, not the “right answer”. WIN has a strong focus on practical problem
solving tips and workplace examples.
For more information on ERIC or WIN, call Hildy Hanson at 780-791-4858 or e-mail eric@keyano.ca.
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DESTINATION INTEGRATION: Reflections on
the Journey
Ron Torgerson, on behalf of the Western Canada Workplace Essential Skills Training Network
(WWestnet), thanked delegates for attending destination integration: Workplace Essential Skills
Across the Training Curriculum. He reviewed the objectives for the event and noted that they had
been achieved. Ron also stressed that this is just the beginning; it is now time for delegates to take
the message to the classroom and to integrate essential skills training into technical and
employment preparation programs.

89

WW

destination integration: Final Report and Resource Guide

Thanks to all who gave us feedback. The results of this evaluation will help us to better organise
workshops in the future.

Activity: Charting the Course (Jonas Sammons)
Average Evaluation Rating

•

success in terms of motivational quality (3.86)

•

success in preparing you for the symposium (4.10)

Session : Pack Your Bags (Rob Despins for Stacey Huget)
•

quality of presentation (3.86)

•

usefulness to you and your organization (4.00)

Session: Getting Your Bearings (Pat Salt)
•

quality of presentation (4.86)

•

usefulness to you and your organisation (4.72)

Session: Travel Advisories (Round Tables)
•

quality of presentation (4.19)

•

usefulness to you and your organisation (4.15)

Session: Finding the Way (Sandi Howell)
•

quality of presentation (4.77)

•

usefulness to you and your organisation (4.62)

Activity: Destination in Sight (Marilyn Luft)
•

appropriateness and effectiveness (4.48)

•

usefulness to you and your organisation (4.28)
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Activity: Travel Guides (Infomercials and Round Tables)
•

appropriateness and effectiveness (4.60)

•

usefulness to you and your organisation (4.46)

Activity: Destination Integration (Jonas Sammons)
•

quality of summary (4.20)

Welcome Reception
•

an overall rating (4.79)

Conference Organization
•

an overall rating (4.72)

Conference Facilities
•

an overall rating (4.60)

Conference Success
•

an overall rating (4.62)
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Comments/Suggestions
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

An excellent couple of days. Thank you for hosting this event.
It was very nice to see people with a passion for essential skills.
My first time at an essential skills conference and I am very pleased that I’ve attended.
Great conference.
Conference was very well organized and the administrative support was outstanding.
Excellent, flowed well, good hands on, experiential learning.
Very useful information was presented.
Increased my awareness of resources that are available.
Excellent sessions. I really like info. packed sessions led by an expert and these were
excellent.
Would it be possible to offer this type of conference in each province and widen the
participation? The word needs to get out about this important work.
All sessions were very interesting; made great contacts for continuing dialogue
Sandi’s presentation was excellent but a bit too long for the afternoon.
Enjoyed the ESTV approach.
A worthwhile session. Lots of food for thought and valuable tips and techniques to take back
to work.
Well organized.
Room was a bit small.
Room was too warm the first afternoon.
Great food.
Facilities are excellent.

How Will You Use What You Have Learned?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

I will use this information in our pre-trades and tourism programs.
Our province will be able to access these useful tools and skills and not need to reinvent the
wheel.
I hope to be able to have an impact on the internal culture of my college
Develop a plan to facilitate integration of WES into appropriate programs.
Integrate WES into our GED program that we are in the process of implementing for union
members and their families.
I hope to be able to find time to offer P.D. sessions, using MB resource people if possible, for
the teachers at my Adult Learning Centre.
I will explore ways to integrate WES into our existing curriculum.
Material will be easily adapted to our training facility.
Spread the word. Inform other staff.
I will directly apply this to my classroom.
I will think of ways to incorporate WES into curriculum and put forward to secondary
schools.
Share it with the “powers that be”, other team leaders and instructors and encourage them to
incorporate WES into curriculum.
Definitely integrate WES more fully into the curriculum.
I really enjoyed Sandi’s and Pat’s presentations and will incorporate some of their strategies.

I am involved in curriculum development and will use this information to ensure that
WES are incorporated into curriculum.
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Conference Bags - Women’s Action For Development
(Namibia, Africa)
I will break the chains to freedom and I won’t turn back,
I’m climbing to the very top
From below where my mother was for so long,
I’m stepping out of the shadows,
Stretching, excited, glowing
Because I know that I will reap what I am sowing

The Women’s Action for Development (1994) is an NGO committed to
serving, supporting and encouraging disadvantaged rural women in Namibia.
Its vision is to improve lives through a two-pronged approach – socioeconomic and socio-political empowerment of women. Although the organization focuses primarily on
women, it is male-friendly and encourages male participation.
The group currently has 3000 members (men and women).
When the Women’s Action for Development establishes itself in a region, it works through community
groups to reach women in need. Life skills training is provided (including AIDS awareness and family
planning) followed by skills development that responds to local market demands. The trainees then start
a cooperative enterprise using kick-start funding provided by the Action committee (these loans are small
and are a one time only occurrence). The Action committee provides on-going support to the cooperative
and further technical training as required. Simultaneously, cooperative members learn how to manage a
business savings account at the local post office (commercial banks are too expensive for rural people to
use) and to perform book-keeping operations. Each cooperative member has her own savings book which
she completes via literacy and numeracy lessons provided by the Action committee.
Socio-political empowerment is achieved through the establishment of Women’s Voice groups in regions
where the Action committee is operating. These bodies consist of 7 members (men and women) who
stand together as a united force to assertively address social problems within their communities. They
use decision-makers, leaders and traditional authorities to assist them in their quest for change. They
also identify and encourage women to stand as candidates in elections. (The Action committee strictly
adheres to a non-party philosophy, preferring instead to encourage women to consider issues and
performance records when it is time to vote).
The Women’s Voice members are all volunteers who are committed to “breaking the chains of bondage.”
For more information or to order conference bags, please contact:
Women’s Action for Development
PO Box 370 • Windhoek, Namibia
wad@mweb.com.na
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Workshop Networking List
Name

Position/Title

Organization/College

Mailing Address

P. Code

Telephone

Email

Sharon

Behnke

Coordinator, Academic Upgrading
300

Portage College

Box 417
Lac La Biche, AB

T0A 2C0

780 623-5539

sharon.behnke@portagec.ab.ca

Lyle

Black

Coordinator, Pre-Trade & Service
Careers

NorQuest College

10215 – 108 St.
Edmonton, AB

T5G 1L6

780 427-7872

lyle.black@norquest.ca

Bob

Carmichael

Coor. Technical Communications

Red River College

Rm A4 – 25J
2055 Notre Dame Ave.
Winnipeg, MB

R3H 0J9

204 632-2150

rcarmichael@rrc.mb.ca

Kathy

Champigny

Coor., Career Post Secondary
Programs

Metro College

10135 – 109 St.
Edmonton, AB

T5J 3PL

780 917-5052

kathy.champigny@epsb.ca

Darlene

Cullimore

Director, Continuing Education

River East Transcona SD

530 Macleod Ave.
Winnipeg, MB

R2K 0B5

204 667-4952

dcullimore@co.resd.mb.ca

Fraser

Deacon

Director, Resource Industry Training

Fairview College

10901 – 93 St.
High Level, AB

T0H 1Z0

780 926-6383

fdeacon@fairviewcollege.com

Nancy

Eller

Acting Director Program Standards

Apprenticeship Branch Advanced
Education & Training

1010 – 401 York Ave.
Winnipeg, MB

R3C 0P8

204 945-0027

neller@gov.mb.ca

Hildy

Hanson

Coordinator, WES Training

Keyano College

8115 Franklin Ave.
Ft. McMurray, AB

T9H 2H7

780 791-4858

hildy.hanson@keyano.ca

Brigid

Hayes

Program Manager

National Literacy Secretariat

15th floor, 360 Albert St.
Ottawa, ON

K1A 0J9

613 957-9845

brigid.hayes@hrdc-drhc.gc.ca

Roshan

Hemani

Career & Student Support Services
Coor.

Parkland Regional College

72 Melrose Ave.
Yorkton, SK

S3N 1Z2

306 786-2590

r.hemani@parklandcollege.sk.ca

Pat

Hodgson

Coordinator, Community
Development & Outreach Dept

Capilano College

1744 Fell Ave.
North Vancouver, BC

V7P 2K6

604 983-7581

phodgson@capcollege.bc.ca

Sandi

Howell

Coordinator, WES & PLAR

Industry Training Partnerships, MB
Advanced Ed. & Training

260 – 800 Portage Ave.
Winnipeg, MB

R3G 0N4

204 945-1682

showell@gov.mb.ca

Lloyd

Hyatt

Campus Director

Aurora College

Box 1008
Inuvik, NT

X0E 0T0

867 777-7878

lhyatt@auroracollege.nt.ca
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Alan

Kabotoff

Program Head, Building Trades

NAIT

11762 – 106 St.
Edmonton, AB

T5G 2R1

780 471-8657

alank@nait.ab.ca

Tony

Kalf

Career Development Facilitator

School District # 38 Richmond
JN Burnett Secondary Sch.

5011 Granville Ave
Richmond, BC

V7E 1E6

604 668-6478

tkalf@richmond.sd38.bc.ca

Harry

Kielly

Coordinator Adult Literacy & Basic
Ed

Aurora College – Ft. Smith

P.O. Box 1290
Ft. Smith, NT

X0E 0P0

867 872-7015

hkielly@auroracollege.nt.ca

Judy

Kirby

Membership & Distance Ed. Coor.

UFCW Local 247 Training & Ed.
Ctr.

227 – 6th St.
New Westminster, BC

V3L 3A5

604 520-7321

judykirby@ufcw247.ca

Sandy

Labermeyer

Asst. Membership Coordinator

UFCW Local 247 Training & Ed.
Ctr.

227 – 6th St.
New Westminster, BC

V3L 3A5

604 520-7321

sandylabermeyer@ufcw247.ca

Sam

Lacoste

Manager Contract Training

Red River College

E303 2055 N. Dame Ave.
Winnipeg, MB

R3H 0J9

204 632-3078

slacoste@rrc.mb.ca

Ernest

Lipinski

Director, Training & Employment
Programs

SK Dept. of Learning

12 Floor, 1945 Hamilton St.
Regina, SK

S4P 3V7

306 787-8131

ernie.lipinski@sasked.gov.sk.ca

Marilyn

Luft

Consultant

AWES

43 Roberts Crescent
Red Deer, AB

T4P 3K7

403 346-9415

mluft@shaw.ca

Gordon

Macdonald

Program Director

Healthcare Labour Adjustment
Agency

P.O. Box 2503
New Westminster, BC

V3L 5B2

604 313-0395

g_macdonald@shaw.ca

Laurel

Madro

Instructor WEIP Program

Bow Valley College

332 – 6 Ave. SE
Calgary, AB

T2G 4S6

403 297-4574

lmadro@bowvalleycollege.ca

Patrick

Martens

Dean Centre for Academic Learner
Services & Centre for Learning

SAIT

1301 – 16th Ave. NW
Calgary, AB

T2M 0L4

403 284-8052

patrick.martens@sait.ca

Karen

O’Dwyer

Administrator, Curriculum Dev.

Lethbridge Community College

3000 College Drive S
Lethbridge, AB

T1K 1L6

403 320-3427

k.odwyer@lethbridgecollege.ab.ca

Dianne

Olchowski
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Sagehill Development Corp

Box 10
Bruno, SK

S0K 0S0

306 369-2610

sagehill@sk.sympatico.ca

Henrietta Ormiston

Instructor

SIAST

2863 Kutarna Cr.
Regina, SK

S4P 0Sp

306 789-3644

ghormiston@sasktel.net

Anne

Executive Director

Calgary Learning Centre

3930 – 20 St. SW
Calgary, AB

T2T 4Z9

403 686-9300

anne.price@calgarylearningcentre.
com
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Conrad

Pura

Executive Director

SK Labour Force Development
Board

202- 2222 13th Ave.
Regina, SK

S4P 3M7

306 352-5999

cpura@slfdb.com

Nancy

Richard

Coordinator Employability Skills

Portage College

Box 417,
Lac La Biche, AB

T0A 2C0

780 623-5536

nancy.richard@portagec.ab.ca

Margaret Riffell

Curriculum Developer

Red River College

Rm A1-41B
2055 Notre Dame Ave.
Winnipeg, MB

R3H 0J9

204 632-2903

mriffell@rcc.mb.ca

Darcy

Rollack

Instructional designer

Bow Valley College

332 – 6 Ave. SE
Calgary, AB

T2G 4S6

403 276-4833

drollack@bowvalleycollege.ca

Jerry

Rollick

Acting Coordinator/Instructor

Bow Valley College

332 – 6 Ave. SE
Calgary, AB

T2G 4S6

403 297-3771

jrollick@bowvalleycollege.ca

Brenda

Savage

Supervisor, Employment Counsellors

Ctr. for Aboriginal HR
Development

304 – 181 Higgins Ave.
Winnipeg, MB

R3B 3G1

204 989-7117

savage@abcentre.org

Renate

Scheelar

Chair, Adult Development Programs

Red Deer College

Box 5005
Red Deer, AB

T4N 5H5

403 350-6637

renate.scheelar@rdc.ab.ca

Elaine

Soetaert

Team Leader, Learning Innovation

NAIT

11762 106 St.
Edmonton, AB

T5G 2R1

780 491-3145

elaines@nait.ab.ca

Bill

Stinson

Special Projects Coordinator

Grant MacEwan College

Box 1796
Edmonton, AB

T5J 2P2

780 497-5334

stinson@macewan.ca

Pam

Tetarenko

Program Manager

Douglas College

P.O. Box 2503
New Westminster, BC

V3L 5B2

604 777-6055

tetarenko@douglas.bc.ca

Ted

Urkow

Asst. Program Head, Building Trades

NAIT

11762 – 106 St.
Edmonton, AB

T5G 2R1

780 471-8665

tedu@nait.ab.ca

Colin

White

Program Coordinator

Keyano College

8115 Franklin Ave.
Ft. McMurray, AB

T9H 2H7

780 799-8610

colin.white@keyano.ca

Larry

Wucherer

Director of Programs & Development

Ctr. for Aboriginal HR
Development

304 – 181 Higgins Ave.
Winnipeg, MB

R3B 3G1

204 989-7131

larryw@abcentre.org

96

WWestnet Members
Lloyd

Campbell

Constructability Coordinator
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A500
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Rob
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Dunlop Standard Corporate
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Stacey
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Literacy BC
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Vancouver, BC
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shuget@attcanada.ca
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Maruca

Union Rep/Education
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T5P 4S7
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BC Federation of Labour
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Vancouver, BC
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Jonas

Sammons

Instructor and Consultant

University of Manitoba

27 Shier Dr.
Winnipeg, MB

R3R 2H2

204 895-0162

jsammons6@shaw.ca

Ron

Torgerson

SFL WEST Program Coordinator

SK Federation of Labour

Box 282
Balgonie, SK

S0G 0E0

306 924-8574

rrtorgerson@netscape.net

Sue

Turner

Manager, Training & Development

Boeing Canada Technology (MB)

99 Murray Park Rd.
Winnipeg, MB

R3J 3M6

204 831-2370

susan.turner@boeing.com

Melissa

Gardner

Training and Communications
Consultant

MGG Consulting

Suite 242, 919 Ctr. St. NW
Calgary, AB

T2E 2P6

403 630-8686

megardner@telus.net

Pat

Salt

Training and Communications
Consultant

PLS Consulting

Suite 242, 919 Ctr. St. NW
Calgary, AB

T2E 2P6

403 230-8265

p.salt@shaw.ca
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The Presenters
Rob Despins
Rob Despins, has recently been promoted to General Manager of Dunlop Standard
Corporate University, a new business venture designed to develop the Human Capital of
the organization and sell learning services to the general market. Robert was previously
the Director of Marketing Systems for Standard Aero Ltd, an aircraft engine repair and
overhaul facility headquartered in Winnipeg, Canada. Standard Aero employs 2400
worldwide and services customers in over 80 countries. Robert has been employed with
Standard Aero for 16 years serving in the capacity of Manager of Training, Manager of
Employee Relations, and Operations Manager. Rob is also Chair of the Board for Canadian
Manufacturer’s and Exporters, Manitoba Division and has served on the board for over 10
years. He is the business co-chair for Workplace Education Manitoba a businessgovernment –labor committee, which promotes work-based human development
approaches. Rob also chairs the advisory committee for the Advanced Technology

Management Program at Red River Community College.

Brigid Hayes
Brigid Hayes has been a Program Manager with the National Literacy Secretariat (NLS),
Human Resources Development Canada since 1989. She is responsible for the NLS
partnerships with business and labour, and for workplace literacy. Prior to joining the NLS,
Brigid was Director of the Voluntary Action Directorate, Department of the Secretary of
State, where she was responsible for promoting voluntarism and for the Department’s
policy efforts on voluntary action. Before entering the federal public service in 1984,
Brigid worked for several years as a consultant in program and policy development with
clients from the criminal justice field, women’s organizations, aboriginal organizations,
aboriginal women’s organizations and the voluntary sector. Brigid holds an Honours
Bachelor of Arts degree in sociology from the University of Western Ontario and will
graduate with her Masters of Arts degree in Canadian Studies from Carleton University in

June 2003.

Sandi Howell
Sandi Howell is the Coordinator of Workplace Essential Skills for Industry Training
partnerships, Manitoba Education Training and Youth. Sandi has a background in the
development of workplace curricula and implementation of workplace training related to
essential skills and English as a Second Language. Over the last 17 years, she has
developed curricula for many sectors, most notably Aerospace and Agriculture. Sandi has
a Masters of Education in Curriculum Development. Prior to her current position, Sandi
worked for the Department of National Defence in the development of training materials,
including paper-based, web and multimedia. She is also the Coordinator of industry-based

Prior Learning Assessment.
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Marilyn Luft
Twelve years as an independent consultant in essential skills have given Marilyn a broad
range of experience in almost every aspect of the field. Starting as a project manager for
the Flint Canada Workplace Literacy program in Western Canada, she has since worked as
an essential skills researcher and profiler in the construction and food processing industry.
Marilyn was the Alberta member on the Canadian research team for Workplace Education
Development that resulted in the writing of the WED Practitioner’s Guide to Customizing
Accreditation Curricula in Workplace Education. Marilyn has customized and delivered a
number of workplace reading and math courses including ERIC, (Effective Reading in
Context) and WIN (Working in Numeracy). Currently working through NorQuest College,
Marilyn continues to consult with colleges on the integration of workplace essential skills

into employment and training curricula and programs.

Pat Salt
Pat Salt is the Coordinator of Special Projects at Bow Valley College (Calgary). She has
just completed a five year award-winning CIDA-funded project in Zimbabwe which
focussed on the creation of an integrated entrepreneurship training model for vocational
centres, the establishment of occupational standards for apprenticeship and trade testing,
and the incorporation of Workplace Essential Skills into training and assessment practices.
Pat also (as a private consultant) develops and delivers training curricula, works as an
essential skills profiler for HRDC, writes proposals and reports, and edits and writes
manuals. Pat has conducted training sessions across sub-Saharan Africa, in the former
Czechoslovakia, in Germany, Chile and Brazil. She also coordinates WWestnet and

organizes training events.

Jonas Sammons
Jonas Sammons is a consultant in the areas of business, workplace education and
training. He has been VP of the Canadian Manufacturers & Exporters, MB Division. From
1991 to 1997, Jonas served as Director for the Centre for Entrepreneurship at the
University of Manitoba. He has lectured in the MBA program and taught courses in New
Venture Analysis, Entrepreneurship, and Marketing. Jonas spent seven summers as CoDirector of the Summer Institute in Enterprise Education and Entrepreneurship at the U of
M. He serves on the MB Quality Network, Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition, and

UNEVOC boards.
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Sample IALS Questions
Prose Level 1

Score range: 0 to 225

Most of the tasks at this level require the reader to locate one piece of information in the
text that is identical or synonymous to the information given in the directive. If a plausible
incorrect answer is present in the text, it tends not to be near the correct information.
Tasks at this level require the reader to locate and match a single piece of information in
the text. Typically the match between the task and the text is literal, although sometimes a
low-level inference may be necessary. The text is usually brief or has organisational aids
such as paragraph headings or italics that suggest where in the text the reader should search
for the specified information. Generally, the target word or phrase appears only once in the
text.
The easiest task in Level 1 (difficulty value of 188) directs respondents to look at a
medicine label to determine the “maximum number of days you should take this
medicine." The label contains only one reference to number of days and this information is
located under the heading “DOSAGE.” The reader must go to this part of the label and
locate the phrase “not longer than 7 days.”
In Canada, 22% of adults are performing at Level 1.

MEDCO ASPIRIN

500

INDICATIONS: Headaches, muscle pains, rheumatic pains, toothaches, earaches.
RELIEVES COMMON COLD SYMPTOMS
DOSAGE: ORAL. 1 or 2 tablets every 6 hours, preferably accompanied by food, for
not longer than 7 days. Store in a cool, dry place.
CAUTION: Do not use for gastritis or peptic ulcer. Do not use if taking anticoagulant
drugs. Do not use for serious liver illness or bronchial asthma. If taken in large doses
and for an extended period, may cause harm to kidneys. Before using this
medication for chicken pox or influenza in children, consult with a doctor about
Reyes Syndrome, a rare but serious illness. During lactation and pregnancy, consult
with a doctor before using this product, especially in the last trimester of pregnancy.
If symptoms persist, or in case of an accidental overdose, consult a doctor. Keep out
of reach of children.
INGREDIENTS: Each tablet contains
500 mg acetylsalicicylic acid.
Excipient c.b.p.
1 tablet.
Reg. No. 88246

0

Made in Canada by STERLING PRODUCTS, INC.
1600 Industrial Blvd., Montreal, Quebec H9J 3P1
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Prose Level 2

Score range 226 to 275

Tasks at this level tend to require the reader to locate one or more pieces of information in the
text, but several distractors may be present, or low-level inferences may be required. Tasks at
this level also begin to ask readers to integrate two or more pieces of information, or to compare
and contrast information.
Like the tasks at Level 1, most of the tasks at Level 2 ask the reader to locate information.
However, more varied demands are placed on the reader in terms of the number of responses the
question requires, or in terms of distracting information that may be present.
A mid-range task based on an article about the impatiens plant asks the reader to identify “what
the smooth leaf and stem suggest about the plant.” The second paragraph of the article is labelled
“Appearance” and contains a sentence that states, “…stems are branched and very juicy, which
means, because of the tropical origin, that the plant is sensitive to cold.”
In Canada, 25.6% of adults are performing at Level 2.

IMPATIENS
Like many other cultured plants, impatiens plants have a long history
behind them. One of the older varieties was sure to be found on
grandmother’s windowsill. Nowadays, the hybrids are used in many
ways in the house and garden.
Origin: the ancestors of the
impatiens, Impatiens sultani and
Impatiens holstii, are probably still
to be found in the mountain
forests of tropical East Africa and
on the islands off the coast,
mainly Zanzibar. The cultivated
European plant received the
name Impatiens walleriana.
Appearance: It is a herbaceous
bushy plant with a height of 30 to
40 cm. The thick, fleshy stems are
branched and very juicy, which
means, because of the topical
origin, that the plant is sensitive to
cold. The light green or white
speckled leaves are pointed,
elliptical, and slightly indented on
the edges. The smooth leaf
surfaces and the stems indicate a
great need of water.
Bloom: The flowers, which come
in all shades of red, appear
plentifully all year long, except for

the darkest months. They grow
from “suckers” (in the stem’s
“armpit”.)
Assortment: Some are compact
and low-growing types, about 20
to 25 cm. high, suitable for
growing in pots. A variety of
hybrids can be grown in pots,
window boxes, or flower beds,
Older varieties with taller stems
add dramatic colour to flower
beds.
General care: In summer, a place
in the shade without direct
sunlight is best; in fall and spring,
half-shade is best. When placed
in a bright spot during winter, the
plant requires temperatures of at
least 20°C; in a darker spot, a
temperature of 15°C will do.
When the plant is exposed to
temperatures of 12 - 14°it loses its
leaves and won’t bloom anymore.
In wet ground, the stems will rot.
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Watering: The warmer and lighter
the plant’s location, the more
water it needs. Always use water
without a lot of minerals. It is not
known for sure whether or not the
plant needs humid air. In any
case, do not spray water directly
onto the leaves, which causes
stains.
Feeding: Feed weekly during the
growing period from March to
September.
Repotting: If necessary, repot in
the spring or in the summer in
light soil with humus (prepacked
potting soil.) It is better to throw
the old plants away and start
cultivating new ones.
Propagating: Slip or use seeds.
Seeds will germinate in ten days.
Diseases: In summer, too much
sun makes the plant woody. If the
air is too dry, small white flies or
aphids
may
appear
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Document Level 3
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Score range 276 to 325

Tasks at this level appear to be most varied. Some require the reader to make literal or
synonymous matches, but usually the matches require the reader to take conditional information
into account or to match on multiple features of information. Some tasks at this level require the
reader to integrate information from one or more displays of information. Other tasks ask the
reader to cycle through a document to provide multiple responses.
A task, falling at high end of Level 3 (321), involves the use of a quick copy printing
requisition form that might be found in the workplace. The task asks the reader to explain
whether or not the quick copy centre would make 300 copies of a statement that is 105 pages
long. In responding to this directive, the reader must determine whether conditions stated in the
question meet those provided in the guidelines to this document.
In Canada, 30% of adults are performing at Level 3.
QUICK COPY Printing Requisition
GUIDELINES: This requisition may be used to
Order materials to be printed BLACK INK only,
And in the quantities that are listed at the right.

FILL IN ALL INFORMATION REQUESTED
SINGLE SHEET PRINTED 1 OR 2 SIDES – 2000 COPIES MAXIMUM
MORE THAT ONE SHEET UP TO 100 PAGES – 400 COPIES MAXIMUM
OVER 100 PAGES – 200 MAXIMUM

1. PROJECT TO BE CHARGED
2. TODAY’S
DATE
3. TITLE OR
DESCRIPTION____________________________________________________
5.

4. DATE DELIVERY
REQUIRED______________________

DO NOT MARK IN SHADED BOXES

=

X
NUMBER OF
ORIGINALS
6. NUMBER OF SIDE TO BE
PRINTED (Check one box.)

NUMBER OF COPIES
TO BE PRINTED
1
One side

7. COLOR OF PAPER (Fill
in only if WHITE white.)_______________
8. SIZE OF PAPER (Fill in
only if NOT 8 ½ x 11) _______________
9. Check any that apply:
COLLATE
BINDING One staple at upper left
Two staples in left margin
BIND-FAST: Black
Brown
3-hole punch

TOTAL NUMBER OF
IMPRESSIONS

2
BOTH sides

AUTHORIZATION AND DELIVERY
10. Project Director
(print name) _____________________________________________________
11. Requisitioner (print your
own name and phone no.)
extensior

12. Check one:
Requisitioner will PICK UP completed job.
Mail completed

ROOM
NO.

job to:
Other instructions ___________________
____________________________________
____________________________________
____________________________________

MAIL
STOP

13. KEEP PINK COPY at least 3
months. When requesting
information, you must refer to the
requisition number printed here?

140468
QUICK COPY REGISTRATION NUMBER
D1320-03116•000000•000000
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Quantitative Level 4

Score range 326 to 375

With one exception, the tasks at this level require the reader to perform a single arithmetic
operation where typically either the quantities or the operation are not as easily determined.
That is, for most of the tasks at this level, the question or directive does not provide a semantic
relation term such as ‘how many’ or “calculate the difference” to help the reader.
Tasks around 350 on the quantitative scale tend to require the application of a single operation
where either the quantities or the operation are not easily determined. One such task involves a
compound interest table. It directs the reader to “calculate the total amount of money you will
have if you invest $100 at a rate of 6% for ten years.” This task received a difficulty value of
348, in part because many people treated this as a document rather than a quantitative task and
simply looked up the amount of interest that would be earned. They likely forgot to add the
interest to their $100 investment.
In Canada, 16% of adults are performing at Level 4.

Compound Interest
Compounded Annually
Principal
$100

Period
1 day
1 week
6 mos
1 year
2 years
3 years
4 years
5 years
6 years
7 years
8 years
9 years
10 years
12 years
15 years
20 years

4%

5%

6%

7%

8%

9%

10%

12%

14%

16%

0.011
0.077
2.00
4.00
8.16
12.49
16.99
21.67
26.53
31.59
36.86
42.33
48.02
60.10
80.09
119.11

0.014
0.096
2.50
5.00
10.25
15.76
21.55
27.63
34.01
40.71
47.75
55.13
62.89
79.59
107.89
165.33

0.016
0.115
3.00
6.00
12.36
19.10
26.25
33.82
41.85
50.36
59.38
68.95
79.08
101.22
139.66
220.71

0.019
0.134
3.50
7.00
14.49
22.50
31.08
40.26
50.07
60.58
71.82
83.85
96.72
125.22
175.90
286.97

0.022
0.153
4.00
8.00
16.64
25.97
36.05
46.93
58.69
71.38
85.09
99.90
115.89
151.82
217.22
366.10

0.025
0.173
4.50
9.00
18.81
29.50
41.16
53.86
67.71
82.80
99.26
117.19
136.74
181.27
264.25
460.44

0.027
0.192
5.00
10.00
21.00
33.10
46.41
61.05
77.16
94.87
114.36
135.79
159.37
213.84
317.72
572.75

0.033
0.230
6.00
12.00
25.44
40.49
57.35
76.23
97.38
121.07
147.60
177.31
210.58
289.60
447.36
864.63

0.038
0.268
7.00
14.00
29.96
48.15
68.90
92.54
119.50
150.23
185.26
225.19
270.72
381.79
613.79
1,274.35

0.044
0.307
8.00
16.00
34.56
56.09
81.06
110.03
143.64
182.62
227.84
280.30
341.14
493.60
826.55
1,846.08
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Quantitative Level 5
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Score range: 376 to 500

These tasks require readers to perform multiple operations sequentially, and they must disembed
the features of the problem from the material provided or rely on background knowledge to
determine the quantities or operations needed.

One of the most difficult tasks on the quantitative scale (381) requires readers to look at a table
providing nutritional analysis of food and then, using the information given, determine the
percentage of calories in a Big Mac® that comes from total fat. To answer this question,
readers must first recognize that the information about total fat provided is given in grams. In
the questions, they are told that a gram of fat has 9 calories. Therefore, they must convert the
number of fat grams to calories. Then they need to calculate this number of calories as a
percentage of the total calories given for a Big Mac®. Only one other item on this scale
received a higher score.
In Canada, 4% of adults are at this level.

Cholesterol (mg)

Sodium (mg)

Polyunsaturated Fat (g)

Monounsaturated Fat (g)

12
15
23
28
22
24
25
14
19

30
30
34
34
35
35
42
38
39

9
13
20
28
10
14
26
18
19

5
7
11
16
5
8
16
8
9

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
6
7

3
5
8
11
4
5
9
4
4

37
50
85
115
60
75
100
50
50

490
725
645
1110
670
890
890
730
830

68 g
97 g
122 g

220
320
400

3
4
6

26
36
46

12
17
22

8
12
15

1
1.5
2

2.5
3.5
5

0
0
0

110
150
200

265 g
189 g
255 g
106 g
11 g
3g

170
50
150
30
50
15

17
4
25
2
1
1

8
6
7
4
7
0

9
2
4
1
2
1

4
1
2
0.5
1.3
0.3

1
0.4
1
0.2
0.1
0.2

4
0.6
1
0.3
0.5
0.5

111
65
78
33
0
1

400
70
230
35
140
95

Large
260
66
25

Jumbo
380
96
40

Saturated Fat (g)

255
305
410
510
320
370
500
370
415

Total Fat (g)

Calories

102 g
116 g
166 g
194 g
206 g
219 g
215 g
141 g
187 g

Protein (g)

Serving size

Carbohydrates (g)

Nutritional Analysis

Sandwiches
Hamburger
Cheeseburger
Quarter Pounder®
Quarter Pounder® w/cheese
McLean Deluxe™
McLean Deluxe™ w/cheese
Big Mac®
Filet-O-Fish®
McChicken®

French Fries
Small French Fries
Medium French Fries
Large French Fries

Salads
Chef Salad
Garden Salad
Chunky Chicken Salad
Side Salad
Croutons
Bacon Bits

Soft Drinks
Coca – Cola Classic®
Calories
Carbohydrates (g)
Sodium (mg)

Small
140
38
15

Medium
190
50
20

Large
260
70
25

Jumbo
380
101
40

Diet Coke®
Small
1
0.3
30

Medium
1
0.4
40
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Large
2
0.5
60

Sprite®
Jumbo
3
0.6
80

Small
140
36
15

Medium
190
48
20
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Percentage of adult population at each literacy level (prose, document and quantitative literacy
categories).
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The International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS)
The 1994 International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) was the first multi-country and multilanguage assessment of adult literacy. Initially conducted in eight industrialized countries, the
survey's goals were to develop scales for comparisons of literacy performance among people
with a wide range of abilities, and to compare literacy across cultures and languages. Since
1994, additional countries have been surveyed, bringing the total to 20 - Australia, Belgium
(Flanders), Canada, Chile, Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Hungary, Ireland,
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland, the
United Kingdom and the United States. IALS provides the world’s first reliable and comparable
estimates of the level and distribution of literacy skills in the adult population, and offered new
insights into the factors that influence the development of adult skills at home and at work.
The survey was sponsored by the National Literacy Secretariat and the Applied Research Branch
of Human Resources Development Canada and was managed by Statistics Canada in
cooperation with the OECD, Eurostat, and UNESCO. Key support was given by the U.S.
Educational Testing Service, the U.S. National Center for Education Statistics, and survey and
educational researchers in all the participating countries.
The results of the survey shed light on the social and economic impacts of different levels of
literacy, the underlying factors which cause them and how they might be amenable to policy
intervention. IALS also dispelled the old notion that individuals are either literate or illiterate and
introduced a new concept of literacy as a continuum of skills ranging from quite limited to very
high. The IALS built on this new view of literacy, defining it as: the ability to understand
and employ printed information in daily activities, at home, at work and in the
community, to achieve one's goals and to develop one's knowledge and potential.
In order to measure proficiency levels in the processing of information, IALS examined three
literacy domains: prose, document and quantitative. For each domain, literacy proficiency was
measured on a scale ranging from 0 to 500. The scale was then divided into five broad literacy
levels.
Prose literacy: the knowledge and skills needed to understand and use information from texts
including editorials, news stories, poems and fiction.
Document literacy: the knowledge and skills required to locate and use information contained
in various formats, including job applications, payroll forms, transportation schedules, maps,
tables and charts.
Quantitative literacy: the knowledge and skills required to apply arithmetic operations, either
alone or sequentially, to numbers embedded in printed materials, such as balancing a
chequebook, figuring out a tip, completing an order form or determining the amount of interest
on a loan from an advertisement.
Level 1 indicates persons with very poor skills, where the individual may, for example, be
unable to determine the correct amount of medicine to give a child from information printed on
the package.
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Level 2 respondents can deal only with material that is simple, clearly laid out, and in which
the tasks involved are not too complex. It denotes a weak level of skill, but more hidden than
Level 1. It identifies people who can read, but test poorly. They may have developed coping
skills to manage everyday literacy demands, but their low level of proficiency makes it difficult
for them to face novel demands, such as learning new job skills.
Level 3 is considered a suitable minimum for coping with demands of everyday life and work in
a complex, advanced society. It denotes roughly the skill level required for successful secondary
school completion and college entry. Like higher levels, it requires the ability to integrate
several sources of information and solve more complex problems.
Levels 4 and 5 describe respondents who demonstrate command of higher-order information
processing skills.
Some of the findings:
• In Canada, 42 per cent of all adults aged 16 to 65 are at levels 1 or 2 on the prose
literacy scale, while 43 per cent are at levels 1 or 2 on the document and quantitative
scales. These individuals have literacy skills below what is considered a suitable minimum
for coping with demands of everyday life and work in a complex, advanced society. But
even in Sweden, where average literacy scores are high, 28 per cent of all adults aged 16
to 65 are at levels 1 or 2 on the prose scale.
•

23 per cent of Canadian adults are at level 4/5 on the prose literacy scale. Sweden is the
only IALS country with a larger proportion of adults at this level, at 32 per cent.

• Of the countries included in the IALS, Sweden has the highest average scores on all three
scales (from 301 to 306 points) while Chile has the lowest average scores (from 209 to
221 points).
• On the prose literacy scale, Canada ranks 5th (at 279 points) behind Sweden, Finland,
Norway and the Netherlands. The United States and the United Kingdom rank 10th and
13th respectively.
• On the document literacy scale, Canada ranks 8th (at 279 points) behind the Nordic
countries, Denmark, Germany and the Czech Republic. Australia ranks 11th on that scale
while the United States and United Kingdom are further down the list ranking 15th and
16th respectively.
• On the quantitative literacy scale, Canada ranks 9th (at 281 points), again below the
countries of Northern European and the Czech Republic. Australia and the United States
rank 12th and 13th respectively, while the United Kingdom ranks 17th.
• Overall, Canada ranks amongst the top countries on the prose scale but is in the middle
of the pack on the quantitative (numeracy) scale.
The distribution of literacy skills within countries also varies considerably (see Figure 1).
Comparing the range of scores between persons at the 5th percentile (those with low literacy
skills) with persons at the 95th percentile (those with high literacy skills) provides a measure of
the discrepancy in skills within a country. In many European countries, this discrepancy is
relatively small. For example, in Denmark the range of scores between the 5th and 95th
percentiles on the prose scale is 120 points. In the United States, the range of scores between
these percentiles is almost twice as large, at 231 points.
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In Canada, the range of scores between the 5th and 95th percentile is consistently large. On
the prose scale, the difference in literacy scores between these percentiles is 219 points - the
third largest difference of all countries included in the IALS study. This means that the
discrepancy between people with low and high literacy skills is far larger in Canada than it is in
many European countries, such as Denmark, Norway, Germany, Finland and Sweden. The same
pattern is found on the document and quantitative literacy scales. The United States, the United
Kingdom, Poland, Portugal and Slovenia are similar to Canada as the discrepancies between
people with low and high literacy skills are large in those countries as well.

Self-assessment of Literacy Skills
The survey results show that only a minority of those persons with weak literacy skills, whether
at work or at home, recognize a need to improve their levels. While it may seem that individuals
at lower levels are overrating their skills, this may not be the case. Individuals were asked to
relate their literacy skills to their job demands and IALS data show that for some individuals
these demands are low. Therefore, in these situations even low skills would be satisfactory.
Nevertheless, if only a minority with low skills see any need to improve their skills, that could
become a concern for public policy. Without awareness of the need to improve, few Canadians
will actively seek opportunities and ways to enhance their skills.

Literacy and Education
The Canadian results reveal a clear relationship between educational attainment and literacy
levels. Most adults with no secondary education are at Level 1. Among those with some
secondary education, most are at Level 2. The largest number of adults who hold a high school
diploma perform at Level 3 or lower. Adults who took an academic program have stronger
literacy skills than those who chose the vocational route. Of those who completed community
college, most have Level 3 or higher while most adults with a university degree have Level 4/5.
Among most recent school leavers, there are few individuals at Level 1, with most at Levels 2
and 3, a finding which belies any notion of widespread school failure.
Yet the connection between educational attainment and literacy levels, while strong, is not
exclusive. Many individuals — one third of the population in fact — do not fit the general
pattern. Surprisingly, one third of Canadians who have not completed secondary school reach
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Level 3 or higher while a quarter or more of those who have completed a community college
program are at the lower levels (1 or 2). In all, the literacy levels of about 20% of the Canadian
sample in IALS are lower than the model one would predict, and about 16% are higher. Clearly,
education does not "fix" a person's literacy skills for a lifetime.
Highest level of educational
attainment
No secondary education
Some secondary education
Secondary school graduate
Community college graduate
University graduate

Typical literacy pattern
Most at Level 1, particularly those who have not completed
primary school; only very few individuals at Level 4/5.
Largest number at Level 2, representation at Levels 1 and 3.
Largest number at Level 3; second largest at Level 2.
Largest number at Level 3; second largest at Level 4/5.
Largest number at Level 4/5; a handful of individuals at Level 1.

In Canada, there are consistent distribution patterns of literacy by education across the three
scales. However, this is not the case in some other countries such as Germany. The report
shows that, of those respondents with low education, a higher proportion of Canadians than
Germans perform at Level 1 on the document and quantitative scales. It is possible that this
difference is due to Germany's system of secondary vocational education which emphasizes
work experience. IALS results suggest that document and quantitative skills are particularly
important to success in the workplace. If this is the case, then young Canadian adults may be
less well prepared for work than their German counterparts. This lends support to policies
aimed at increasing Canadian secondary students' work experience through co-op programs,
apprenticeships and other school-to-work arrangements.

Literacy and Immigration
The international study released in December 1995 found that in all IALS countries a
significantly larger proportion of immigrants have Level 1 literacy skills in their new country's
language than the non-immigrant population. This is because immigrants bring different
educational experiences, and may have learned an official language only as a second or third
language, or may be less familiar than the native-born population with the dominant culture of
the country. In Canada, nearly three-quarters (74.7%) of the second-language foreign-born
have literacy levels of 2 or 1 on the document scale, compared to 40.4 per cent of the nativeborn population. On the other hand, in Canada, the proportion of immigrants with Level 4/5
skills in English or French was higher than the proportion of non-immigrant Canadians.

Literacy at work
A considerable amount of reading, writing and arithmetic occurs in the workplace. For this
reason it is a very important contributor to the maintenance and acquisition of literacy.
Unfortunately, adults with low skills are less likely to be labour force participants and more likely
to experience unemployment. They, therefore, find themselves at a distinct disadvantage. But
even among individuals with low skills who have employment, the opportunity to use and
expand their skills is diminished. :
The IALS developed two indices to measure engagement in reading and writing in the
workplace. In all countries, engagement in reading and writing in the workplace is lowest
among individuals with the lowest literacy skills (Level 1). In contrast, individuals with high
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literacy skills have improved employment prospects, and are often in jobs requiring more
frequent involvement in complex activities - activities that build and maintain skills. As Figure 3
shows, individuals with the highest literacy skills (Level 4/5) also have the most engagement in
reading at work. It is also interesting to note that countries with large differences in reading
and writing engagement in the workplace also have wide differences in literacy skills. In
Canada, for example, the range of literacy scores in the population is relatively large, as is the
contrast between high and low scores on the workplace reading practices index.
Literacy must be viewed as a cause and a consequence of employment success. The workplace
affords the individual an opportunity to practice literacy. Thus, an inability to find regular
employment may result in the decline of a person's skill level.
Whether literacy skills are practised in or out of the workplace, individuals with higher literacy
skills engage in literacy-related activities more frequently and in greater depth. What is
emerging is a pattern, a circle of literacy that is common to literacy practice, training and
education: skills contribute to practice by allowing individuals to succeed in situations where
opportunities for practice are possible.

Literacy and Employment
Most employment creation in OECD countries is concentrated in sectors with high knowledge
intensity. As a result, all types of skills - including literacy skills - can be expected to play an
increasingly important role in wage determination. IALS data clearly indicate that the
percentage of people with relatively high incomes increases with levels of literacy proficiency.
For example, only 24 per cent of Canadians at prose literacy level 1 are in the top 60 per cent
of wage earners, while this is the case for 69 per cent of Canadians at level 4/5 (see Figure 6).
It is generally believed that this earnings gain arises in part because people with higher skills
are more productive on the job and are therefore paid a wage premium. It also appears that in
Canada, as well as in the United Kingdom and the United States, there is a larger return to
quantitative (numeracy) skills than to prose skills.
The evidence also shows that literacy proficiency has a substantial effect on earnings in most
IALS countries when other aspects of human capital, specifically educational attainment and
experience, are taken into account. This is especially the case in Canada and Norway, where
literacy proficiency is a stronger determinant of earnings than educational attainment. Overall,
the evidence supports the notion - still rather new in the economic literature - that there is a
measurable net return to literacy skills.
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The IALS findings make it clear that it is inadvisable to set a single standard of literacy for
Canada. Any society can accommodate a range of literacy levels. Literacy skill requirements and
performance vary significantly by occupations and industries; some occupations need high level
skills and others reflect requirements for intermediate and even basic skills. For example,
clerical workers appear to function well when they tested in the middle range of the literacy
scale. Professionals, on the other hand, need the higher levels required to be "literate" at their
jobs.
A comparison of high-demand occupations to those in decline indicates that Canadian workers
in future will require high literacy skills. Industries that have experienced growth are the ones
whose employees have relatively high levels of skills; those industries in decline are
characterized by workers with lower skills.

Adults' Readiness to Learn
In the majority of countries surveyed, around 40% of the population participates in adult
education and training. In each country, however, there are still large groups that are not
involved. Even so, adult training is on the rise influenced, in part, by the job market which has
recognized the increased importance of adult education and training as an investment. In all
countries, roughly half of the participants in adult education and training attend an employersupported activity. The data shows, however, that adult education and training programmes are
less likely to involve those with low literacy skills, the very people who need them the most.
Given that literacy is a prerequisite for an adult's readiness to engage in learning, the lack of
strong literacy skills can be a critical factor that deters these adults from participating in
training. The rates of participation in adult education and training increase gradually with
increasing levels of literacy skill.
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In Conclusion
While there has been little change in the literacy profiles in Canada in the past five years, new
graduates from Canadian secondary schools since 1989 are generally more literate than the
older cohorts ahead of them. However, the report also shows that literacy skills are the product
of complex social and economic forces which go beyond the simple linkage with the educational
system. The development, maintenance and improvement of literacy skills are strongly linked to
usage. Literacy is not a skill which is learned in school and then remains consistent over the
course of a lifetime. Practice contributes to skill both through more frequent use of the skill and
through greater variety by providing opportunities to use and to expand the skill in new
situations. At the same time, skill contributes to practice by allowing individuals to enter and
succeed in situations where opportunities for practice are possible.
The IALS model provides an important framework which can help shape the public discourse
about literacy. No longer can we speak about literates versus illiterates — or haves and have
nots. We can now speak about levels of literacy with each level capable of supporting a broad
spectrum of analysis. In fact, IALS recognizes that everyone has some level of literacy skill and
proficiency. Even Level 1 is not an absence of literacy skills but is merely a lower level of skill.
If people don't use literacy skills after they have left school or college, they can lose them. The
reverse is also true: if they practise literacy or receive training, people can gain skills. These
findings reveal the importance of understanding how skill is lost or enhanced as well as the
need for policies to encourage, protect and nurture literacy outside the formal education
system.
In the end IALS demonstrates that literacy is important socially, culturally, in terms of
citizenship, and economically; it rewards those who are proficient and penalizes those who are
not. This fact is critical to the success of Canadians and of Canada as a nation.

Information courtesy of the following HRDC publications:
Reading the Future: a Portrait of Literacy in Canada (Backgrounder and Highlights)
Literacy Skills for the Knowledge Society (Backgrounder and Highlights)
Literacy in the Information Age: Final Report of the International Adult Literacy Survey (Highlights)

(www.nald.ca/nls/ials/introduc.htm)
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