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INTRODUCTION BY DAVID GREIG 
 
 

 
I.S. Manager, David Greig (right) with  
student Michel (reading at left) at an  
I.S. Event, 2002 
 
 
 
A WORLD LIT ONLY BY FIRE  
by William Manchester 
1992, Little, Brown & Company (Canada) Limited. 
page 98 [emphasis mine] 
 
[circa 1480-1550]: “Meantime, outside monastery walls, the reading public was 
surging, though not by design. No new literacy programs were introduced, the 
educational process continued to be chaotic, and those who received any degree of 
systematic teaching had to be either fortunate or unusually persistent. The number 
of people who were fortunate remained stable. It was persistence, and the number 
of schools, which rose. As the presses disgorged new printed matter, the yearning 
for literacy spread like a fever; millions of Europeans led their children to classrooms 
and remained to learn themselves. 
 
Typically, a class would be leavened with women anxious to learn about literature 
and philosophy, and middle-class adolescents contemplating a career in trade. 
Instruction was available in three forms: popular education, apprenticeship, and 
the courses of study at traditional schools and universities. Only the first was 
available to the vast majority, and it is impossible to define because it varied so 
from place to place. Two generalizations hold: popular education was confined to 
colloquial tongues, and it was unambitious. The teachers themselves knew no Latin; 
many were barely literate in their native languages. Some gave their services free, 
beginning with classes teaching little children their letters; others were poor women 
eager to make a few pennies. Pupils helped each other. The curriculum was limited 
to reading, writing, simple arithmetic, and the catechism.  
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‘That a relatively large number of people knew how to read, write 
and count,’ conclude the authors of The New Cambridge Modern History, ‘was due 
to the casual and ill-organized efforts of thousands of humble individuals. 
Such were the uncertain foundations not only of the popularity of vernacular 
literature but also of technical advance and the diffusion of general knowledge.’ 
 
 

 
I.S. staff Susan Macdonald (left) and Angela Bisby 
(right)with student Danny during a break in the I.S. 
evening class, 2002 
 
 
 
Independent Studies at Frontier College has been operating adult 

learning programs, primarily for people with disabilities, for over 20 

years. During that time we have attempted to develop methods of 

practice that reflect our philosophy of inclusion and respect. To this 

end, we have been investigating qualitative methods of documenting 

and evaluating learning. This book presents the preliminary results of 

our beginning research.  

 

There is a great need in adult literacy programs today to locate, adapt 

or develop valid techniques that document learning in alternative 

ways. The reason for this need is that many funding bodies are 

restricting the fundable outcomes of adult literacy programs to 

extremely narrow and conventional learning products. This situation 

has made it much more difficult for many community-based literacy 

programs to document the authentic and life-affirming non-academic 
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learning work we do with marginalized people. This book provides 

some ideas to other literacy practitioners about ways in which they 

may document non-academic outcomes (NAOs) in their own practice. 

This book is also intended as a source of inquiry into the meaning of 

literacy practice today. We hope that it is only the beginning in an 

ongoing discourse about alternative and qualitative methods of 

documenting non-academic learning for adults. 

 
DIALOGIC/MONOLOGIC DESCRIBING PROGRAM PRACTICE: A TYPOLOGY ACROSS TWO 

DIMENSIONS 
by Barbara Garner 
Focus on Basics, Vol. 2, Issue B, June 1998 [emphasis mine] 
 
“Purcell-Gates, Degener and Jacobson define dialogic education as including the 
students as a participant and partner in developing goals, activities and procedures 
of the class and program. This is in contrast to the more typical practice wherein 
students cede authority and power to the teacher of program structure for decisions 
regarding their learning. They refer to Freire (1993), who calls this latter type of 
education a ‘banking’ model, where the student is the passive recipient of the 
teacher’s knowledge. The students retain their status as objects, according to Freire, 
and this precludes real learning or any significant changes in their lives. To be truly 
libratory, Freire maintains, ‘education must begin with the solution of the teacher-
student contradiction, by reconciling the poles of the contradiction so that both are 
simultaneously teachers and students.’ (p. 53) 
 
Despite calls from adult educators for more programs rooted in the realities, 
expertise and interests of the learners (Auerbach, 1995; Fingeret, 1987; Freire, 
1993), only a small percentage of programs now in operation… reflect those 
characteristics.” 
 
 

  
I.S. class at work on a project, 2003 
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INDEPENDENT STUDIES THEORY AND PRACTICE 
 
 
 
“Adults learn best when they are in supportive environments. Program features were 
identified by Wasik as important for positive reading outcomes. These features 
include: well-structured, carefully planned tutoring sessions; frequent assessment of 
students’ progress; regular attendance by tutors and students; and fostering of 
positive, caring relationships among students, staff and tutors.”  
 
UNTITLED DOCUMENT 
ABT Associates, 1999 [emphasis mine] 
 
 
 
Below is a diagram of the services we provide in Independent Studies 
at Frontier College. A brief description of our program follows along 
with an overview of a Theory/Model of Practice (Hybrid Literacy) that 
we use in Independent Studies. The motto of Independent Studies and 
Frontier College is: ALL WELCOME. 
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Independent Studies: An Overview 
 
 
Independent Studies, a program of Frontier College, began in the early 
1980’s as a literacy program for people with disabilities. Since then 
this program has evolved into a welcoming learning environment 
where adults with different abilities can develop basic learning skills. 
People in the program work on reading, writing, math, computer and 
self-management skills primarily through small group learning and 
one-to-one tutoring. We include both disabled and non-disabled 
students to reflect our commitment to integrated learning 
environments where all students are welcomed together. All of the 
students in our program face multiple challenges: both disabilities 
(developmental, psychiatric, cognitive, physical, learning, etc.) and 
other social issues (poverty, social isolation, interpersonal difficulties, 
etc.). In our unique program, students focus on foundational learning 
skills that increase their capacity for lifelong learning and the likelihood 
that they will achieve their goals in other areas of their lives. Examples 
of foundational learning skills include:  
 
 
Basic skills (reading, writing, math, etc.) 
 
Computer skills (word processing, internet, etc.) 
 
Non Academic Outcomes (self-assessment and self-reflection 
capacities, self-confidence, the ability to work with others, learning 
how to learn, etc.) 
 
Self-Management skills (concentration and memory, goal setting, 
planning, problem-solving, organizational, thinking skills, etc.) 
 
 
We provide a hybrid service that combines literacy skills, practical 
learning, affective and interpersonal skills along with other skills for 
people with learning challenges. For instance, using literacy as the 
foundation, our students: learn how to do personal banking, learn how 
to work in a group or classroom setting, learn to how plan for a life 
after their  parents pass away, learn to integrate personal life issues 
into learning environment, learn how to build friendships, learn to 
speak up and self-advocate for themselves, and learn how to define 
goals and plan for achieving them.
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Hybrid Literacy: A Model of Practice  
 
 

 
 

“Hybrid Literacy” by David Greig, 2003 

 
 
 
Introduction 

 
 

Hybrid literacy is an approach to adult education programming that 
locates essential learning outcomes, both academic (reading, writing, 
computers, etc.) and non-academic (cognitive, social, interpersonal, 
etc.), within the real life contexts of marginalized or socially isolated 
people’s lives and communities. Below is the theoretical background 
for this concept developed by David Greig and presented in this format 
to Frontier College in the context of other developmental projects. The 
theory is used in Independent Studies and informs all of our work. This 
essay is included to provide a theoretical context for the practical 
methods of alternative evaluation that are presented below. 
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Diagram of Hybrid Literacy Process 

 
 
 
Hybrid Literacy: Critical Ideas about Literacy Practice Today  
by David Greig, 1998 
 
 
Literacy work evolved in Canada (and elsewhere) during the 1970s 
into an unusual mix of many elements – some purely educational and 
many others adapted from a range of other disciplines. Community 
development work, health promotion, counselling of many kinds, anti-
poverty work, Central and South American empowerment methods, 
action and participatory research methodologies, popular education, 
health promotion, community-based social work, liberation theology 
practice, inter- and transpersonal psychotherapies, developmental 
psychology, labour movement theories, social change work, feminist 
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theory and practice, consciousness raising and civic action, along with 
a wide range of other elements once made up the content and 
informed the practice of “literacy work” in community-based literacy 
programs in many parts of Canada, the U.S., Western Europe, 
Australia and the UK during the 1970s up until the late 1980s.  
 
“Literacy work” was an unusual and unique hybrid discipline that 
centred on education but incorporated and encouraged methodologies, 
approaches, theories and practices from any number of interrelated, 
overlapping and complementary fields. The result was a rich mix of 
innovation and activity, creativity and action. For many complex 
reasons, the definition of “literacy” became increasingly narrowed 
during the 1980s and early 1990s into a purely “educational” 
endeavour. As this systematization unfolded, the hybrid elements of 
literacy – that once made it an exciting and living field – were 
gradually eroded until only a relatively small number of primarily 
community-based (or similar) programs carried on with this kind of 
work.  
 
The concept of “literacy work” as a hybrid of different disciplines has 
been discussed by many researchers. Stanislav Hubik of the Czech 
Republic described hybrid literacy in Alpha 94: “Literacy development 
has three equally important dimensions: the social, the educational, 
and the cultural. An integrated approach is needed. To the three 
dimensions of literacy (the social, the educational, the cultural) there 
correspond three models of action: adult education, social work and 
cultural work. Literacy development strategy consequently includes all 
three.” 
 
Is hybrid “literacy” work actually “education” or is it perhaps “health”? 
Is it “community development work” or “cultural work”? Is it all of 
these things or is it something different? Whether hybrid literacy is a 
mix of “social work” and education or some other configuration of 
combined disciplines is not the issue. The issue is that a huge range of 
developmental and necessary learning elements have been expunged 
from the rigid reclassification of “literacy” solely as “education”. The 
need now is not so much to define the components of individual 
hybrids in particular locations – the need is to identify the constituent 
learning elements that have been lost.  
 
There are many elements that predicate, surround, comprise and 
support “learning”, indeed make learning possible for many 
marginalized people. These “additional” but essential learning 
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elements – elements that go beyond the cognitive factors that are 
currently the only “acceptable” (and fundable) learning elements in 
adult education – must be located, described, recorded, examined, 
documented and – most importantly – valued. There is a need to 
examine our practice, make clear what we are doing and why, and 
then share this proactive knowledge. There is much work that needs to 
be done to carry Independent Studies, Frontier College and literacy 
work itself into the 21st century.  
 
 
“First, look back and integrate. Then, move forward. Informed.” 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Hybrid Literacy Program Delivery 
 
Utilizing volunteers, we continue to provide “hybrid” literacy for 
individuals, groups and communities by providing three kinds of 
practice (program delivery): 
 
 

i) Direct Practice (tutoring, instructing, small groups, etc.); 
 
ii) Indirect Practice (tutor training, train the trainer, 

workshops, volunteer management, etc.); and 
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iii) Capacity Building (community development, setting up 
programs, needs assessments, etc.); 

 
with many marginalized/vulnerable/or underserved people – adults 
who have learning needs in communities and who are not having these 
needs met by rigidly mono-classified organizations/systems. 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Hybrid Literacy Elements 
 
 

1) At the core of all Independent Studies activities is learning for 
the whole person. 

 
2) Surrounding this essential learning are reading and writing 

skills grounded in androgogy, which is adult-focused educational 
practices.  

 
3) Surrounding these skills are the contexts in which students live 

and interact. These contexts are disparate and complex. Many 
students in our programs have needs that cover a range of 
contexts such as: 

 
- social services (case managers, ODSP/OW/FBA/UI, 

social workers, etc.) 
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- medical (disabilities, rehab, drug addictions, 
medications, therapists, etc.) 

 
- psychological (psychiatric survivors/services, 

counselling, etc.) 
 

- community development (rights, housing, CED or 
community economic development, etc.) 

 
- parenting (life skills, nutrition, daily life, banking, 

etc.) 
 

- employment (work preparation, pre-employment, 
etc.) 

 
- school (self-management, study skills, learning to 

learn, etc.) 
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At Independent Studies, our work takes into account all of these 
contexts. We devise educational interventions for people that locate 
the embedded learning components within these contexts.  
 
We ask: What are the reading and writing skills needed to understand 
and deal with the medical or parenting contexts for students? What are 
the learning elements embedded in understanding social services or 
employment preparation?  
 
We utilize real contexts in our “literacy” work to engage the whole 
person as an adult and integrate all of the elements into “hybrid” 
literacy practice.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Hybrid Literacy Planning 

 
The Hybrid Literacy and Three Levels of Practice models allow for 
broad based program planning across contexts and communities. This 
planning is represented as a diagram of a “web” constructed of six 
concentric circles.  
 

 
 In the centre circle is “learning”, the foundation of all 

Independent Studies (and Frontier College) work. 
 

 Surrounding this circle are “reading and writing”, the essential 
skill areas that support learning.  
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 Surrounding this circle are “contexts”, the situations that 
impact the students. These contexts form learning content in our 
programs. (For example, students may work on reading skills to 
help them understand their psychiatric diagnoses along with 
self-advocacy and communications skills to allow them to have a 
meaningful understanding of their medical situations – they are 
learning about an important issue in their lives by using reading, 
writing and other educational activities to facilitate this meta-
learning.) 

 
 Surrounding the contexts, are three circles representing the 

three levels of practice: direct, indirect and capacity building.  
 
 
All of these variables have been charted onto one meta-frame for 
integrative planning: planning that integrates as many of the variables 
in various groups of students’ lives into holistic hybrid literacy learning 
environments. This is the work we do at Independent Studies. 
 
 
Hybrid Literacy planning map (concept) 
 
 

LEARNING

READING

WRITING

CONTEXTS

CONTEXTS

PRACTICE

DIRECT

PRACTICE

INDIRECT

BUILDING

CAPACITY
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MMEETTHHOODDSS    
 

 
 
 
 
 

Self-Management/Self-Direction 
 
 
 

Goal Setting 
 
 
 

Anecdotal Reports 
 
 
 

End of Term Evaluations 
 
 
 

Multimedia Approaches 
 
 
 

Project work 
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METHODS 
 
 
 
 
The next section presents a framework for recording qualitative 
methods of practice that can be used to document or evaluate 
learning. In the framework, three essential elements are highlighted:  

 
 

Introduction to the method 
 

Theoretical validation (supporting research) 
 

Examples of applications of the method 
 
 
 
Introduction to the method provides a space in which to record an 
overview of the method. Include elements such as basic facts, a bit of 
background, some useful features and other brief notes on the 
particular method being documented. 
 
 
 
Theoretical validation (supporting research) provides a space for 
recording the theory behind the practice. It answers such questions 
as: Where did this method come from? What is the research on this 
method? Is it a valid and documented method? The validation and 
research may come from literacy programs themselves or from 
literature searches or from academic or empirical studies or from any 
possible number of sources.   
 
 
 
Examples of applications of the method provides a space for 
documenting uses of the method. This documentation can take many 
qualitative forms: narrative descriptions; diagrams; charts; 
observation notes; etc. The form of the example is determined by the 
characteristics of the method.  
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Blank template: On the following page is a blank template to record 
your own qualitative, authentic and human-centred methods used to 
document and evaluate learning in adult literacy contexts. 
 
 
Selection of methods: Following this are a selection of qualitative 
methods crafted for use by Independent Studies program in our day to 
day practice to document and evaluate the learning that is happening 
for the adults who utilize our services. We have included six methods. 
All of these methods are described in detail in subsequent sections of 
this book.  
 
 
Self-Management/Self-Direction 
 
Goal Setting 
 
Anecdotal Reports 
 
End of Term Evaluations 
 
Multimedia Approaches 
 
Project work  
 
 
Note that there is no one definitive qualitative method that is best to 
use to document and evaluate learning in adult community-based 
literacy programs. Community-based programs have a long tradition of 
inventing and adapting creative methods of documentation and 
evaluation. This monograph is intended as a source of ideas, a 
framework to record additional ideas and an inspiration to other 
community-based programs to proactively begin to document best 
practices that grow out of their own authentic work.  
 
 
 
(A Blank Template follows)
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NAME OF METHOD: 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
INTRODUCTION TO METHOD 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THEORETICAL VALIDATION (SUPPORTING RESEARCH) 
 
Source: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EXAMPLES OF APPLICATIONS OF METHOD 
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NAME OF METHOD:  
 

SELF-MANAGEMENT/SELF-DIRECTION 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION TO METHOD 
 
 
“There is no doubt that the general attitude of society is that a ‘developmentally 
handicapped’ or ‘slow’ or ‘delayed’ or ‘retarded’ adult (an amazing number of labels 
can be can be used here) cannot be taught to read and write… How much of this 
attitude has the learner-in-question internalized, to the extent that they too believe 
that they cannot learn? If the person who comes to our program with one of those 
labels learns only to identify the burden of the label, then they have learned a 
great deal… Those of us who have not had to live with those kinds of labels 
attached cannot even begin to imagine what it must be like… If a learner has come 
to the realization that it was hell to go through a life where no one ever expected 
very much of you, and where it was assumed that your contribution would always be 
next-to-nothing, then this learner has made a breakthrough equal to, of not 
greater than, a discrete reading and writing advance.” 
 
LITERACY: A TOOL FOR INDEPENDENCE 
By Tracy Carpenter Odell 
undated paper: circa mid-1980 [emphasis mine] 
 
 
What Exactly is Self-Management? 
By David Greig, Program Manager, Independent Studies  
from a report to funders, April 2001 
 

“In the late 1990s, Independent Studies’ primary public finder, 
the Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities (MTCU) 
began to require that literacy programs quantitatively demonstrate 
that students were progressing towards goals, primarily of further 
training and education. The literacy “system”, known as LBS (Literacy 
and Basic Skills) was funded so that students could develop the 
prerequisite skills to enable them to move on to colleges or 
employment. This was a very logical development for many literacy 
programs across the province. But it was equally problematic for just 
as many others, especially for programs like Independent Studies.  

The work of Independent Studies over the years has always 
been about more than reading and writing and definitely much more 
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than college and employment preparation. We have been funded, 
almost since the beginning of our program, by our secondary funder 
COMSOC (secondary meaning that we get less money from COMSOC 
and more from MTCU). We were funded by the (formerly named) 
Ontario Ministry of Community and Social Services (COMSOC) to 
provide “rehabilitation services to the disabled”.  

We provided these rehabilitation services in the form of learning 
opportunities with “learning” defined in an extremely broad and holistic 
way. Our work has a very specific focus: the integration of all people, 
especially people with disabilities (physical, developmental, 
psychiatric, cognitive and other) and other marginalized people into a 
community of learning to work with people on needs and issues 
pertaining to their whole lives and not merely to “academic” or 
“training” needs that they may or may not have.  

And so, the fit with our other funder, MTCU, became somewhat 
challenging. The challenge was to try to align our program so that it 
continued to meet the requirements of our funder yet retained its 
integrity and authenticity. In 1999, David Greig had worked with the 
Ontario Literacy Coalition (OLC) writing a report that would develop an 
LBS “domain” that complemented the other LBS “domains” of 
Communication Skills and Numeracy. This third domain was called 
Self-Management/Self-Direction (SM/SD).  

It was conceived as a learning domain that encompassed all the 
elements that surround and support learning. The OLC document 
fleshed out the definition of SM/SD by providing examples of areas 
that could be worked on in a literacy program that were not reading 
and writing, but were all the other attitudes, skills and behaviours that 
make reading and writing possible for adult students, especially 
students with multiple challenges.  

We concretized the idea of SM/SD into the I.S. program over the 
course of a year or so. It was difficult work because we needed to 
ensure that we made the fit work “the right way around”: meaning, 
that we were not intending to change the essence of our work to fit 
into the SM/SD description, rather we were fitting the SM/SD 
description to fit our work. We developed our Self-
Management/Literacy classes and Independent Studies was successful 
in our efforts to reorganize our program and yet retain our integrity 
and authenticity. We continue to receive funding from both Ministries 
and carry on with what we’ve been doing for 20 years. 
 
(Fuller documentation is available; see Publisher’s page for contact  info. ) 



BEST PRACTICES: SELECTED METHODS – INDEPENDENT STUDIES, 2003 23 

THEORETICAL VALIDATION (SUPPORTING RESEARCH) 
 
Self-Management/Self-Direction 
 
Source: 
 
THE LEVEL DESCRIPTIONS MANUAL 
Self-Management chapter 
Ontario Literacy Coalition, 2000 
By David Greig, et al 
 
 
 
Features and Examples of Self-Management and Self-Direction 
Learning Outcomes: Features that surround and support learning that 
may impact progress towards a goal: 
 
 

 concentration/memory skills 
 

 goal setting skills 
 

 learning styles 
 

 personal advocacy skills 
 

 problem-solving skills 
 

 self-assessment/self-reflection skills 
 

 self-confidence building skills 
 

 thinking skills 
 

 time management/organization skills 
 

 working with others skills 
 
 
 
 
 
 



BEST PRACTICES: SELECTED METHODS – INDEPENDENT STUDIES, 2003 24 

Self-Management/Self-Direction:  
Possible skill sets with four potential examples for each 
 
 
Concentration/memory skills 
 

 learner develops and demonstrates ability to focus on one task 
at a time 

 learner develops and demonstrates ability to persevere with a 
task until completion 

 learner develops and uses strategies to increase memory 
 learner develops and uses techniques to improve retention of 

information 
 
Goal setting skills 
 

 learner sets long-term goals based on self-assessment of own 
skills, interests and abilities  

 learner understands and uses strategies for breaking long-term 
goals into short-term goals that build towards the long-term goal 

 learner develops and demonstrates an ability to understand the 
skills and knowledge needed to work on to achieve the short-
term goal 

 learner demonstrates an ability to evaluate their own progress 
towards their short- and long-term goals 

 
Learning styles 
 

 learner understands and can explain the basic idea of learning 
styles 

 learner understands and can explain their own preferred learning 
style 

 learner develops and uses strategies to deal with learning 
material that is not presented in their own learning style  

 learner develops and uses strategies to deal with a different 
types of learning materials 

 
Personal advocacy skills 
 

 learner understands and can explain what “learner centred” 
means to them 
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 learner demonstrates an ability to co-develop (with literacy 
staff/volunteers) an individualized training plan based on their 
own learning needs 

 learner reports a family member, friend, co-worker, or 
supervisor noticing an improvement in his/her skill 

 learner shows increased readiness to take responsibility for own 
work 

 
Problem-solving skills 
 

 learner develops and demonstrates ability to identify problems 
and generate ideas about possible solutions/options 

 learner uses a variety of approaches to deal with problems 
encountered in the learning environment 

 learner develops and demonstrates techniques for breaking 
problems down into manageable parts 

 learner develops and demonstrates ability to transfer problem-
solving skills from one situation to another 

 
Self-assessment/self-reflection skills 
 

 learner shows increased readiness to accept praise for own work 
 learner shows increased readiness to take constructive criticism 

of own work 
 learner shows increased readiness to offer constructive criticism 

of own work 
 learner can demonstrate an accurate understanding of their own 

learning strengths and weaknesses 
 
Self-confidence building skills 
 

 learner reports greater confidence in their own skills 
 learner demonstrates increased readiness to attempt to work 

independently 
 learner demonstrates increased readiness to try new learning 

challenges and assignments 
 learner reports a successful application of newly-acquired skills 

in a real-life context 
 
Thinking skills 
 

 learner develops and demonstrates reasoning and logic skills 
through practice 
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 learner demonstrates that they can transfer knowledge from 
previous learning to complete a new task  

 learner develops and demonstrates ability to clearly explain and 
convey ideas  

 learner develops and uses a variety of learning 
approaches/activities (e.g. outlining, reviewing, organizing, etc.) 
to deal with new information 

 
 
Time management/organization skills 
 

 learner shows improved/steady attendance 
 learner shows that assignments are completed on prescribed or 

agreed upon time 
 learner completes sequential tasks in order, finishing one task 

before beginning subsequent tasks 
 learner plans several activities in advance for a day/month/year 

 
 
Working with others skills 
 

 learner develops and uses strategies for dealing with 
interpersonal conflict in the learning environment 

 learner develops and demonstrates an ability to work as part of 
a team 

 learner demonstrates increased participation in the program 
(e.g. in class, on committees, joining field trips, etc.) 

 learner shows increased readiness to offer constructive criticism 
of other’s work, if asked  
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EXAMPLES OF APPLICATIONS OF METHOD  
 
Self-Management/Self-Direction 
 
Source: 
 
Independent Studies classes 
Students, tutors and staff’s ongoing learning evaluations 
 

 
 
Examples of Self-Management Evaluations  

 
David 
 
Self-confidence building 
David is great addition to the literacy classes at Frontier College. His 
insightful and thought provoking comments along with his 
determination to succeed, despite all odds, are both motivating and 
inspirational to other students in the class. 
 
Goal setting  
David is able to identify his literacy and self-management goals with 
confidence and has many ideas to achieving these goals. His most 
critical long-term goal is to improve his feelings of self- doubt and to 
work on improving his self-confidence. David continued to actively 
work towards this goal using hard work and positive self-talk. He is 
determined to surround himself with positive influences and chooses to 
attend the literacy classes at Frontier as a way to be included in a 
group that welcomes and respects him for his ideas and contributions.   
 
Personal advocacy  
David confidently articulates other goals that he would like to achieve. 
He identified that he would like to come to Frontier College in the 
hopes of learning to feel more comfortable speaking with others, both 
one on one and in a group setting. He would like to work on telling 
time, find alternatives to deal with rejection and practice reading so as 
to be able to read to his niece with confidence and ease.     
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Concentration/memory 
David has very good concentration and memory skills. This is 
demonstrated by the information that he has both learned and 
remembered once completing his project on the Don River Park.    
 
Self-assessment/self-reflection skills 
David is self-motivated and this he demonstrates by arriving early to 
take out all the necessary resources needed for the class. This, as well, 
identifies his willingness to be a contributing member of a group.  His 
efforts are noticed by many of the other students. David works and 
lives independently outside Frontier College and chooses to be around 
confident people. He works hard at avoiding negative people.   
 
Problem solving 
David continues to improve on his problem solving skills. He is more 
aware that he needs to take a step back from the problem and both 
discuss it and think about it more carefully. This process has helped 
David deal with some problems that have arisen outside Frontier 
College. As David continues to make more friendships, he is able to 
turn to more people for guidance with some of his personal problems. 
 
Learning styles 
David knows what his interests and strengths are and knows that by 
learning more about different topics he is interested in, will only 
further his knowledge and understanding of such topics.   
 
Time management/organization 
David likes to challenge himself by reading complicated stories and 
books. He is not deterred by the small print or difficult words; rather 
he finds them a challenge. He is learning to break down and sort out 
information to organize his readings and projects. 
 
Working with others  
David recognizes that he learns faster with one to one support 
however understands that working with a variety of people, both in 
small and large groups, is good for his self-esteem. David is an 
excellent listener and thoughtfully adds his comments and feedback to 
the speaker with a deep sense of respect and genuine interest. 
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Jennifer 
 
Goal setting 
Jennifer is a very enthusiastic student with a keen interest to learn.  
She is very interested in practicing her writing skills and realizes that 
she needs tutoring with spelling. Jennifer indicated that one of her 
main goals was to gain more confidence in coming to the literacy 
classes. She enjoys the class dynamic and conversations encompassed 
within, however has difficulty initiating her ideas into the discussion.  
She has asked for support to work towards this goal. 
 
Concentration/memory 
Jennifer shows great concentration and enjoys reading aloud to the 
group as a whole. She follows along conscientiously when others read 
and knows where to begin reading when her turn comes around.  
Reading aloud to the group provides Jennifer with more confidence.  
Jennifer is a confident reader and likes to share this gift with others 
around her. More opportunities to read will be given to Jennifer to 
support her to achieve a greater sense of confidence in the class. 
 
Self-confidence building 
Jennifer gets a true sense of achievement when she accomplishes an 
assignment. She welcomes challenging work in the class. She says she 
“feels happy” when she accomplishes something. 
 
Self-advocacy 
Jennifer prefers to work independently or with a tutor. She challenges 
herself when participating in a group as she feels she must contribute 
her ideas despite having difficulty to do so sometimes. She asks for 
support with this.   
 
Time management/organization 
Jennifer has excellent time management skills and feels that “it is 
important to be on time so that I can get my work done.” 
 
Working with others 
Jennifer brings, to the class, a great sense of enthusiasm to learn 
something new. This exuberance is motivating for others in the class. 
Jennifer identifies that she learns best by doing and likes to be an 
integral part of the literacy class.     
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Cheryl  
 
Goal setting 
Cheryl comes weekly to class with all the necessary material and 
resources to learn. Cheryl has identified many goals that she would 
like to accomplish. Firstly she would like to improve her spelling. This 
she accomplishes by writing weekly stories based on her week’s 
activities.   
 
Concentration/memory 
Cheryl also identified the goal of writing creative short stories as a 
goal. Cheryl succeeded with an article she wrote about the town of 
Montreal and all that is has to offer to those who live and visit there. 
With confidence and ease, Cheryl typed her story into the computer 
independently.   
 
Self-confidence building 
Cheryl is also eager to learn about filling out job applications and 
reading food labels. With the support from a tutor, Cheryl looked up 
different recipes on the Internet that she could bring home and try. 
This was very rewarding for her. 
 
Self-advocacy 
Cheryl is looking for opportunities to trust more people and to show 
confidence and initiative when speaking in a large group context. 
Cheryl had ample of opportunities to become involved in stimulating 
conversation and, when asked to do so, shared her ideas and opinions. 
Cheryl follows the conversation at hand with considerable 
attentiveness. 
 
Self assessment/self-reflection 
Cheryl is more confident when writing about her life experiences as 
opposed to speaking about them. Her writing suggests that she has a 
great deal of confidence and has the ability to ask others for support 
should the need arise. Cheryl has a strong connection with her Jewish 
heritage and will often write and talk about her experience as a Jewish 
woman.  
 
Learning styles 
Cheryl prefers the support of a one on one tutor however, at the same 
time, invites the challenge and stimulation that a large group 
discussion has to offer. Cheryl continues to challenge herself to offer 
more of her ideas to the class using her own initiative. 
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Working with others 
Cheryl is very willing to participate in new activities and does so with 
an open mind. Cheryl was part of a team that helped to organize and 
collate student writings for a book on Canada. With clear instruction, 
Cheryl follows through with tasks with determination and thought. 
 
 
Robert  
 
Learning styles  
Robert came into the literacy classes towards the end of October. 
Robert is a very keen student  He possesses an acute ability to 
understand what others are saying and then, broadens the discussion 
to a deeper, more profound, level. 
 
Goal setting 
Robert identified his long-term goal with thought and clarity. His goal 
is to expand his ability to express his ideas and thoughts in writing. 
The written process continues to be a challenge for Robert and he is 
committed to persevere and write more often as a way to begin to 
achieve this goal. He independently identified a strategy to help with 
the writing process. He identified that keeping his “mind going a little 
more slowly for spelling and writing” is a beginning to this process. 
 
Self-advocacy 
Robert also identified that he would like to learn about money and 
making change, as this learning will help him to be more functional in 
the outside world. 
 
Concentration/memory 
Robert has great concentration and memory skills. He has the ability 
to finish an assigned task with great concentration and focus. Robert 
welcomes ideas that give him insight into his own thinking styles. 
Robert is a visual learner and recognizes his learning styles. Robert 
learns best by seeing and doing. He recognizes that information just 
“goes over my head” if someone just tells him something as opposed 
to explaining and showing. 
 
Thinking skills 
Robert is a great philosopher. He attributes some of this to Zen. He 
thrives on challenging conversations and always adds insightful and 
though provoking comments to the conversation at hand. The difficulty 
is to turn these thoughts into words. What helps Robert with 



BEST PRACTICES: SELECTED METHODS – INDEPENDENT STUDIES, 2003 32 

expressing his thoughts onto paper is the Language Experience 
Approach.  
 
Self-assessment/self-reflection 
Robert carries himself with confidence. Robert demonstrates self-
motivation by persevering at a task despite its difficulty. He is always 
eager to engage in a literacy exercise as long as it involves talking. He 
tends to be apprehensive if the task includes writing.  
 
Problem solving 
Robert identified that there are many times that he cannot solve 
problems yet feels that it is part of his learning curve to confront a 
problem and gain the skills to deal with it. Robert finds different ways 
to solve the problems that he encounters daily. Robert always asks for 
clarification when the instruction is unclear. 
 
Working with others 
Robert is a great contribution to the literacy group at Frontier College. 
He challenges others to take risks and voice their thoughts, ideas and 
concerns with others.  
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NAME OF METHOD: 
 
GOAL SETTING 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION TO METHOD 
 
 
“Having a wonderful time. Wish I was here.” Lama Surya Das 

 
As with all the methods used in Independent Studies, our goal setting 
methods are concerned with remaining directly in touch with real 
people’s lives as they are really lived. If the goals do not come directly 
from the students’ own personal learning needs, then what is the 
purpose of the goal setting? Goals cannot be cultivated from without 
by a program; they must be nurtured from within a student. 
 
There are many qualitative methods for recording and evaluating goal 
setting in community-based adult literacy programs. At Independent 
Studies, we use a number of techniques most of which include some 
kind of ongoing feedback from students in the program. We have 
worked to develop the goal setting process as an intrinsic aspect of our 
classroom activities. Students begin with large dreams about what 
they want to do with their lives. Then we break these dreams down 
into smaller chunks and ascribe possible routes to achieving them. The 
ones that “fit” within the mandate of our program are ones we pull out 
and begin to describe in more detail. All of our goal setting methods 
begin with and build on students’ strengths and not on their 
“weaknesses”. There are no deficits on our program: only untapped 
capacities. The following pages present an overview of the goal setting 
process from “Naming the Magic”, which presents a theoretical 
validation of the technique as a legitimate qualitative method for 
documenting student goals, both academic and Non-Academic 
Outcomes. Examples from our classes are also presented as models of 
potential utilization of this technique. The first one presents techniques 
for identifying strengths to build on and supports that can be identified 
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which may assist the students in achieving their goals. The second 
example is of the goal setting process applied to the selection of 
generative themes out of which the class materials are then built. 
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THEORETICAL VALIDATION (SUPPORTING RESEARCH) 

 
Goal Setting 
 
Source 
 
NAMING THE MAGIC: NON-ACADEMIC OUTCOMES IN BASIC LITERACY 
Evelyn Battell, Malaspina University College, 2001 
National Literacy Secretariat; Ministry of Advanced Education Province of British 
Columbia; Centre for Curriculum, Transfer and Technology 
 
 
 
 
This is quite an elaborate technique used to give the learners 
leadership in their evaluation including the decision on the goal, the 
steps to reach the goal, how long it will take them, how they will know 
when they have reached the goal, who is affected by this development 
and who they will inform.  
 
The instructor is a voice of experience and a facilitator, but the 
learners run the process. This could be done with an individual or 
group. At minimum it will take a number of weeks and cannot be 
started until there is considerable trust between learners and 
instructors or tutors. 
 
When learners decide to return to school and start to learn in a more 
formal setting, they are often at a place in their lives where they are 
ready to examine their progress and are, in fact, looking for ways to 
assure themselves that they are getting ahead, while at the same time 
feeling extremely vulnerable. Learners [and instructors/tutors] will 
design this whole process together. Right from the beginning, it is a 
shared activity. You will find a way for the learners to generate the 
suggestions as well as chose which ones to use.  
 
Learners who have little experience in goal setting may need to 
develop skills to learn to recognize what constitutes progress and what 
is valuable to measure. Participants in a process such as this one will 
need to feel comfortable with the aspect of their learning that is being 
highlighted. Learners will need to feel ownership of both the process 
and the product.  
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The instructor or tutor introduces the topic, leads discussion, and 
ensures that everyone has an opportunity to participate without feeling 
pressured to contribute. Key steps and questions [to guide the process 
include:] What will I try to accomplish and why? Examples include: 
progress with the issues of addiction, assertiveness, decision-making, 
co-operation, communicating better with others, listening, 
participation, getting along with others, being ready for class, risk-
taking, etc.  
 
Once the goal is established and the key questions worked through, 
each learner begins tracking the chosen behaviour. Recording progress 
or reporting results can be done in a number of ways… With small 
groups or individuals, the “goal” discussion can be established as part 
of the routine to be followed by the instructor or tutor so that when 
meeting with the learner to talk about the learners’ work, they also 
discuss goals.  
 
This process is a useful personal technique for independent evaluation 
throughout life.  
 
 

  



BEST PRACTICES: SELECTED METHODS – INDEPENDENT STUDIES, 2003 37 

EXAMPLES OF APPLICATIONS OF METHOD 
 
Goal Setting 
 
Source 
 
Independent Studies classes 
Students, tutors and staff’s ongoing learning evaluations 
 

 
Example 1 of Goal Setting process (individual strengths and 
supports required to reach goals) 
 
 
 
Dietmar  
 
What strengths can you build on to reach your goals? 
 

- I am in good shape. 
- Bike riding 
- Drawing 
- Ice skating  
- Cross country skiing 
- Writing 
- Remembering dates 
- Showing up on time 
- Swimming 
- Recording 
- Working with leather and wood 
- Polite 
- Artistic 
- Fantastic memory 
- Like to challenge  

 
Who or what can help you reach your goals? 
 

- Richard – my support worker. I meet with him twice a week. He 
helps me with my spelling. We have started playing pool 
together. We go places together.  

- Johana and Peter – They help me with my problems. 
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- Uwe – my half brother. He helps me with all my stereo, video, 
recording equipment. 

- Hannelore and Bill – my sister and brother-in-law. They help me, 
too, when I have a problem. 

- Frontier College – people are friendly, no swearing, help me with 
my reading and writing. I meet new people, easy to talk to. 

- Loblaws – my job, colleting shopping carts, sweeping, collecting 
baskets. I get paid for it. 

- Lutheran Church – when I pass on, I will go to heaven. Learn 
about good things. 

- Noah’s Ark – I like to dance. 
- My Father – I see my dad twice a year, at Christmas and my 

birthday.    
 
 
 
Debbie  
 
What strengths can you build on to reach your goals? 
 

- I am an active person. 
- I am confident. 
- Co-operative 
- Courageous  
- Cheerful  
- Easy-going 
- Funny 
- Friendly 
- Helpful 
- Polite 
- Punctual 
- Responsible 
- Strong 
- Warm 
- Nice 
- Kind 
- Enthusiastic 
- Open minded 
- Dependable 
- Eager to learn 
- Appreciative 
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Who or what can help you reach your goals? 
 

- My parents and my brother are involved in my life. My mom 
cheers me up every time to make me feel better, because 
sometimes I get angry. Well, my dad helps me with all the 
things I need. My brother calls me and we talk over the phone. 

- My aunt helps me a lot, sometimes she takes me out and she 
walks with me around. She cooks me my favorite food (spinach) 
and brings it to me.  

- Faduma, my escort, takes me out where I am going. Also she 
gives me my lunch when I want it. 

- Frontier College means to me a lot, because it makes me happy. 
Also, I am learning how to use computers. 

- Susan, David, and Cathy are my teachers and helpers in the 
College. 

- Andaria is my music teacher. She helps me with music, when I 
go there on Fridays. 

- Yesterday, I went to arts and crafts. I go there every Tuesday 
and Thursday. Fawn is my arts and crafts teacher and helps me 
with doing my arts and crafts. 

- There are three shifts where I live. Each shift there are nurses to 
help me what I want. For example, when I want shower, dress 
and do my hair, they help me.  

 
 
 
Robert  
 
What strengths can you build on to reach your goals? 
 

- Sense of humor 
- Organizing 
- Helpful 
- Adventurous 
- Open mind 
- Enthusiastic 
- Punctual 
- Dependable 
- Determination 
- Ability to be flexible in work and play 
- Positive 
- Likable 
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- Love to learn 
- Cooking 
- Cheerful 
- Deep thinker 
- Spiritual 
- Intuitive 
- Adaptable to situations 

 
Who or what can help you reach your goals? 
 

- The Circle of Support is only a beginning and the dreams go 
hand in hand. They connect. It is like in religions, there are 
many things alike that connect. For example, Stephanie, 
Robert’s support worker asks, “Let’s say you are living on your 
own?”. She can help me with my cooking goal.  

- Also, since I’ve been taking yoga, it can help me with other 
things I like – very calm and in control of myself. So it helps 
slow down my dream and put it in long-term goals. 

- Socializing action (the inner circles) helps with goals in other 
circles – it’s all connected, it helps me. If I want to do a goal I 
have to take actions with it. Some goals are I can do myself and 
others are I need supports. 

- I see the circle as a big puzzle – a whole picture. The whole 
picture says, “Help! Help! Help!” (I’m joking!!!) It reminds me 
that when people complain they only remember the things that 
upset and then they forget the good things. It is an interesting 
concept.    

 

Mark  
 
What strengths can you build on to reach your goals? 
 

- Brave 
- Friendly 
- Helpful 
- Easy-going 
- Kind 
- Nice 
- Optimistic 
- Trustworthy 
- Welcoming 
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- Warm 
- Enthusiastic 
- Knowledgeable 
- Sensitive 
 

 
Who or what can help you reach your goals? 
 

- Why do you come to Frontier college? To learn how to read. I 
like reading and stories. To meet people who understand and 
help me. For fun and group games. 

- About Mark’ s job. I work at Rogers Cable and organize movies 
on the shelves. I like to borrow and watch movies and also I get 
paid regularly. 

- Who would you enjoy spending time with? I’d like to spend time 
with Shakira and Tom Cruise. 

 
 
 
Irene 
 
What strengths can you build on to reach your goals? 
 

- Helping people 
- Caring person 
- Like to listen to people’s opinions and give them support 
- House cleaning 
- Helping in class with the teachers 
- Cooking 

 
Who or what can help you reach your goals? 
 

- I’d love to stop smoking so I’d like to find a place where I can 
get help me stop smoking.  

- I want to learn more about a computer, how to go on the 
internet and put new games and other stuff on the computer.  

- I would like to find someone to help me get a nicer apartment.   
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Cheryl 
 
What strengths can you build on to reach your goals? 
 

- Teaching days of week 
- Working with children 
- Read stories 
- Yoga: breathing 
- Dancing, jumping around 
- Standing on one foot 

 
Who or what can help you reach your goals? 
 

- Cheryl’s activities: Yoga Friday afternoon; Frontier College 
Wednesday; Visiting parents’ home Friday; Housework 
Wednesday, Beatrice, support worker, watches and helps 
housework that Cheryl does; Laundry and chores Thursday; 
Choir Tuesday – choir could be a problem if Kay who picks 
Cheryl up moves to a place too far away to be able to pick her 
up. Need to have a back up person to drive Cheryl to choir. 
Relax Monday . 

- Need help to learn to read labels on medicine, cleaning products, 
and foods; would like to know about special diets 

 
 
Bob 
 
What strengths can you build on to reach your goals? 
 

- I like helping people. I like working with people. 
- I like my brother but I don’t see him a lot. 
- I like hockey, especially the Toronto Maple Leafs. 
- Sometimes I like to watch baseball but no playing. 
- I used to like football but not any more. 
- I do anything I feel like doing. 

 
Who or what can help you reach your goals? 
 

- Talking about being Jewish: On Jewish holidays we go to the 
synagogue. It is nice being Jewish. I like Hanukkah.  

- I found a new apartment but I am alone there. 
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Rashida 
 
What strengths can you build on to reach your goals? 
 

- Cheerful 
- Hard worker 
- Caring 
- Curious 
- Friendly 
- Enthusiastic 
- Nice and warm 
- Polite  
- Strong   
- Like cooking 
- Like swimming 
- Like bowling 

 
Who or what can help you reach your goals? 
  

- My cousins Anton and Julien like me a lot because I care a lot for 
them.  

- My grandmother who is kind and nice person cares about me a 
lot. My grandmother is beautiful. Also she has very warm heart. 
She sometimes asks me to help like vacuuming her bedroom, 
and I’m so glad to help her. I wash my own clothes and make 
pancakes by myself. 

- Bruce who is my boyfriend cares about me a lot. He is so special 
to me.  

- Pam is my friend and sometimes is rude to me. She hangs up 
the phone on me. She knows when I am busy but she still 
phones at that time. She talks about her boyfriend and cheating 
on him. I don’t like that. Otherwise, she is very nice person.  

- Tracy shares with me and eats a lot of popcorn. She is very kind 
person. I know her mom and dad and I know her from my 
school, a long time. 

- Why do you come to Frontier college? To learn painting and 
drawing. I like to help people here. I like to talk to nice friends 
here. I like the people here. They are good people. I want to 
learn to read. 
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Example 2 of Goal Setting process: Selecting group goals and 
learning content in the class through a process of consensus 
    
 
 
Generative Themes: What do you want to learn about next time? 
 
“Inuit: Learn about the people and their customs and arts; animals' 
habitat: foxes, wolves, deer, etc.” Michel 
“Mr. T; Israel: about Israel's situation.” Bob 
“Plumbing; carpentry; Raptors, basketball team” Edward 
“Bathroom tiles; landscaping summer/winter; architecture” David 
“Diversity: talking about the beauty of difference” Andreas 
“The Three Tenors: How did they learn to sing?” Matt 
“What's on soon around Toronto, especially Entertainment” Jennifer 
“Peace Activism” Bonnie 
“How to become Mayor” Tim 
“How to play curling” Glen 
“Cloning: is the clone a real human or not?” Jeong ah 
 
 
Process of theme selection:  
Select what most of us like and want to learn through consensus. 
 
1. Landscaping  

(4 people out of 8) 
2. Animals' habitat 

(2 people out of 8) 
3. Inuit culture 

(1 person out of 8) 
4. Peace activism 

(1 person out of 8) 
 
After consensus building discussion:  
Landscaping (8 out of 8 people) 
 
The lesson content topic for a future class selected by consensus is:  
Landscaping. 
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Generative Themes: What do you want to learn about next time? 
 
 
“Yoga; nutrition/cooking/recipes; getting along with families” Cheryl 
“How to tutor” Irene 
“Motivation (personal best)” David 
“Money math” Kerrie 
“Banking” Joey 
“Writing cheques” Rashida 
“Making change; Imperial system of measurement; read measuring 
tapes” Robert 
“Class structure (how long class goes to, time); how to achieve 
happiness and what is happiness” Debbie 
“Learning about supporting people who have disabilities” Melissa 
“Learning about dexterity (typing with both hands)” Dietmar 
“World religions” Joy 
“Art and dance” Amira 
 
 
Process of theme selection:  
Select what most of us like and want to learn through consensus. 
 
1. How to achieve happiness and positive thinking  

(0 out of 11 people) 
2. Money math/measurement 

(7 out of 11 people) 
3. Yoga/nutrition/motivation/personal best 

(3 people out of 11 people) 
4. Learning about supporting people with disabilities  

(1 out of 11 people) 
 
After consensus building discussion:  
Math (11 out of 11 people) 
 
The lesson content topic for a future class selected by consensus is:  
Money math/measurement. 
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Generative Themes: What do you want to learn about next time? 
 
“Learning about countries or provinces, such as India or Florida; or 
travelling around the countries or provinces.” Irene 
“Discrimination against people with disabilities.” Cynthia 
“Inuit culture and customs.” Michel 
“What’s on around Toronto.” Jennifer 
“Learning about Israel.” Bob 
“Different kinds of music: Three tenors, ABBA.” Matt 
 
 
Process of theme selection:  
Select what most of us like and want to learn through consensus. 
 
1. Learning about countries or provinces. 

(3 out of 8 people) 
2. Discrimination: people with disabilities. 

(2 out of 8 people) 
3. Different kind of music. 

(6 out of 8 people) 
 
After consensus building discussion:  
Music (8 out of 8 people) 
 
The lesson content topic for a future class selected by consensus is:  
Music. 
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NAME OF METHOD:  
 
ANECDOTAL REPORTS 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
INTRODUCTION TO METHOD 
 
 
“On Success: To know that even one life has breathed easier because you have 
lived. That is to have succeeded.” Emerson 

 
When Independent Studies’ instructors listen to students and actually 
“hear” them as people, then the instructors become students 
themselves and learn from these anecdotal conversations the genuine 
measure of their dialogical educational interactions.  
 
Anecdotal reports are a traditional qualitative method of recording and 
documenting learning. In Independent Studies, we use a variety of 
anecdotal methods. Staff and volunteers provide continuous verbal 
feedback about students’ progress. We meet regularly and discuss 
students’ abilities and needs. We record these observations in a 
number of formats. We also ask the students to provide their own 
anecdotal reports on their own progress. We often ask them to 
comment on the content of lessons or on the entire term’s work. We 
also ask students and volunteers to provide anecdotal evidence of 
other students’ progress. These examples are presented in this 
section.  
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THEORETICAL VALIDATION (SUPPORTING RESEARCH) 
 
Anecdotal Reports  
 
Source: 
 
NAMING THE MAGIC: NON-ACADEMIC OUTCOMES IN BASIC LITERACY 
Evelyn Battell, Malaspina University College, 2001 
National Literacy Secretariat; Ministry of Advanced Education Province of British 
Columbia; Centre for Curriculum, Transfer and Technology 
 
 

 
This technique involves the instructors of tutors [or students] making 
notes of incidents and stories that demonstrate positive changes that 
are happening for the learner. The following are examples of 
demonstrated non-academic outcomes in literacy learners.  
 
“A learner came to school on the last day of term in spite of worries 
about her husband who was having heart difficulty. When we asked 
her about why she came she explained that she had a job to finish 
here. She also said she was worried about her husband’s health partly 
because she would not be able to come back in the fall.” 
 
This anecdote illustrates that the commitment of the learner to the 
program ranked as high as her family concerns. This had not been true 
in the past. Her behaviour also demonstrated what participation in the 
program meant to her. The possibility of losing this place/activity 
where she belonged was real worry for her. The sense of belonging 
had not been present in the past and she was able to say 
approximately, when, in the year this had occurred. Commitment to 
the program and a sense of belonging are the two non-academic 
outcomes illustrated by this anecdote.  
 
“A learner was seen going through her binder and throwing away scrap 
paper.” 
 
This learner had difficulty finding things because of the mess in her 
binder. This behaviour demonstrated she was learning to keep her 
materials sorted. 
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“A learner agreed to produce on the computer a sign for a display. She 
had maintained that she ‘couldn’t do computers’. After this, she readily 
volunteered to make things on the computer.” 
 
[This anecdote shows that] she demonstrated a willingness to be led 
into new tasks and to realize when she had learned a new skill and 
was making use of this skill. 
 
“A learner who had not taken part very much, but rather sat in the 
corner reading, asked one say if the instructor ‘minded’ her just sitting 
and reading. The instructor answered ‘No, but you might find some 
value also in the other activities.’ The learner then explained she didn’t 
know what else she should be doing.” 
 
This anecdote shows how the learner demonstrated sensitivity to the 
relationship with the instructor and a slowly developing ability to ask 
for information and admit confusion.  
 
Questions to ask the learner to enhance Anecdotal Reporting: 
 

- In what way (if any) has coming to school changed your life? 
- Do you feel different about yourself now that you are in school? 

Please explain. 
- Do you speak up more? Can you give an example? 
- Is there anything you do now that you wouldn’t have done 

before starting school? 
- Has anyone commented on changes in you? Can you give an 

example? 
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EXAMPLES OF APPLICATIONS OF METHOD 
 
Anecdotal Reports  
 
Source: 
 
Independent Studies classes 
Students, tutors and staff’s ongoing learning evaluations 
 

 
 
Example 1 of Anecdotal Report showing evaluations of 
individual class sessions by students and tutors at the end of 
the class.  
 
 
 
I.S. Class: Jan 14, 2003 
 
Evaluation: What worked today? 
 
“I love to come here because you are teaching.” Bob 
“I liked to learn spelling.” Michel  
“I liked learning a computer.” Jennifer  
“I like to learn a computer.” David  
“I liked to learn computers.” Cynthia  
“I love to learn computers.” Edward  
“I liked the democratic process.” Matt  
“I liked talking about the project.” Andreas 
 
 
 
I.S. Class Wed Jan 15, 2003 
 
Evaluation: What worked today? 
 
“I liked the discussion about women's beauty and I liked the 
brainstorming.” Irene 
“I liked discussion about women's beauty.” Melissa 
“I understood what everybody said.” Debbie 
“I liked the process of choosing our topic.” Cheryl 
“I liked computers.” Joey 
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“I liked computers.” Mark 
“I like that we choose money math for the topic.” Kerrie 
“I learned how to move the mouse.” Dietmar 
“I liked reading about Dani.” Rashida 
 
 
 
I.S. Class Tues Feb 4, 2003 
 
Evaluation: What worked today? 
 
“Breaking down the information for the KWL project was interesting.” 
Irene 
“I liked typing tutor on the computer.” Edward 
“I enjoyed typing tutor on the computer.” David 
“I learned about the Shuttle.” Andreas 
“Learning the alphabet on the computer was interesting.” Bob 
“Talking about the write-a-thon with Judith Snow was interesting.” 
Michel 
“I liked doing the project and learning about current events.” Jennifer 
  
 
 
I.S. Class Wed Feb 5, 2003 
 
Evaluation: What worked today? 
 
“The best thing was talking about the war.” Melissa 
“I liked to discuss the current events.” Cheryl 
“Learning how and why laptop doesn't work.” Mark 
“I liked computer spelling.” Irene 
“Writing about myself was interesting.” Debbie 
“Alphabet on computer, MagicHands, was great.” Joey 
“Talking about the war was the best thing today.” Kerrie 
“I like learning how to use two hands on computer.” Dietmar 
“I liked to write women's beauty.” Rashida 
“How not to get frustrated with computer was the best thing.” Robert 
“Working on laptop but should have done sports.” Lynn 
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I.S. Class Tues Feb 25, 2003 
 
Evaluation: What worked today? 
 
“I liked spelling with pictures.” Michel 
“I liked doing Alphabet on the computer.” Bob 
“Writing about Frontier College on the computer was interesting.” 
Jennifer 
“I liked the spelling.” Matt 
“Showing how to act was best thing today.” Andreas 
“Everything was interesting but especially I liked cutting words from 
magazines to express my ideas.” David 
 
 
 
Example 2 of Anecdotal Reports showing evaluation/feedback 
on student’s goals and progress by other students and by 
tutors in the I.S. program at the end of a term. 
 

 
David  
 

- gentle and caring person, willing to help others 
- skills - reading and writing improved much, much able to get 

ideas on papers, reading level improved phenomenally 
- has been open in conversation about his situation, fairly 

comfortable about his personal challenges, gained trust with 
group 

- sees F.C. as a safe haven 
- too bad no men's group here 
- he wants to learn the computer and is asking me to help 
- very polite, and willing to speak about himself 
- he has confidence in the group 
- students look up to him, he is a role model 
- last year every word was a struggle; now not so much; a lot of it 

is confidence 
- was limited in his conversation; now has expanded his horizon 

and conversation; now interested in other things and ideas 
- he read to another student who doesn’t read and he was so 

proud 
- he is keen, like a sponge 
- I thought he was a tutor because he helped other students 
- shows great initiative 
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Debbie  
 

- has become very eager, was quiet at first 
- when writing our group stories she thought we were laughing at 

her so she said so and we could correct her. 
- she stands ups for herself 
- she always asks what are we going to do, she knows why she is 

here, and she is eager 
- she gets a lot of enjoyment coming here 
- she is eager to learn the alphabet, knows the sound of them but 

maybe doesn't recognize them all 
- she now sits up rather than drooping, everywhere, not just in 

class  
- she has a reason to lift her head 
- likes to be challenged, has so much spirit 

 
 
 

Dietmar 
 

- should be encouraged to do more drawing 
- Richard is looking for a course for him 
- does drawings interpreting songs from musicals (Oklahoma) 
- very detailed 
- can follows instructions 
- try to get him to pay attention to the outside world 
- need to find out what he wants  
- we should help him to discover within himself what he wants to 

do 
- last year when he wrote, he wrote mostly about how to get 

somewhere rather than what was there (Pioneer Village) 
- what about photography 
- changed a lot since coming here; at first he stood out from the 

group; now his grooming is better and blends with the group 
more 

- he now has learned how to shake someone’s hand  
- learned some social skills in the men's group 
- he can't talk about himself in a very personal way 
- is easier now to pull him into another space re: conversation 
- he will actually ask me now about my son; recognition of 

someone else 
- difficult to express how he feels about what he sees/does 
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- he can experience being with a group of people who are serious 
about what they are doing and having a good time at the same 
time 

- as a tutor it takes a while to understand when I interject and 
move things on 

- as a tutor, I tried to make it fun and humourous 
 
 
 

Mark 
 

- l respond to some teasing now 
- At the first of Oct when I started to work with him there was a 

lot of resistance. Now he has changed a lot and accepted and 
willing to come to Frontier. He is learning a lot, picking up on 
that and wants more. He needs a lot of repetition. He needs time 
to get used to the routine. He is confident in the group. 

- he has acknowledged his interests 
- repetition works well with Mark 
- at coffee time, he comes up to me, approached me now  
- if he is out of class for a while (as in summer) it’s difficult for 

him to get back into it 
- this morning he asked for paper at home to write something 
- he worked last week on the computer and has more initiative 

now 
- asks how to do things now - computer, spelling a word 
- good that his support worker is always with him providing 

consistency for him 
- Mark is good at spelling, writing and reading 
- needs to be encouraged and have a purpose and goal and be 

pushed a bit 
- humour works with him 

 
 
 

Lynn  
 

- I spent this session working on the assessment  
- she is very passionate when working with people with disabilities 
- she has been affirmed in speaking out and articulating 
- very proud that she spoke to an international meeting 
- she has a very developed sense of community 
- I met her on the bus one day and she was very chatty 
- her job is very important to her 
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- she doesn’t have spare time so she is kept very busy and very 
task oriented; it’s difficult to find our tutoring time 

- she projects an image of an independent woman 
- had to assert herself to get her apartment 
- she is very conscious of her diet 
- her reading and writing have improved significantly although her 

comprehension is a problem though. 
- has difficulty to find the words to express herself 
- she says “no” to things at first when outside her comfort level 

and then will often do it with encouragement 
- always on time 
- works hard 

 
 
 

Rashida 
 

- a bright little thing 
- a lot of life 
- was very quiet at first and now is comfortable in the group 
- was adamant on choosing a book about Martin Luther King but 

accepted the group’s choice of another book 
- she communicates herself well 
- family ties are important 
- nice to have her sparkle in class 
- very determined 
- her focus will drift and I have to bring her back 
- she is proud of her achievements 

 
 
 
 
 
 
` 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



BEST PRACTICES: SELECTED METHODS – INDEPENDENT STUDIES, 2003 57 



BEST PRACTICES: SELECTED METHODS – INDEPENDENT STUDIES, 2003 58 

NAME OF METHOD:  
 
MULTIMEDIA APPROACHES 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
INTRODUCTION TO METHOD 
 
 
“Paulo Freire was concerned with praxis - action that is informed (and linked to 
certain values). Dialogue wasn't just about deepening understanding - but was part 
of making a difference in the world. Dialogue in itself is a co-operative activity 
involving respect. The process is important and can be seen as enhancing 
community and building social capital and to leading us to act in ways that make 
for justice and human flourishing.” 
from the web site: http://www.infed.org/thinkers/et-freir.htm [emphasis mine] 
 
At Independent Studies, all learning interactions are about making a 
difference in students’ lives. This undertaking is complex and often 
needs equally complex methods to document it. Multimedia 
Approaches provide flexible and creative ways in which to document 
changes that result from learning interactions intended to enhance 
community and build social capital.  
 
The use of media of many kinds is not new; however, computers and 
scanners and digital cameras have allowed for far greater scope in the 
documentation of visual and multimedia projects. At Independent 
Studies, we have used multimedia techniques for many purposes. The 
process of creating work using drawing or mind mapping or collages, 
for example, provide enormous range of possible expression and 
stimulation for students. Multimedia approaches tap into simultaneous 
learning styles allowing visual and kinesthetic and conceptual styles to 
be combined and worked on with a group of different students.  
 
A selection of digital photos of multimedia projects completed by I.S. 
students is presented below. The quality of some of the reproductions 
are not as clear as we would like because the original materials were 
of unusual colours or textures or the digital images were photographed 
at inconsistent resolutions making them difficult to reproduce 
adequately. Our process is an ongoing one and technical difficulties are 
perhaps the greatest learning curve for staff, volunteers and students 
when using multimedia approaches for use in published books.  

http://www.infed.org/thinkers/et-freir.htm
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THEORETICAL VALIDATION (SUPPORTING RESEARCH) 
 

Multimedia Approaches 
 
Source:  
 
NAMING THE MAGIC: NON-ACADEMIC OUTCOMES IN BASIC LITERACY 
Evelyn Battell, Malaspina University College, 2001 
National Literacy Secretariat; Ministry of Advanced Education Province of British 
Columbia; Centre for Curriculum, Transfer and Technology 

 

 
Since some learners have difficulty with reading and writing words, 
and sometimes with expressing themselves orally, this method was 
developed as a way for learners to keep a record of outcomes using 
pictures, diagrams, artifacts and objects to express and document 
changes in themselves, their actions and their goals, as a result of 
learning. (The technique is also valuable for learners with stronger 
literacy skills.) 
 
You will provide time and space for learners to use collages, pictures 
and diagrams to describe their starting points and ongoing learning 
and some method of keeping the created works so they provide an 
ongoing record. 
 
In general, this is a qualitative way to record outcomes. It is also 
participant-centred; documentation will vary in content and form. 
However, over time, learners may be able to identify themes in what 
they document. For example, “speaking out”, “reading more”, or 
“using writing to get my feelings out” may be goals or changes that 
are noticed. These themes could be a focus for assessing changes over 
time. For example, a learner may note that “I am writing more” or that 
“I write at home”. 
 
Keeping an ongoing record is a challenge when you are using symbols 
to show outcomes. A scrapbook for each learner or for the class 
provides a way to keep things in order, although things have to be 
small enough to fit on the page somehow. A folio keeps things 
separate, but whole. Learners could put many things in their books – 
an important piece of writing, a picture of themselves at some moment 
of achievement, the top of a test that has their name, the date and the 
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great mark they got, a photocopy of the cover of a book they loved… 
[etc.]. 
 
If you have room on the walls, you might want to make a “timeline” of 
important events, starting with the first day and adding pictures, 
words and things regularly to the end of the class [or term].When it is 
time to take down a collage that has been on the wall, take a picture 
of it.  
 
If learners are keeping their scrapbooks or portfolios, you can invite 
them to talk with you about their creations on a regular basis. The 
creations provide a focus for discussions about change and goals. If 
you write some comments about the discussion on sticky note, the 
learner may decide to stick the sticky to the relevant page, adding to 
the ongoing record.  
 
A photo album or “timeline” collage helps everyone remember how 
things were, to make comparisons, and to notice change. For example, 
if the class is taking on a large project like a learner event, a field trip, 
or inviting the community in for any reason, you might start by putting 
up large pieces of paper on the wall. As the class works through the 
project, choose some symbols or pictures that show the process, the 
challenges and the moods. After the event, when you are evaluating 
the activity, use the collage as a starting point to remind people of the 
various stages, challenges and emotional ups and downs that occurred 
along the way.” 
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EXAMPLES OF APPLICATIONS OF METHOD 
 
Multimedia Approaches 
 
Source:  
 
Independent Studies classes 
Students, tutors and staff’s ongoing learning evaluations 
 

 
Example of Multimedia Approaches showing Independent 
Studies’ student goal setting and self-evaluations done in 
multimedia stages (drawing, collage, digital photos, writing, 
etc.) and digitally produced. 
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NAME OF METHOD:  
 
END OF TERM EVALUATIONS 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
INTRODUCTION TO METHOD 
 
“Ivan Illich is not against schools or hospitals as such, but once a certain threshold 
of institutionalization is reached, schools make people more stupid, while 
hospitals make them sick..." Ivan Illich was a onetime Roman Catholic priest who, 
through a steady flow of books and articles preached counterintuitive sociology and 
was perhaps best known for his 1971 book, "De-Schooling Society".  
from the web site http://coforum.de/index.php4?Ivan_Illich 

 
Unlike many conventional educational situations, Independent Studies 
actually uses our end of term reports to expand our ability to meet the 
needs of our students and not merely as an exercise in 
institutionalized, bureaucratic busy-work.  
 
End of term reports are a traditional method of academic evaluation 
used in many schools and other learning situations. They are popular 
because they serve a very useful function. They sum up the learning 
and progress for a particular student in a very individualized manner. 
In Independent Studies, we use end of term reports in a qualitative 
manner: documenting observed improvements or changes in target 
areas identified in the goal setting process as areas for work. Students 
can be assessed individually as well as in groups. Having a selection of 
end of term reports, especially over a few terms, allows for analysis of 
trends in development across students in the classes. In Independent 
Studies, we analyze our end of term reports to determine the mix of 
students for classes in the subsequent term. Sometimes, students are 
moved around to achieve a better fit with other students who are 
working on similar goals or who have similar skills and capacities. A 
selection of end of term reports from I.S. is provided below as an 
example of one way in which this method can be used. 

http://coforum.de/index.php4?Ivan_Illich
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THEORETICAL VALIDATION (SUPPORTING RESEARCH) 
 
End of Term Evaluations 
 
Source: 
 
NAMING THE MAGIC: NON-ACADEMIC OUTCOMES IN BASIC LITERACY 
Evelyn Battell, Malaspina University College, 2001 
National Literacy Secretariat; Ministry of Advanced Education Province of British 
Columbia; Centre for Curriculum, Transfer and Technology 
 
 
 
 
This technique is a guide for instructors or tutors to develop a written 
report for others to see. It takes into account academic and non-
academic development. It [can include things like] using a portfolio of 
learner work and a checklist kept by the learner; these are then 
brought to a session where a report is drafted. 
 
This process involves the instructor [and/or] tutor observing and 
recording behavioural [or other] changes in the learner throughout the 
duration of a literacy program [or part of the program such as a term]. 
Possibly the learner is also keeping a checklist of these behavioural 
changes.  
 
End of term reports have traditionally emphasized academic results. As 
instructors, we have often been uncertain about describing the other 
changes and developments we have seen.  
 
This technique gives us a basis for discussing and/or reporting these 
changes in the end of term report. It also helps convince learners of 
the importance we place on these changes; they too, are worth 
reporting to outside audiences.  
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EXAMPLES OF APPLICATIONS OF METHOD 
 
End of Term Evaluations  
 
SOURCE: 
 
Evaluation of students’ strengths in the Self-Management/Literacy class of 
the Independent Studies program 
by Cathy Berry, 2002 
 
 
 
Example of End of Term Evaluations of students in the I.S. 
classes by the class instructor 
 
 
 
Rodney 

 Rodney brings a real sense of creativity to the classroom with all 
his fresh ideas 

 Rodney is an excellent motivator for the other students in the 
class. He is often verbally encouraging them to keep on trying, 
or often adds on to their ideas to show the value of the idea and 
motivation to continue to think of more. 

 Rodney often volunteers to participate during class. He is eager 
to read aloud and offer his ideas. 

 Rodney brings such great ideas and energy to the classroom.  
Rodney at times gets antsy and leaves the class. Rodney needs 
to understand that when he leaves so does the wonderful 
participation he brings to class.  

 
David 

 David is a very motivated individual. He enjoys learning more 
and expanding his horizons.   

 At times he will assists teachers with lesson plans. 
 He is always at College on time. Often he comes early and 

assists with setting up the room. 
 He is trying slowly to learn the basics of the computer because 

he knows the importance of using one to assist him getting a 
job. He understands that this will take time, so he stays patient 
and spends many hours learning. 
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 David is a great help to the other students in the class. He helps 
them with their work in class like a peer tutor. 

 David’s personal self-confidence had flourished since attending 
Frontier College. David now needs to see that he has the ability 
to help others, and work on his confidence in the area of 
teaching. 

 
Mary Anne 

 Mary Anne enters the classroom with great energy. She is 
always there to greet you with a great welcomes. 

 Mary Anne is an excellent speller and writer, but continues to 
work on these two areas to keep on challenging herself to move 
up a level. 

 Mary Anne at times can speak quite loudly to get her message 
across. Mary Anne is working on developing the skill to use a 
more appropriate volume of voice while still being able to deliver 
her message clearly. 

 
Matt 

 Matt is a great teacher for all that attend class. Students and 
tutors alike. He has great patience to allow for others to learn all 
that he has to teach. 

 Matt’s love for music and humour through writing brings a lot of 
energy and laughs to the class. 

 During times of self-reflection in class Matt has many personal 
stories to add to the discussion. Sharing his stories allow other 
students to feel comfortable to share their own, know that they 
aren’t alone with some of their experiences, and learn from 
Matt’s experiences. 

 Matt has great focus during class when the activity is in his area 
of interest. When the class topic aren’t in his area of interest he 
had trouble focusing. This is an area that Matt is working on and 
improving each week. 

 
Joey 

 Joey has shown incredible improvement in his writing ability and 
reading ability. This in turn has increased Joey’s confidence in 
class. He is always willing to read his ideas and share his work. 

 Joey has a great ability to focus. When working one on one with 
his tutor he is eager to learn and often wonders what is he going 
to learn today. 
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Andreas 
 Andreas’ spirit always lightens up the room. He walks in and 

makes everyone feel welcome. Andreas has a great ability to 
make new students feel at home when they first arrive at 
Frontier College. 

 Andreas always has his two cents to add. He is excellent at 
expressing his opinion and thoughts in a constructive manner. 

 Andreas also participates greatly in class. He is willing to read 
when called upon and often volunteers himself. 

 Andreas loves to do his work. So much so that he often asks for 
tutors assistance frequently. Andreas need to understand that 
tutors are not always available for him at the time he asks and 
that he is able to do much of the work independently.   

 
Edward 

 Edward is doing wonderfully at taking his time to speak clearly 
and slowly. This has been an area for Edward to work on.  He 
continues to do so with great progress. 

 Edward has the great gift of keeping our class up to date with 
the current events. He often brings topics to the class’ attention 
during discussion. He asks people what they think about the 
issue. This is a great motivator for students to use their critical 
thinking. 

 Edward has many great ideas of what he would like to work on 
in his free time/one-to-one tutoring. Edward needs to work on 
focusing at times on the topic that is given to him in class. 

 
Colette 

 Colette is willing to share her ideas and thoughts during class.  
When she does, Colette has a very poetic way of getting her 
messages across. She often uses metaphor to help students 
understand what she is trying to say (e.g., fast people and slow 
people). 

 Colette works very well with others. She is able to welcome 
students with open arms and make sure that they are involved 
in the task at hand. She also adapts well when she is working 
with a new tutor. 

 Colette needs to develop her understanding of the importance of 
being at an engagement on time. Colette often stumbles into 
class late. This distracts the class that is already in process.  She 
is beginning to recognize the effects of her arriving late and is 
slowly narrowing the gap.   
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Michel 
 Michel is always eager to assist with the class. He takes pride in 

being in the class and likes to help out when he can (e.g., 
getting the binders, empting the pencil sharpener, attendance, 
etc.). 

 Michel is working very hard to improve his spelling. His ability to 
sound out words has greatly improved. This in turn has affected 
his self-confidence. He reads aloud with great confidence, while 
still not bothered to ask for assistance when needed. 

 Michel will at times get frustrated by his work. He is working 
towards taking a deep breath and calming down. He understands 
that learning to read and write is a process that, at times, can be 
frustrating. 

 
Irene 

 Irene has the ability to assist other students in the class when 
she understands the lesson. She is very patient and an excellent 
peer tutor. 

 Irene treats everyone in the class with a large amount of respect 
(e.g., she makes sure that everyone has what she needs, greets 
everyone). She also assists students who need assistance with 
getting settled in (e.g., supporting Dani to take off her coat). 

 Irene needs to build her confidence in her spelling. She is 
excellent at spelling, but often doubts herself. It would be quite 
useful to Irene if she became familiar with the dictionary so that 
she can independently check her own work.  

 
Bob 

 Bob is an individual who is very proud of his cultural background.  
He kindly shares with the class some aspects of his Jewish 
religion. He speaks with passion and writes detailed writings for 
all to share. 

 Bob has a lot to say and is not afraid to say it. He strongly 
expresses his opinion in class. He gives new ideas and often asks 
for clarity if he needs it. 

 Bob would flourish in group work. He would learn a lot from 
others and he has lots to teach the other students as well. Bob 
needs to take the risk to share his work and ideas with others. 

 
Mark 

 Mark’s spelling is at a high level. He is able to sound out words 
very well and print them clearly. 
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 Mark is willing to try anything. He is always up for the task that 
is offered to him. 

 Mark has good structure and creativity when expressing himself 
in his writing. 

 Mark is a strong person who needs to speak out when he doesn’t 
want to do something. Also, when Mark refines his ability to 
speak up he will be able to share some of the great experiences 
that he has encountered in the self-reflection group. 

 
Alistair 

 Alistair’s ability to read and write is at a very high level. With his 
ability he is able to assist the other students to raise their level 
of reading and writing as well. 

 Alistair needs to build the confidence to see himself in the role of 
a peer tutor. He has a lot to offer to the other students. 

 Alistair is very willing to participate in class. He freely expresses 
his ideas and opinions with the rest of the class. 

 
Jennifer 

 Jennifer’s reading and writing is at a high level. This ability 
allows her to express herself clearly in her daily journals. 

 Jennifer is a fun-loving person who adds a lot of joy to the class.  
She is willing to work with others and enjoys their presence. 

 Jennifer is a woman who is filled with many great thoughts and 
opinions. Jennifer needs to work on expressing these ideas 
openly with the class in groups like the women’s group and the 
self-reflection group.   

 
Kerrie 

 Kerrie enjoys working with others. She has a wonderful ability to 
make people feel welcomed and make the activity fun. 

 Kerrie’s joyous personality adds fun and cheer into the class. 
 Kerrie needs to develop her understanding of the importance of 

being at an engagement on time. Kerrie often stumbles into 
class late. This distracts the class that is already in process. She 
is beginning to recognize the effects of her arriving late and is 
slowly narrowing the gap.   

 
Ross 

 Ross is a very energetic and excited person. He often finds 
himself talking quickly and repeating what he has to say. Ross is 
working on his speech so that he can be better understood, as 
well as expressing his thoughts. 
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Cheryl 
 Cheryl’s ability to write is at a high level. She is able to 

communicate what she has to say very clearly in her journal. 
 Cheryl has a lot to contribute to discussions in class. Cheryl is 

working towards speaking out more to share her life experiences 
with the others in the class. 

 
Robert 

 Robert has a great gift to verbalize his thoughts without 
offending anyone. He often mentions that these are his thoughts 
and feelings when speaking. 

 Robert is a very kind person who works well with others. He 
often encourages and complements other students to continue 
with their work. 

 Robert has the ability to support other students in a peer 
tutoring setting. He needs to raise his confidence in this area to 
make this happen. 

 
Dietmar 

 Dietmar’s ability to write his thoughts in his journal is very 
extensive. Often his journal entry is about three pages long. He 
also has a great ability to read his writing to the class. 

 Dietmar is a person who has a lot to say. At times Dietmar 
needs to work on focusing on the topic at hand. 

 
Lynn 

 Lynn feels strongly about many topics brought up in class. She 
speaks powerfully about these issues and makes her points well 
heard. 

 Lynn has great confidence when writing in her journal. She 
always has something to write about, and enjoys writing about 
it.   

 Lynn is able to read what she wrote in her journal well. At times 
Lynn needs to slow down and focus on her speech. 

 Lynn needs some work on putting her sentences together. She 
knows what she wants to say.   

 

 



BEST PRACTICES: SELECTED METHODS – INDEPENDENT STUDIES, 2003 76 

NAME OF METHOD:  
 
PROJECT WORK 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
INTRODUCTION TO METHOD 
 
 
 
“For advanced industrial society, the modernization of poverty means that people are 
helpless to recognize evidence unless it has been certified by a professional, be he a 
television weather commentator or an educator; that organic discomfort becomes 
intolerably threatening unless it has been medicalized into dependence on a 
therapist; that neighbors and friends are lost unless vehicles bridge the separating 
distance (created by the vehicles in the first place). In short, most of the time we 
find ourselves out of touch with our world, out of sight of those for whom we work, 
out of tune with what we feel.” TOWARD A HISTORY OF NEEDS by Ivan Illich (excerpt 
from Ivan Illich's volume of the same title: pp. viii)  
from the web site http://www.primitivism.com/needs-illich.htm 
 

 
At Independent Studies, we attempt to engage students in an 
investigation of the world in which we all live. Our projects derive from 
our students’ desire to find out about how or why things are. This is 
the essence of learning through project work: human-centred holistic 
inquiry. 
  
Project work is unique because it can encompass all of the techniques 
described previously in this monograph. Projects utilize all aspects of 
the learning process; encompassing a wide array of learning styles, 
interests, abilities and capabilities. Students also usually enjoy them 
because, if done correctly, they are fun. Independent Studies has a 
long history of undertaking interesting and challenging project work 
with students. We continue to create our curricula around a project 
model. We use some of the techniques described above to generate 
ideas for projects and then build in learning outcomes (academic and 
non-academic) needed to be developed to achieve the project. The 
projects are also flexible to allow for creative and spontaneous 
developments. The project work documented in the example below 
was one created over the course of a term in Independent Studies and 
was recorded and presented as a book called “Tree of Life” available 
from Frontier College. (see Publisher’s page for contact info) 

http://www.primitivism.com/needs-illich.htm
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THEORETICAL VALIDATION (SUPPORTING RESEARCH) 
 

Project Work 
 
Source: 
 
TREE OF LIFE: STUDENT AUTOBIOGRAPHIES 
Independent Studies, Frontier College, 2002 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 

Every year, Independent Studies at Frontier College publishes a 
book of student writing. We’ve been doing this for 20 years. This year 
(2002), we thought we would document a project that we worked on 
in our Self-Management/Literacy class from April to June of 2002. This 
project was about writing an autobiography. It was about learning how 
to do three primary things (Learning Outcomes): 

 
1) remember and record what has happened in your life in the 

past; 
2) understand and document what is happening in your life 

right now; and  
3) dream about your life in the future and capture this dream 

on paper.  
 

The project was also about using drawing as a way to generate 
writing. This book presents the technique we used during the project. 
Descriptions and illustrations of the technique are presented below. We 
include this so that other practitioners can use our technique as a 
method for creating student autobiographies. The students’ stories are 
presented under the title, “Tree of Life”. The trees of our lives begin as 
small seedlings, mature into adult growth and then age and decline. 
This is an authentic process of life. This process is reflected and 
honoured here in the stories by students in the Independent Studies 
program.  
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A Technique with Illustrations 
 

We decided to develop the idea of autobiography using graphics as a 
way to generate writing. We used drawings of trees as a starting point. 
There were three trees. The first one represented the past; the second 
one, the present; and the third, the future.  

 
First, David, the project facilitator, drew three trees on a large white 
board in the class. The trees are presented below.  
 

 
 
Each one of the three facilitators (David, Cathy and Susan) took turns 
providing personal information for one of the trees. David did all the 
actual writing to model the process. First, David described some 
memories of his past as a child. He wrote down the names of people 
who were important in his life in the past. Then he described activities 
or places or things that he’d enjoyed in the past.  
 
He wrote these words and phrases all around the past tree. When this 
was finished, David asked Cathy the same questions about her present 
life and used this information to fill in the present tree. Finally Susan 
provided information about her future for the future tree. We had 
three completed example trees, past, present and future (presented 
below).
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We then asked students to draw their own trees. During each class, we 
created one tree (the past trees during one class, the present trees 
during the next class, and so on). 

 
Students were assisted by tutors and by other volunteers. The 
students really got creative in their drawings. We used large (3 feet by 
2 feet) paper so that there was plenty of room to create. They used 
markers, crayons, pens, pencils, colours, etc.  
 
Next, the students were asked to write in information about 
themselves on each of their trees. This required a lot of prompting and 

PAST PANEL 

OF EXAMPLE 

TREE (DONE 

BY DAVID) 

PRESENT 

PANEL OF 

EXAMPLE TREE 
(DONE BY 

CATHY) 

FUTURE PANEL 

OF EXAMPLE 

TREE 
(DONE BY 

SUSAN) 
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eliciting. We created a list of prompt questions to help elicit more 
information. (There is no definitive list of questions to ask. Almost any 
questions will work.)  
 
Often a volunteer would ask questions and would record one-word or 
short-phrase answers on a separate piece of paper and the students 
would copy this onto their trees.  
 
When the trees were done, it was time to start writing their 
autobiographies. Again, we used the prompt questions to flesh out the 
one-word or short-phrase responses on the trees. The information 
written on the trees provided the source material to flesh out during 
the actual writing process.  
 
The finished trees were actually brainstorming maps that contained 
the essence of what each student would then write about in more 
detail.  
 
Staff and volunteers worked with students over the course of the term 
to complete their full autobiographies. The final drafts were then copy-
edited by staff for consistency in type, style, form, etc. 
 
The tree graphics were photographed digitally and photo-edited for 
inclusion in this book.  

 
Blank trees are provided on the next pages with prompts to help you 
get started creating your own Tree of Life.  
  

Blank Trees 

• On the following pages are copies of blank trees for 
you to use.  

• Each tree is on a separate page for photocopying.  
• Use the writing prompts on each page and have 

students fill in their trees with information about 
themselves.  

• Use this information as a starting point for writing 
their autobiographies.  

• Keep their trees to include in a book you can assemble 
that presents each student’s finished autobiography. 



BEST PRACTICES: SELECTED METHODS – INDEPENDENT STUDIES, 2003 81 

TRY TO REMEMBER WHEN YOU WERE YOUNG (A CHILD OR 

TEENAGER). WRITE IN THE PEOPLE YOU HAD IN YOUR LIFE WHEN YOU WERE YOUNG. 
WRITE IN THE ACTIVITIES OR PLACES OR THINGS YOU REMEMBER ENJOYING WHEN 

YOU WERE YOUNG. 
 

THINK ABOUT YOUR LIFE RIGHT NOW. WRITE IN THE 

PEOPLE YOU HAVE IN YOUR LIFE RIGHT NOW. WRITE IN THE ACTIVITIES OR PLACES OR 

THINGS YOU ENJOY IN YOUR LIFE RIGHT NOW 
 

TRY TO IMAGINE YOUR LIFE WHEN YOU ARE OLD. 
WRITE IN THE PEOPLE YOU WOULD LIKE TO HAVE IN YOUR LIFE WHEN YOU ARE OLD. 
WRITE IN THE ACTIVITIES OR PLACES OR THINGS YOU WOULD LIKE IN YOUR LIFE 

WHEN YOU ARE OLD.  
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EXAMPLES OF APPLICATIONS OF METHOD 
 
Project Work 
 
Source: 
 
Tree of Life: Student Autobiographies 
Independent Studies, Frontier College, 2002 
 
 
 
Examples of Project Work showing students’ Tree of Life 
Drawings and their resulting Autobiographies 
 
 
 
On the following pages are autobiographies written by students in the 
Independent Studies day classes at Frontier College. Included with 
each story are graphics of the tree drawings produced by each 
student.  

 
Below are some illustrations of students presenting their trees to the 
class after they had completed them. This exercise was a useful part of 
the process because it allowed students to practice talking about their 
lives to other people.  
 

 

 
Alastair and Lynn explain their “Trees” to the I.S. class, 2002 
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Selected examples of Tree Drawings and Autobiographies 
 
Aldo’s Tree of Life Drawings 
_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Aldo’s Autobiography generated through Tree Drawings 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Aldo’s Past Life 

I was born on February 10, 1966 in a hospital in Toronto. I am 
36 years old. I’m Italian. 

I get sad and upset when I think about my cousin and Aunt 
Cidenette who passed away. I miss them. 

My brother took me for a ride on his three-wheeler. I felt 
excited. We went through the fields and I was hanging on. 
 

Aldo’s Present Life 

I have many special people in my life. They are my sisters, Tina, 
Lina and Anne, my parents, and Bruno and Tony. I have many cousins 
in Italy.  

The great person in my life is Terry Anne. She is my fiancée. I 
love her. We are getting married. We are going to have a good life. 
Terry Anne has Down’s Syndrome. She lives in an apartment program. 
She is nice to me.  

Best friends are buddies. Robert is my best friend. We go 
bowling together. Sometimes we don’t get along but we are still 
friends. 
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I work at McDonalds. I make sundaes. I also clean the counters. 
I also make apple pies. I like working there. 

I enjoy riding horses. My brother’s horses are named Rhonda, 
Moon and Cocoa. Moon is my favourite horse because he is all white. I 
like to drive my brother, Tony’s, four-wheeler with him. It is exciting 
and makes me feel free. My brother is knocking down his farmhouse 
today and is rebuilding a new home. 

My favourite holiday is Christmas. The special food that we enjoy 
at Christmas time is lasagna and rack of lamb. We usually celebrate at 
my sister’s house. I enjoy opening presents. I like what I get. 

I like coming to Frontier College to learn to read and write to get 
my license.   

I like country music a lot. I also enjoy watching the “A-Team” 
because they make things out of scrap material. 
 
Aldo’s Future Life 

When I am old, I will be married. I want a large reception. I 
want to have sex to have kids. I will live with my wife, Terry Anne, in 
our apartment. 

In the future, I will own a big house by the lake. I will put on a 
wet suit and go scuba diving. I will have a big party with my family 
and friends. We will also go golfing. I will learn to water-ski by myself. 
 I also plan to play tennis and buy a trailer. One day I will own a 
motorcycle and I will ride it by myself. I will also take a cruise to Italy. 
 
 
 
Kerrie’s Tree of Life Drawings 
________________________________________________________ 
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Kerrie’s Autobiography generated though Tree Drawings 
________________________________________________________________ 

 
Kerrie’s Past Life 

I was born in Niagara Falls. I loved the house I grew up in, 
especially my bedroom. My dad gave me some beer and I liked it. 
When I lived in Niagara Falls, I had a big birthday party in the 
backyard. Lots of friends came over. There was cake. 

We had two rabbits. One was mine and the other was my 
sister’s. My grandparents came to Canada for Christmas in Niagara 
Falls. We had a big party. Lots of people came. Then I travelled to 
London, England to see Nanny and Papa. My sister and I would put 
Papa’s pennies in our eyes like glasses. 

I liked going to school. We played games. Then I moved to 
Toronto at nine years old. My younger sister Theresa was born in 
Toronto. The next major event was my parents separating. Sometimes 
I would go to my father’s for the weekend. Sometimes I would go to 
my father’s for Christmas and see my old dog, Heidi. 
 

Kerrie’s Present Life 
I go to Frontier College. I also volunteer at a vet. I enjoy going 

to a cottage, dancing at the Bamboo, going to movies, eating at 
McDonalds, and horseback riding. Alix, Cathy, John, Liz, Suzanne, 
Kimberly and Janelle are my best friends. They are in my support 
circle. We talk together about problems. I like to visit John and his 
family and have supper. He also has one puppy and one cat. 

I live in an apartment building on the fifth floor. I clean my 
apartment, do my laundry, water my plants and keep my apartment 
neat. I live at Eglinton and Yonge Street, beside Tim Horton’s. I like 
living there, but sometimes it is noisy. I like to stay up late and watch 
the news on TV. Sometimes I fall asleep watching TV. 
 
Kerrie’s Future Life 

I would like to buy a farm with two horses, one dog and two 
cats. I want a family with one husband and one foster child. I would 
live in a four-bedroom house with a large backyard and a barn. I will 
attend college to learn more about taking care of horses. In my spare 
time I will go to the cottage with my friends, Cathy, John, Lach, 
Audrey, and we would go swimming and for rides in the speed boat. 

I also dream of going to Australia in the future, but I’m not 
looking forward to the long plane ride.  

At times I will also help my mom.  
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Ross’  Tree of Life Drawings 
__________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Ross’ Autobiography generated though Tree Drawings 

__________________________________________ 

Ross’ Past Life 
Arthur Ross Crockett is my dad’s name. My name is also Arthur 

Ross Crockett. I have his name of course. My dad is a nice man. I was 
born on April 3, 1962. I am 40 years old. I was born in Canada. I am 
Canadian.  

Arthur Crockett and Peggy Crockett are my parents. They are 
nice and caring people. My dad used to work for the Bank of Nova 
Scotia and my mom stayed at home and took care of the house and 
children. I used to live in Rosedale.  

There wasn’t any subject I didn’t like. I liked playing cowboy. I 
had a cat sometimes. I cried as a child. 

When I was a little boy, I lived with my mom and dad and my 
sister Jane. We lived on St. Clair Avenue West in Toronto. My favourite 
room was my bedroom because it had books and albums. We lived on 
the 14th floor one time.  

One day, Robbie was feeling sick so I went to his place to watch 
TV and keep him company. I felt good. I took my dog, Hector, to cheer 
Robbie up. I used to decorate the tree with Christmas lights and I used 
to have Christmas in my apartment with my mom and my dad. I like 
getting gifts and buying presents. I liked to watch Lawrence Welk at 
Christmas. 
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Ross’ Present Life 
A place special to me is my house. It is nice and quiet and 

comfortable. I like to work in the garden. I plant flowers and 
vegetables. Then I water them with the hose. We used to have a big 
tree in the back garden, but it was cut down. There are lots of birds, 
and there were quite a few woodpeckers.   

I like to help a friend. Friends are someone special. Jamie is a 
special person. He is my nephew. We go to the park and we sit and 
talk. I play soccer with Jamie. It makes me feel happy. 

Meg Hutchison and James are my friends. They like to cook.  
They are very busy working in the house putting in a new kitchen, 
living room, bedroom and the laundry.  

They were working in the new home and are now settled. They 
like their new home. Meg Hutchison is working for a TV centre. James 
Cook is working at the Bay at Yonge and Queen Street. Rob Hutchison 
is working in Scarborough.   

I like to play baseball. If I play I would like to play second base. 
Swimming in the pool at the house in the country is enjoyable. 

I travel to Florida. I was swimming and playing tennis. I was 
happy in Florida 

Aunt Francis is my mom’s cousin. I like my aunt because she 
likes me. My sister lives in London, England. She has two little boys 
and one girl. I love my sister. Her name is Jane Carter. She is older 
than me.   

I like using the computer. I enjoyed math and writing.   
I love my grandparents. I went to Halifax to see my 

grandmother Crockett in the nursing home. She was in bed and she 
was talking to me. I love her.   

I don’t like mice. The mice keep eating the food. I like to cook.  
As well, I like to play hockey.  

 
 
Ross’ Future Life 

The special thing about being in the country is that I am happy 
there.  We eat good cookies there. I go in the summer. Sometimes I 
drive the tractor and cut the grass. I like the people in the country. 

I want to come to Frontier College because I like it. I like to 
write and the group helps me. I am coming to the party on June 17th 
and I am going to bring my parents.     
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