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Abstract
“I hope the program can continue to help other parents learn to help their children
and to help themselves.” Comment from Parent on Final Evaluation of Get Set
Learn! Program
Despite increased public awareness about literacy and literacy issues, there
remains a high risk for parents with low literacy skills to have children who grow
up to have low literacy skills themselves. This case study focused on
determining the effectiveness of an intergenerational family literacy program
called Get Set Learn! a program designed and implemented by the Project READ
Literacy Network, Waterloo-Wellington and funded by the Regional Municipality of
Waterloo, Social Services Division in Ontario. This program targeted parents on
Ontario Works (welfare) with pre-school aged children in hopes of breaking the
cycle of being disadvantaged because of parental low literacy levels. Research
stresses that children from poor families are already at a disadvantage by the
time they start school.1 A family literacy approach recognizes the
interconnectedness of literacy with other issues affecting families and
encourages community collaborations that build on existing programs and
services.2
For some, being on social assistance or Ontario Works (OW) provides a temporary
income between jobs. For others, it is a long term necessity.3 It has long been
shown that having a low socio-economic status (SES) often goes hand-in-hand
with having low literacy levels. Not that low literacy skills depend on SES, but
rather people who have low literacy levels are often relegated to the ranks of the
working poor or the unemployed poor. “People with low levels of literacy are
restricted in their access to certain labour markets, while those with high levels
are more likely to obtain high-paying jobs.”4 Low literacy levels often correspond
to low income levels.5 “Ontario children in all socioeconomic levels are not doing
as well as children in the rest of Canada, based on vocabulary tests at age four
and five and mathematics tests at age six to 11. Performance in vocabulary tests
is a measure of early brain development and tends to predict how well children
will do in the school system, and math scores at a young age are predictive of
math achievement later on in school. We now know that a substantial base of
mathematical understanding is set in the first few years.”6

1 Jay, C. Family Literacy Literature Review. Ontario Literacy Coalition: Toronto, 2001.
2 Foundational Training in Family Literacy: Practitioner’s Resource. Centre for Family Literacy Society of Alberta: 2002.
3 Norton, M. Literacy, Welfare, and Popular Education. In Voices from the Literacy Field. Draper, J. and Taylor, M. (eds).
Toronto: Culture Concepts Inc, 1992.
4 Statistics Canada. The level of literacy in a society is a key social and economic indicator. Stats Canada: 2002.
5 Jay, C. Family Literacy Literature Review. Ontario Literacy Coalition: Toronto, 2001
6 Mustard, F. and Norrie, M.. Reversing the Real Brain Drain Early Years Study Final Report. Toronto: Publications
Ontario, 1999.
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One of the major barriers to employment is not having the skills necessary to
obtain and keep the job. Another barrier to employment is having free childcare
available. Further, parents often subjugate their own needs, such as low literacy,
to the needs of the family. They are reluctant to enroll in education or training
programs just for themselves. Get Set Learn! is a program that addresses both
barriers by inviting parents to enroll in a literacy program that provides childcare
while they are in the learning program. It is hoped that they will gain confidence
in their own parenting skills and will learn strategies to help their children
become more literate and school ready, thus providing them with a better chance
to have success in school and later in life. Also, it is hoped that they too will
enroll in a subsequent educational program so that they have the chance to
further improve their own literacy skills to get a job or to get a better job.
This case study details a successful family literacy program in Waterloo Region
that has run on three occasions: Fall of 2003, Fall of 2004, and Spring of 2005. It
provides background information on learning theories and how Get Set Learn!
(GSL) incorporates the various learning theories into its curriculum and
presentation methods. By comparing the research and case studies surrounding
family literacy programs in Canada, the United States, and abroad, it was
determined that GSL is a viable family literacy program. It can serve as a model
for family literacy practitioners and their communities in how to partner with
and successfully implement a “first step” family literacy program for parents and
their children.
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Get Set Learn!
A Case Study of a Family Literacy Program
In Waterloo Region
“A prime indicator of a child’s future literacy skills is the level of literacy attained
by their parents.”7

PART 1 – Background
According to Canada’s National Literacy Secretariat, 42 percent of Canadians aged
16 – 65 do not have the literacy skills required to participate fully in everyday
life. Literacy is being able to use the word to decipher the world or being able
to read, write, communicate and do math. In short, being able to function in
society. “Literacy means more than knowing how to read, write or calculate. It
involves understanding and being able to use the information required in today’s
society.”8
IALS and Literacy Statistics
The International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) was a seven country initiative in
1994 to create comparable literacy profiles across national, linguistic, and
cultural boundaries.9 Since then two more rounds of data collection have ensued
in an additional 16 countries. It has shown a link between literacy and a
country’s economic potential. In 2000, the Organization for Economic and
Cooperative Development (OECD) published a report Literacy in the Information
Age based on the IALS that included data on 20 countries. It was the largest
comparative literacy survey ever done. According to the OECD, a literacy skill is
defined as “The ability to understand and employ printed information in daily
activities, at home, at work and in the community – to achieve one’s goals, and to
develop one’s knowledge and potential.”10 The assessments were done to measure
proficiency within three domains of literacy skill:
•
Prose literacy - reading materials for pleasure of information:
(e.g. brochures)
•
Document literacy - reading materials for specific purposes:
(e.g. job applications)
•
Quantitative literacy - math

7
8
9
10

Project READ Literacy Network. Literacy in Waterloo Region. Kitchener, March 2003
Project READ Literacy Network. Literacy in Waterloo Region. Kitchener, March 2003.
Statistics Canada. International Adult Literacy Survey Database. Stats Canada: 2004
Suda, L. Policies and Pedagogies for Lifelong Literacy International Perspectives for the 21st Century. ALNARC:
Australia, 2001.

7

Family Literacy Case Study, Project READ Literacy Network, 2005
Literacy levels were also assessed and people were placed into one of five levels:
•
Level 1 – has poor reading, writing, math and thinking skills
•
Level 2 – can read simple material; generally have coping skills to manage
every day tasks but their low literacy level makes it difficult to learn new
tasks or skills
•
Level 3 – can cope with demands of everyday life and can solve more
complex problems
•
Levels 4/5 – has a command of higher order information processing skills
The report provides valuable data on many different variables and highlights
countries that have higher and lower literacy levels while discussing more
complex reasons for such findings. The following table details information on
the five countries from which data for this case study has been analyzed.
Table 1: Literacy Levels of Five OECD Countries
Country
Sweden

Level 1 Prose
Skills
7.5%

Level 4/5 Prose
Skills
32.4%

Canada

16.6%

22.7%

Australia

17.0%

18.9%

United States

20.7%

21.1%

United Kingdom

21.8%

16.6%

This table shows how each country performed at both the low end and the high end
regarding prose literacy skill. Level 4/5 is considered the level required for effective
participation in society. Overall, Canada ended up in the top half of the 20 countries;
however, Sweden fared the best of all countries with less than 8 percent of adults not
having basic literacy skills. The researchers analyzed education compared with
literacy levels and concluded that a strong correlation exists regardless of country.
The research also considered other variables such as age, gender, parents’ literacy
level, other languages spoken, participation in adult learning and their relation to
literacy levels. It was found that higher levels of literacy equal higher income levels
and higher participation in the workforce. Finally, they discovered that higher literacy
skills equal greater health and social cohesion. Therefore, literacy directly relates to
education, health, job prospects, and income.11

11

OECD. Literacy in the Information Age. Final Report of the International Adult Literacy Survey. 2000.
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One feature that is often overlooked when discussing literacy skills is that these
skills must be used in order to be maintained or improved. You’ve heard the
adage, “if you don’t use it, you will use it!” This is also true of literacy skills. This
is why it is so important to get people involved with reading daily with their
children. It not only improves their children’s literacy skills, but it improves
their skills as well.
The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
declared that by the year 2015, boys and girls everywhere would be able to
complete a full course of primary schooling and that children would have equal
access to all levels of education. This requires a renewed commitment to
promote literacy for all. UNESCO is convinced that literacy is vital to acquiring
essential life skills that enable people to address life challenges, regardless of
age or gender. UNESCO affirmed the right to education for girls, which is a
problem in many countries. Nearly two thirds of the world’s adult illiterates are
women.12 Because of this, UNESCO has appealed to all governments to ensure that
women have full and equal access to education. They also appeal to
governments to “…devise innovative strategies for reaching the poorest and most
marginalized groups and for seeking alternative formal and non-formal
approaches to learning with a view to achieving the goals of the decade.”13 This
also reaffirms that creating literate societies is essential for achieving these
goals:
•
Getting rid of poverty
•
Reducing child mortality
•
Curbing population growth
•
Achieving gender equality
•
Ensuring sustainable development, peace and democracy14
Following this General Assembly of the United Nations, it was proclaimed that
January 2003 – January 2013 is the “United Nations Literacy Decade.” What does
this mean for policy makers and the general public? It means that serious
changes are necessary if we are to undermine low literacy levels in people
around the world.
Acccording to the 2005 International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey (ALLS), 3.3
million Canadians still do not have the literacy skills necessary to meet the
demands of modern life. Fifteen percent of Canadians, about one in seven
scored in level 1, the lowest level which is a two percent decrease from IALS
1994. However, the research maintains that these Canadians struggle with
printed materials on a daily basis.15

12
13
14
15

UNESCO. Report of the General Assembly of the United Nations. 56th session: January
UNESCO. Report of the General Assembly of the United Nations. 56th session: January
UNESCO. Report of the General Assembly of the United Nations. 56th session: January
Statistics Canada. Building on our Competencies: Canadian results of the International
Stats Canada: November 2005.

2002.
2002.
2002.
Adult Literacy and Skills Survey.
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Literacy Programming in Various Countries
Literacy in Australia
“Lifelong learning is a continuously supportive process which stimulates and
empowers individuals to acquire all the knowledge, values, skills, and
understanding they will require throughout their lifetimes and to applying them
with confidence, creativity and enjoyment in all roles, circumstances and
environments.”16 The modern concept of lifelong learning involves both informal
and formal learning and occurs in many places including workplaces, homes,
community places, and educational institutions. Barriers exist that impede the
progress of lifelong learning. They include:
•
Negative attitudes of many towards learning
•
Cultural barriers
•
Funding barriers
•
Administrative barriers
Achieving a learning culture in Australia will require a learning revolution in
Australian society with action involving all stakeholders.17 Australia has
developed a set of policy settings that assist lifelong learning in that they do not
discriminate on the basis of age. The level of adult participation in education
and training is high however; a sizeable proportion of the youth population does
not have a sound educational background. Educational participation later in life
is correlated with having an educational background so while Australia is
successful in providing second chances to everyone regarding education, not
everyone chooses to take the opportunity.18 A new approach that uses different
models of learning needs to be considered if Australia is to respond to the
challenge of lifelong learning.19
Literacy in Sweden
Sweden is a country unlike any other in the world. It has a strong commitment
to literacy and lifelong learning. The result is a high level of participation in
learning programs, somewhere near 50 percent of the population. The study
circle, one form of lifelong learning is a non-graded form of adult education.
The model is informal learning based on discussion around issues of mutual
interest. The study circle group is self-governing.

16

17

18

19

Kearns, P., MacDonald, R., and Candy, P. VET in the Learning Age: The Challenge of Lifelong Learning for All.
Government of Australia: Australia, 1999
Kearns, P., MacDonald, R., and Candy, P. VET in the Learning Age: The Challenge of Lifelong Learning for All.
Government of Australia: Australia, 1999.
Karmel, T. Australia’s approach to lifelong learning. National Centre for Vocational Education Research Ltd: Australia,
2004.
Suda, L. Policies and Pedagogies for Lifelong Literacy International Perspectives for the 21st Century. ALNARC:
Australia, 2001.
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The concept is to use the experiences of ordinary people as a starting point for
exploring socially relevant topics. These study circles are led by a trained
facilitator who also participates in the study circle. This type of education often
leads to further education. Because one does not gain qualifications by
participation in a study circle, improving the practice of the study circle has been
the goal rather than receiving a measure of educational attainment. Their
effectiveness is measured in their capacity to lead to increased involvement.20
Folk High Schools are free and open to all adults over 18 years of age.
Studying at these schools is often the first step on the road to higher education.
Adults can live at these schools as well and are able to study for up to three
years to gain skills necessary to enter the workforce. Sweden is unique in that it
stresses informal methods of learning. Most other governments do not put as
much hope in informal learning methods as Sweden.
Literacy in the United Kingdom
Skills for Life is the Government’s strategy for improving adult literacy and
numeracy skills in the United Kingdom. Their mission is to provide all adults
with the opportunity to acquire skills for active participation in the 21st century
society. “Seven million people have poor literacy and numeracy skills, including
around half a million or more who struggle with English because it is not their
first language. This has disastrous consequences for the individuals concerned,
weakens the country’s ability to compete in the global economy and places an
enormous burden on society. People with poor literacy, numeracy and language
skills tend to be on lower incomes or unemployed, and they are more prone to ill
health and social exclusion.”21
The Government of the United Kingdom is committed to making literacy and
learning a priority. Funding will help all adults who have literacy needs access to
free classes. Identifying the one in five adults with literacy and numeracy issues
and bringing them back to learning is crucial. This plan includes helping
unemployed citizens upgrade their skills. They also support prison education.
They plan to continue to work closely with organizations to ensure that homeless
people are not excluded from having access to learning opportunities. Also, the
UK plans on providing 80 percent of their basic skills courses online in order to
increase the number of participants. Finally, support for families will be
provided through family literacy and numeracy programs which was expanded in
2002. The goal of this initiative is to provide England with one of the best adult
literacy and numeracy rates in the world.22
20

21
22

Suda, L. Policies and Pedagogies for Lifelong Literacy International Perspectives for the 21st Century. ALNARC:
Australia, 2001
Read, Write, Plus. Skills for Life. Government Strategy for Improving Adult Literacy and Numeracy Skills, 2000.
Read, Write, Plus. Skills for Life. Government Strategy for Improving Adult Literacy and Numeracy Skills, 2000.
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The evaluation of the Basic Skill Agency’s demonstration programs in the UK
showed that following participation in the family literacy program, parents
reported an increase in ability and confidence in helping their child with
language and literacy activities. Additionally, the vocabulary of the children,
aged three to six also increased significantly.23 These programs involved 150
parents and their 180 children.
Literacy in the United States
Since 1990, the US Government has promoted the idea of vocational skill
development in the broader scheme of education as a means of creating stronger
communities, healthier families, and more fulfilled people. The Equipped for
the Future Framework (EFF) includes competency statements for
communication skills, decision-making skills, interpersonal skills, and lifelong
learning skills. This is an effort to prepare individuals to participate effectively
in family, job and community life in a fast-changing world. 24 Despite these
renewed efforts, the goal of eradicating illiteracy by the year 2000 has not been
achieved. Twenty-one percent of Americans can be found at the lowest level of
literacy skills. If you look at functional literacy in the Information Age, 79
percent of the population is a level three or lower compared with Canada at 77
percent, and Sweden at 68 percent, the best of all OECD countries. This data
shows that many individuals struggle worldwide with literacy issues.
Three types of adult literacy classes are offered in the US provided by either
family literacy programs or workplace literacy programs. Family literacy
programs provide integrated educational services for families that include
education for parents and children. Also inherent in these family literacy
programs is a focus on developing the parent’s knowledge and skills as their
child’s first teacher.25 Anecdotal reports from parents participating in Kenanmodel programs state increased ability to promote the value of education to
their children, improved relationships with them, and more reading with their
children. In follow up studies, 75 percent of these “at risk” children were ranked
by their teachers as being in the upper half of their classes regarding motivation
to learn, attendance, behaviour, self-confidence, and probable success in school.26

23
24
25
26

Brooks, G. Gormon, T., Harman, J., Hutchison, D. and Wilkin, A. Family Literacy Works. London: Basic Skills Agency, 1996.
Suda, L. Policies and Pedagogies for Lifelong Literacy International Perspectives for the 21st Century. ALNARC: Australia, 2001.
Suda, L. Policies and Pedagogies for Lifelong Literacy International Perspectives for the 21st Century. ALNARC: Australia, 2001.
Darling, S. and Paul, S. Implications for Family Literacy Programs. In D. Dickinson (ed) Bridges to Literacy: Children, Families, and
Schools. Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishers, 1994.
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In the past decade in the US, family literacy programs have received substantial
amounts of money from both the state and federal governments. “Even Start” is
a federally funded program with four components:
•
Adult education
•
Early childhood education
•
Parent education
•
Parent and child time together
The “Even Start” program is quite versatile in its approach to adult education. In
one city, the parents work on job readiness or work activities as part of their
adult education component Sixteen “Even Start” programs have been evaluated
and the outcomes include:
•
Many parents became more interested in education
•
Employment rate increased
•
Wages increased.27
Similarly, Hayes (cited in L. Suda) analyzed families who had finished a family
literacy program up to six years earlier. He found:
•
A high percentage achieve high school equivalency after leaving
•
A significant percentage obtain and retain employment
•
Participants continue to enroll in education and training programs
•
Participants become more self-sufficient.
Literacy in Canada
According to the statistics just released from the IALS, Canada is in the middle
among OECD countries. Fifteen percent of Canadians are at the lowest level of
literacy.28 This translates into three million Canadians aged 16 – 65 who have
problems using printed materials. Adults at the lowest literacy levels have a 50
percent chance of finding a job, even after being unemployed for a year. In 1994,
17 percent of Canadians were at the lowest level. Unfortunately, in the last ten
years, we have not improved the overall literacy levels of Canadian adults in any
great manner.
Provincially, Ontario has 19 percent of adults at the lowest levels of literacy. This
means that these individuals have difficulties on a daily basis with print
including reading to their children, reading and completing job applications,
reading and following medical instructions, and reading other everyday printed
materials such as bills and lists. Locally, in Waterloo Region, 24 percent of
adults, aged 16 and over are at the lowest level of literacy.29

27

28
29

Suda, L. Policies and Pedagogies for Lifelong Literacy International Perspectives for the 21st Century. ALNARC:
Australia, 2001.
Statistics Canada, IALSS 2003. Literacies (2), Fall 2003.
Literacy in Waterloo Region, Project READ Literacy Network, March, 2003.
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“…it is clear the early years must be a high priority for investment if we wish to
have a competent, educated population for the future and that the Ontario
government must put in place a long-term policy to make early child development
and parenting a priority for public and private investment.”30
Learning and Learning Theories
Learning is a personal process and it occurs in both formal and informal settings.
Learning is a relatively permanent change in behaviour as a result of
experiences.31 Well over 50 learning theories exist. Listed below are some of the
theories upon which Get Set Learn! is based. They include:
1.
Multiple Intelligences – Cognitive
2.
Experiential Learning – Cognitive
3.
Brain-based Learning - Cognitive
4.
Vygotsky Social Cognition - Constructivist
5.
Andragogy and Pedagogy - Constructivist
6.
Piaget Developmental Stages - Constructivist
7.
Control Theory - Constructivist
8.
Observational Learning – Behavioural
9.
Emancipatory Learning – Transformational
10. Mezirow’s Transformation Theory – Transformational
1.

Multiple Intelligences – Gardner (1984)

Gardner proposes that we all have the ability to learn but not everyone can learn
in a traditional classroom focusing only on reading, writing, and math abilities.
Instead, he suggests we focus our attention on the many different types of
intelligence that we encounter in order to help children and adults achieve their
full potential. The eight primary intelligences include being:
•
Word Smart
•
Music Smart
•
Number or Reasoning Smart
•
Picture Smart
•
Body Smart
•
Self Smart
•
People Smart
•
Nature Smart32

30

31

32

Mustard, F. and Norrie, M. Reversing the Real Brain Drain Early Years Study Final Report. Toronto: Publications
Ontario, 1999.
Merriam, S.B. & Caffarella, R.S. Learning in Adulthood A Comprehensive Guide. (2nd ed). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass
Publishers, 1999.
Gardner, H. Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences. New York: 1993.
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Gardner stresses a change in thinking. Instead of asking someone “How smart are
you?” he suggests asking him or her “How are you smart?” Gardner believes that
we should find each person’s strength and realize that they will find it easy to
learn things if taught in that method. According to Gardner, the
learning/teaching should focus on the particular intelligence of the person in
order to further develop their abilities. Using the eight intelligences, we should
offer learning activities that address the many ways in which children and adults
are smart.33 Get Set Learn! uses this philosophy by incorporating a variety of
instruction methods in each class. Also GSL provides various centres such as a
music and a math centre that parents and their children are encouraged to
explore following the circle time.
2.

Experiential Learning – David Kolb (1984) and Edgar Dale (1969)

Experiential learning is an approach that has the participant “experience” the
learning by either seeing, hearing, or doing something. Kolb believes that
instruction methods should incorporate all three learning styles. Usually people
come to prefer one style over others and find it easier to learn in that method.
Kolb also saw learning styles on a continuum that include:
•
Concrete experience – being involved in a new experience
•
Reflective observation – watching others develop observations about own
experiences
•
Abstract conceptualization – creating theories to explain observations
•
Active experimentation – using theories to solve problems and make
decisions
Although Kolb believed that people move through these styles over time, usually
people prefer one style over others.34
Included within this experiential approach is Edgar Dale’s “Cone of Learning”
which basically states that 90% of what we say and do we will remember.” This is
why Get Set Learn! includes lots of “hands-on” activities for both parents and
children. The facilitators approach all sessions with learning styles in mind and
attempt to offer various ways for both parents and children to learn by practicing
the skills taught.35
33

34

35

Miller Nielson, D. Preschool Multiple Intelligences Activities to Nurture Various Abilities in the Early – Childhood
Classroom. Michigan: McGraw-Hill Children’s Publishing, 2002.
Kolb, D. Experiential learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and Development. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey:
Prentice Hall, 1984.
Edgar Dale, Audio-visual Methods in Teaching (3rd ed).. Holt Rinehard and Winston, 1969.
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This is in hopes that parents and children will remember 90 percent of what they
did in class.
Figure 1. Dale’s Cone of Learning36

3.

Social Cognition – Vygotsky (1978)

Culture is the prime determinant of individual development. A child’s learning
development is affected in all ways by the culture of family environment in
which he or she is involved. Scaffolding is a type of instruction modeled in
Vygotskian learning. Scaffolding occurs when a parent aids her child in learning
by taking him/her to the next level; in other words, by expanding the child’s
knowledge base. Scaffolding decreases a child’s zone of proximal development
because he or she will learn more skills. Social cognition includes these
premises:
•
Culture teaches children both what to think and how to think
•
A child learns through problem-solving experiences shared with someone
else, usually a parent or teacher but sometimes a sibling or peer
•
Language is a form of interaction through which adults transfer information
to the child

36

Edgar Dale, Audio-visual Methods in Teaching (3rd ed).. Holt Rinehard and Winston, 1969.
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•
The zone of proximal development is the difference between what the child
can do on her own and with help. Get Set Learn! provides opportunities for
parents to scaffold with their children including hand-over-hand instruction to
begin writing. In addition, parents are encouraged to interact with their children
using their own culture, language, and belief system. Studies have determined
that the more informal education that families provide for their children the
better they do in school later on. It makes more of an impact on the children’s
educational attainment than the formal educational system.37 In other words, the
family is central to what a child can achieve. If a family does a good job, then
school can have more of a positive effect. In GSL, parents are told how important
their job is as their child’s first teacher. Videos and other materials stress the
importance of their job yet they are comforted in knowing that a child’s brain is a
sponge and is pre-wired to learn. So, should they not be able to incorporate all
of the strategies learned into their everyday lives, their child will still learn a lot
of skills.
4.

Developmental Stages – Piaget (1952)

Piaget believed that all children pass through different developmental stages. As
the child passes through each stage, his or her cognitive structure increases in
sophistication. The stages are:
1.
Sensorimotor stage – (infancy) in this period, intelligence is demonstrated
through motor activities and knowledge of the world is limited but
developing
2.
Pre-operational stage – (toddler and early childhood) intelligence is
demonstrated through the use of symbols, language use, memory and
imagination
3.
Concrete operational stage – (elementary and early adolescence)
intelligence is demonstrated through logical and systematic manipulation
of symbols related to concrete objects
4.
Formal operational stage – (adolescence and adulthood) intelligence is
demonstrated through logical use of symbols related to abstract concepts
Get Set Learn! uses a curriculum that can be adapted to all different aged and
staged children from birth up to about age 12. Parents are reminded that it is
better to think about stages rather than ages because all children pass through
the stages at different ages. Parents are taught that it is unhealthy for a child to
skip stages or to rush a child through various phases.38 The GSL curriculum is
taken from many sources so the flexibility is enhanced. As well, parents are
shown ways to adapt materials they have in their own homes to make them more
literacy rich and appropriate to the stage their child is in.

37
38

White, B. The First Three Years of Life. New York: Prentice Hall Press, 1985.
Dancy, R. You are Your Child’s First Teacher What Parents Can Do With and For Their Children from Birth to Age Six.
California: Celestial Arts, 1989.
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5.

Andragogy and Pedagogy – Knowles (1984)

Andragogy is based on five assumptions about adult students and it focuses
more on learning rather than teaching. These assumptions are:
1.
As a person matures, his or her self concept becomes more self-directed
2.
An adult has prior knowledge or experience which is a rich resource
3.
An adult is more ready to learn when his or her social role has developed
4.
As an adult matures, their learning focuses more on how to and where can I
learn how to problem-solve
5.
An adult is motivated to learn by internal rather than external factors.39
Malcolm Knowles described the five main things to consider when helping adults
or children to learn. They are:
1.
Let the students know why something is important to learn
2.
Show the students how to direct themselves through education
3.
Relate the topic to student experiences
4.
Ensure they are ready and motivated to learn because people will not learn
until they are ready
5.
Help the student to overcome inhibitions, behaviours, and beliefs about
learning
Pedagogy is the art and science of teaching children. In this model, the teacher
has full responsibility for deciding what will be learned, how it will be learned,
when it will be learned, and if the material has been learned. The result is a
teaching and learning situation that promotes dependency on the instructor. GSL
employs this method during the childcare portion of the program. During that
hour, the children are with childcare staff and play as well as do some structured
activities. If the child is not enjoying the structure, then he or she is free to
play.40
6.

Brain-based Learning

As long as the brain is not prohibited from fulfilling normal processes, learning
will occur. The brain grows during specific stages, and grows most rapidly in the
first six years of life. There are ways to enhance the brain’s functioning
including doing mental exercises, drinking water, and using strategies to make
learning fun, which can improve our memory. Also, we use two different
hemispheres of our brain when we think. Left-brain thinkers are said to be very
concrete and logical and excel in math and science whereas right-brain thinkers
can think more abstractly and do well in the arts. The good news is
strengthening the right brain and the left brain will directly improve. The
optimal is to use both sides of the brain. Family literacy programs stress using
of both sides of the brain.41
39
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Researchers know that a lot of brain development occurs between conception and
age one. It is also known that specific stimuli from a child’s experiences “hard
wire” the brain’s nerve cells. This wiring of the brain has a direct and long term
impact on the adult this child will become. At the same time the brain is being
wired, neurons that are not used are also being pruned away. Those that are not
used are eliminated. This is why it is so important to provide a variety of
experiences for infants and young children in order to give them the best chance
at success in life.42 Get Set Learn! at times employs some “Brain Gym” exercises
to improve learning in both parents and their children. It also stresses the need
and provides tools and strategies for the parents to better improve their child’s
brain stimulation.
7.

Control Theory – Glaser (1987)

Behaviour is inspired by what a person wants most of the time – survival, love,
freedom, power, and any other basic human need. Facilitators must negotiate
both content and method with students in order to shape how and what they are
taught.43 Cooperative learning techniques that enhance the power of learners are
good techniques to use. Get Set Learn! has a basic curriculum that it follows but
enhances its lessons based on parent input.
8.

Observational Learning Bandura (1977)

Modeling is key in observational learning. An observer’s behaviour can be
affected positively or negatively by what the observer sees.44 Commercials prey
on this theory. They demonstrate someone drinking or eating a certain product.
Of course, the model is healthy and attractive. The company that paid for the
commercial hopes that you will purchase their product because of the images
they portrayed in the commercial. This theory suggests that students must have
an opportunity to observe and model a behaviour that leads to a positive
reinforcement.45 Much of what Get Set Learn! is based on is modeling. Examples
of this include the modeling of children by their parents and other children, as
well as the modeling of the parents by the facilitator, child care workers, and by
other parents.
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9.

Emancipatory Learning – Freire (1970)

In this approach, personal empowerment and social transformation are
inseparable. Traditional education has teachers giving knowledge to students.
This is also called pedagogy as discussed earlier. In problem-posing education,
teachers and students cooperate and participate in dialogue. Central to this type
of learning is a different relationship between teacher and student. They are colearners, working for change and equity.46 In Get Set Learn! this type of learning
is modeled and encouraged. At the initial intake, parents are asked what topics
they would like to learn about. These topics are included in future classes in
both discussion and activity format.
10.

Transformation Theory – Mezirow (1978)

This theory is about how adults interpret their life experiences and make
meaning from them. “Learning can consist of a change in one of our beliefs or
attitudes (a meaning scheme) or it can be a change in our entire perspective.”47
Significant transformational learning involves three phases:
•
Reflection on one’s assumptions
•
Discourse and critical thought
•
Action

46
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Get Set Learn! starts with the parents’ life experiences and works from there.
The GSL program values the parents cultural and language experiences and
attempts to provide ways parents can communicate with their children. GSL
provides strategies; facilitators and child care workers provide child care
practices that value parents and their children.
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Summary of Principles in Family Literacy Practice
Table 2: A summary of principles in family literacy practice
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What is Family Literacy?
Family literacy is about the ways families use literacy and language in their daily
lives. It is about how families use literacy to do everyday tasks, help children to
develop their literacy skills, and use literacy to maintain relationships with each
other and the community.48 Research has shown that by improving the literacy
skills of the parent, the child is more likely to have higher literacy skills.
Because parents are a child’s first teacher, family literacy programs focus not
only on the child, but first and foremost on the parent. Recent research has
demonstrated that children develop vital thinking skills, attitudes, and
knowledge between birth and the time they start school that lays the foundation
for their school success and lifelong learning.49 When parents model positive
attitudes toward learning, when they read with their child, and when they play
with their child and provide opportunities for learning in daily life, they are
setting the stage for essential child brain development and future success in
school.50
What Do Family Literacy Programs Accomplish?
Family literacy programs:
•
Help build self-esteem
•
Address individual and family needs by building on strengths
•
Recognize adult family members’ skills, knowledge and attitudes as
powerful influences on children’s emergent literacy and success in school
•
Promote the development of closer, stronger relationships within families
•
Value families’ use of first languages and diverse cultural practices
•
Provide resources that increase adults’ and children’s motivation to learn
•
Help prepare children for school
•
Help families understand the school system and their roles in it
•
Include as many as possible of family literacy program components51
Family literacy programs can be one week in duration or last as long as 12 weeks.
They are usually not full time programs but rather occur once or twice per week
for a set number of weeks. In some cases, they are a one-time only workshop.
There is some confusion about child literacy programs, family literacy programs
and adult literacy programs. What are they are what are the differences?
Basically a child only program cannot be called family literacy because the parent
is not involved. Family and adult literacy programs focus on enabling the parent
improve their own skills in order to help their children; these are both family
literacy programs.
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Types of Family Literacy Programs
Family literacy programs in Canada and Ontario are varied. Basically, five
different types of family literacy programs exist. Intergenerational programs
are the programs where children are supported in their development (emergent
literacy) while separate programming occurs for the parents. Then the parents
and children come together to practice the skills and strategies they have
learned. The second type of family literacy program is a Focus on Parents
whereby the parents are supported in their child’s literacy skill development at
home. Only the parents are present in these workshops. Third, Parents and
Children Together participate and engage in literacy activities together such as
songs, rhymes, and finger plays. Distribution of Family Literacy Resources
is the fourth type of program. In this program the parent is given a family
literacy kit to take home and utilize with their child. Usually information is
provided on how to use the supplies in the kit. Finally, Community Building
Workshops focus on creating awareness about the importance of literacy and
reading with children. Get Set Learn! is an example of an intergenerational
program as well as parents and children together time because both the children
and parents are supported in their literacy development.52
Who Participates in a Literacy Program?
According to research, the typical adult student is a male or female, under 40
years of age who has completed high school, enjoys an above-average income,
and works full time in a white collar occupation. This student is married with
children, lives in an urban area but more likely in a suburb than large city, and is
found in all parts of the country.53 This group was not the targeted population
for Get Set Learn! Instead, the targeted population for Get Set Learn! were
parents who were on welfare with low literacy skills. In all three sessions 20032005, the majority of the parents fell within the three lowest levels of literacy.
“The lower one’s socioeconomic status, the lower the rate of participation in any
type of formal learning activity.”54
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Table 3. Aggregate background data for Three Sessions of Get Set Learn!

*Please note that 70 was the total number of students used to calculate the total
falling within literacy levels 1 – 3 as literacy levels were not recorded in 2003.
Why Participate in and Register for a Literacy Program?
Many reasons exist to explain why people decide to enter a literacy program.
Most importantly are the features that make them want to enroll such as location
and time as well as the information to be presented. The next most important
reason is because they have support from family and friends.55 Often, parents
will enroll in a class because it will benefit their child. The Get Set Learn!
program offers snacks for both children and their parents as well as bus tickets
for participants, some of the barriers known to keep adults away from programs.
Long and Middleton found three main reasons for people registering for a literacy
program are:
•
To improve their literacy skills for personal, social and education reasons
•
To improve skills for a better job or for retraining
•
To get help with reading, writing, and math56
In the 2003 data, the top five reasons for attending the Get Set Learn! course as
noted by the parents are:
•
Wants to learn how to teach child to read 36%
•
Wants to provide more stimulation for child 21%
•
Wants to improve her own thinking 14%
•
Wants to meet other people 14%
•
Wants her child to learn more 14%
55
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In 2004, the top five reasons for attending Get Set Learn! are:
•
Wants to get a job or a better job 36%
•
Wants to improve her skills 23%
•
Wants to help her child 23%
•
Wants to go back to school and learn/do something else 9%
•
Wants to feel comfortable speaking and reading English 9%
In the 2005 data from Get Set Learn! listed below are the top five reasons for
attending the course:
•
Wants to get a job or a better job 36%
•
Wants to go back to school and learn/do something else 11%
•
Wants to feel comfortable talking with others in English 7%
•
Wants to raise a smart kid 5%
•
Wants to help her child with reading 5%
As you can see, the data from all three sessions of Get Set Learn! follows the
research. It is interesting to note that the order or importance may have been
slightly different, yet overall, the reasons for participation remain the same.
What is Get Set Learn?
Project READ Literacy Network (PRLN) has the mandate of coordinating and
promoting effective literacy services within Waterloo and Wellington regions.
Because of this mandate, the network is constantly searching for better ways to
do this. In partnership with the Region of Waterloo’s Social Services Division, and
various community partners to host the program, Project READ has delivered
Family Literacy Programs to parents and their pre-school age children in three
different sessions spanning from Fall 2003 to Spring 2005. Get Set Learn! was
the program that was chosen to best meet the needs of all the partners.
Get Set Learn! is a twice weekly two hour family literacy program that lasts for
eight weeks (4 hours/week X 8 weeks=48 hours of instruction per session). It
focuses on both the parent and the child. Get Set Learn! is a family literacy
program that stresses three key messages:
1.
Read with your child daily
2.
Let your child see you reading, writing and using literacy skills in everyday
life
3.
Play with your child in ways that are literacy-rich
This program recognizes that parents are a child’s first teacher and that in order
to help a child improve his or her literacy skills, the parent must be helped with
his or her own literacy skills. Utilizing dialogue and applying learning to
concrete situations are two strategies used to provide a welcoming learning
environment for all participants. The participant’s prior knowledge is not
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dismissed but rather used as information to enhance each of the classes. This
program has parent and child together time, and parent and child separate time.
Homework is also a requirement of this course. There is homework for the child
and parent to be done together as well as homework for the parent only.
Get Set Learn! targets parents with low or no literacy skills. Did you know that
almost one-third of working age Canadians at the lowest levels of literacy have a
household income of less than $15,000 per year?57 It uses a dialogic process that
enables people who have limited reading capabilities a chance to be successful in
discussions and limited reading. This method is based on the belief that
participants bring knowledge, values, and experience to the group. The
facilitator reads or has volunteers read small sections of the text and then
everyone is encouraged to discuss and share knowledge with the group.58 Not a
lot of writing is involved in the course. Most information that is in written form
is read aloud to all participants before having them read it on their own.
Participants are encouraged to ask for assistance if needed.
Get Set Learn! is a formal learning program but it includes discussion around
topics of mutual interest like the study circles of Sweden. This type of education
often leads to further education. You will notice in the following table that many
parents have continued or plan to continue their education following the
program conclusion, which was one of the goals for the Get Set Learn! program.
If you look at the total number of parents who wish to further their education or
training it totals 28 parents or 44 percent (Table 4 below). However, if you take
the total parents in year 2003 and 2004 that totals 19 parents out of a possible
30, or 63 percent who expressed interest in further education or training.
According to the research, a high percentage of these parents will continue their
education and likewise, their children too. Using 2005 data skews the results in
a negative fashion. The reason for this is due to the fact that two of the three
sites had low numbers throughout the Get Set Learn! program so the site and
facilitator changed the format part way through the course in one location. This
only allowed the new parents a small number of classes before it was done.
Therefore, no final evaluation was done with these parents. It is interesting to
note that three individuals also got a job. That brings the total to 49 percent
who either got a job or who wanted to continue their education. Participation in
a family literacy program is a great alternative.

57
58

Literacy in Waterloo Region, Project READ Literacy Network, March 2003.
Suda, L. Policies and Pedagogies for Lifelong Literacy International Perspectives for the 21st Century. ALNARC:
Australia, 2001.

27

Family Literacy Case Study, Project READ Literacy Network, 2005
Table 4. Table of Parents who wish to further their education/training or got a
job.

*Please note that in two locations in 2005 the program was modified and thus
only one final evaluation was done from those two sites.
Why do Parents Stay in a Literacy Program?
Four
•
•
•
•

things help parents stay in a program:
Specific goals to work toward
Family and friends that support learning
Support from teachers and other students
A good feeling about themselves and learning59

The Get Set Learn! facilitators encourage parents to attend regularly and provide
these parents with a number of different skills and parenting strategies. Upon
registration, each parent is asked about their goal for registering themselves and
their children. Therefore, the first point is addressed. The facilitator actively
supports each and every one of the participants and strongly encourages them to
continue reading, writing, and doing math, long after the program is done.
Finally, the facilitator works hard at providing each parent and child
opportunities for success so that they will feel good about themselves.
Informally, during the running of GSL in Spring 2005, it was noted that in the
Kitchener program, all but two of the parents who attended the program lived
with either a spouse or a parent, thus providing the support detailed in the
second bullet. In the 2004 program, it was noted by two of the caseworkers that
the reasons for dropout in at least three cases were that there was a language
barrier. In other words, even though these parents registered and attended some
of the course, they found it too difficult to be involved in a course that was
grounded in English, thus they stopped attending.
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Another reason that parents continue to participate in a course is that it is
enjoyable, even though this was not mentioned in the research. GSL employs
lots of fun interactive activities that parents do with other parents and with their
children. It makes for a fun socializing event.
What are the Best Practices in Family Literacy?
The Ontario Literacy Coalition (OLC) recently undertook primary research
surrounding the Best Practices of Family Literacy in Ontario. Best practice
statements outline key elements of effective, quality family literacy programs.
They describe ideals and serve as guidelines. They are intended for use as a
framework to guide effective program design, development, and evaluation. The
Best Practice Statements for Ontario are:
1.
Philosophy – A quality family literacy program has a clearly written
mission statement that is built on carefully considered values and
beliefs. This philosophy is communicated to everyone involved with
the program and is reviewed regularly.
2.
Needs Assessment and Planning – A quality family literacy program
conducts ongoing community needs assessments for family literacy,
identifying target groups, and exploring the potential for
collaboration and partnerships, and the availability of resources. This
lays a solid foundation for planning a program with goals and
objectives that are in line with its philosophy, and helps generate
funding and community supports.
3.
Policies and Procedures – A quality family literacy program has
policies an procedures to ensure that everyone involved in the
program is supported in relevant ways and that a safe, welcoming
environment that facilitates learning is established. It also plays an
advocacy role in the community on literacy policy and family support
issues.
4.
Program Models – A quality family literacy program is built on a wellresearched model that emphasizes the strengths of families, affirms
the influence of parents on their children’s learning, and empowers
all generations to learn to meet their learning goals.
5.
Program Content – A quality family literacy program supports the
learning efforts of all family members by using a wide variety of
instructional methods, strategies and research-based materials. While
a program model may be followed, modifications are made
continually to meet the needs, interests, and capabilities of program
participants.
6.
Materials, Resources and Facilities – A quality family literacy program
uses a variety of age-appropriate and authentic learning materials,
and provides accessible facilities where families will feel safe and
comfortable learning.
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7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

60

Staff Development – A quality family literacy program has staff
members who are well-qualified to meet the diverse learning needs of
participating families. The staff members understand the theory and
research underlying family literacy, bring practical skills to program
delivery, and keep up-to-date through professional development.
Volunteers – A quality family literacy program recruits, trains and
supports volunteers so that they contribute in meaningful ways that
add greatly to the program, while meeting their own needs.
Promotion and Recruitment – A quality family literacy program uses a
variety of methods and develops appropriate outreach materials to
promote the program effectively in the community, and to recruit
families to participate who have the most to gain from the program.
Access, Participation, and Retention – A quality family literacy
program ensures that everyone who would like to attend is able to,
by offering it in central, safe locations that are well equipped with
relevant resources and supports. Sensitive staff create a learning
environment where participants of all ages will want to attend for as
long as it takes to reach their goals.
Working with Diversities – A quality family literacy program
celebrates and supports the range of diversity in its community by
providing a variety of relevant resources, and modifying program
content as appropriate. Self-aware staff communicate effectively with
families of all backgrounds and abilities, acting against
discrimination and using language that is clear and inclusive.
Funding and Sustainability – A quality family literacy program plans
to become sustainable by exploring long-term funding sources at
local, provincial, and national levels. However, the program
recognizes great value in the experiences gained through short-term
funding opportunities and community collaborations.
Community Involvement and Partnerships – A quality family literacy
program views itself as a vital part of a community, able to meet the
learning needs of families most effectively when working closely
within a network of agencies that have similar values and goals.
Assessment and Evaluation – A quality family literacy program uses a
variety of methods to assess and document the progress of
participants and to evaluate the effectiveness of different aspects of
the program in helping them meet their learning goals. Everyone
involved with the program is encouraged to participate in the
evaluation.60
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Get Set Learn! already has all but one of these “Best Practice” statements
embedded in the program. The eighth statement about recruiting and utilizing
volunteers has not occurred in a direct manner yet since the numbers in GSL
have been manageable. Project READ Literacy Network does in fact use
volunteers on its Board of Directors which governs GSL so indirectly, GSL does
indirectly use volunteers to contribute to the quality of the program.
PART II – Development of Program
Get Set Learn! was run as a pilot project in 2003, funded by the local municipal
government. The facilitator based the course content on various resources but
primarily it followed the resource “Literacy is a Family Affair How to deliver
family literacy workshops in your community”61 published by Project READ a few
years earlier. The program was divided into two components: the first hour the
parents and children were in separate rooms. The children were with childcare
staff singing, playing, doing art, and socializing with other children. The parents
were in another room with the family literacy facilitator who was focusing on
simple activities that the parents could do later with their children that would
improve the child’s literacy skills. The wonderful thing that occurred in this
program was that the parents were also building their own literacy skills. When
the children joined the parents, the parents were able to practice the skills that
they had been previously taught.
Laying the Foundation
Research has demonstrated that family literacy is a great way to help with low
literacy skills in families. Adults who are afraid to “go back to school” to improve
their literacy skills, often have no problems signing up for a program for their
child. They are often quite motivated to ensure that their children have future
success in school. When these parents discover that they have a vital role in
helping their children develop and improve their literacy skills, they tend to
become more motivated to increase their own literacy skills.62
Participating in a family literacy program can often be the first step for the
parent toward increasing his or her own literacy skills and perhaps enrolling in a
course for herself. “Low literacy often appears as a cycle within families. Since
the parents don’t read and write well, they don’t carry out the kinds of activities
with their young children that foster reading and writing. They don’t have a
model passed down by their own parents for building literacy skills.”63 The
nurturing of learning can be learned. In other words, even parents with low
literacy skills can be shown ways to encourage reading, writing, and math in their
own children.
61
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Family literacy programs build upon the strengths already present in a family.
The objective of a family literacy program should be to affirm what families
already do and extend their existing repertoire of strategies.
Family literacy programs work best when they:
•
Start from families’ own experiences
•
Build on families’ own literacy practices
•
Support families with their needs64
A family literacy approach recognizes the inter-connectedness of literacy with
other issues affecting families, and encourages cross-sectoral community
collaborations that build on existing programs and services for community.65
Research findings from numerous sources point to the importance of adult
literacy education and to having educated parents as keys to improving family
literacy. The main reasons for focusing on both the child and the parent in
family literacy programs is because education programs that utilize parent
participation, increase the child’s chances of success.66
Objectives and Data from Three Sessions of Get Set Learn!
The original objectives of the Get Set Learn! pilot project which was begun in
2003 were to offer this program to as many parents on Ontario Works (OW) with
low literacy skills as possible and to provide these parents with tools and
strategies to enable them to help their children succeed in school. The literacy
levels of parents registering and attending a portion of the programs in
Spring/Summer 2005 had the majority of parents falling within the three lowest
levels of literacy which is 20 out of the 24 parents (83 percent).67 In the fall
programs held in 2004, 17 out of 24 parents (71 percent) had literacy levels in
the lowest three levels of literacy as well. In the 2003 session, there wasn’t data
on the literacy levels of parents but it is known that the facilitator looked to
register parents in the three lowest levels of literacy.68
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When comparing the data of the three sessions of Get Set Learn! 2003, 2004,
2005, it is interesting to note the similarities and differences between and within
the sessions. First, in 2003, 20 parents registered for the program to be held in
one location. In 2004, 24 parents registered for Get Set Learn! to be held in two
locations.69 In 2005, 47 parents registered for Get Set Learn! to be held in three
locations.70 The numbers and percentages of parents on OW was 15 (90 percent),
17 (71 percent), and 42 (89 percent).
Attrition or dropping out is a big problem in Literacy and Basic Skills programs.
Various studies suggest that between 10 and 60 percent of all students drop out
before they have achieved their goals.71 Because Get Set Learn! is a family literacy
program, the parent and child are both involved. Often times, the motivation is
higher for the parent to attend a class in the first place because their child is
involved. The number of parents who dropped out was relatively unchanged
between the three sessions of Get Set Learn!. In 2003 it was 16 (22 percent). In
2004 it was seven parents (30 percent) and 14 parents (30 percent) in 2005.
According to the research it was found that of those adults who drop out of
programs, the lower the age of the participant, the higher the drop out rate. 72 In
our data, the dropout rate is not a true one as some participants were asked to
leave because of poor attendance. This may have been their way of dropping out
(See Table 3).
In registering parents in 2005, the facilitators pre-screened all of the participants
over the phone before registering them for the program. The number of “no
shows” dropped dramatically from 18 percent in 2003 and 25 percent in 2004 to
9 percent in 2005. Over the phone, much more detailed information regarding
expectations and course content was given which may have had parents making a
better informed decision about whether or not to register. Also, because this is
the third time around for the program to run, the caseworkers were more
informed about its content. As well, there are more parents who have already
taken the course. These parents may be encouraging others to take the course.
According to Roussy and Hart, having former students promote the program is
one of the best ways to get other people enrolled in the program.73
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Project Staff Development and Certification
Family literacy facilitators need to have an understanding of both andragogy,
meaning “the art and science of helping adults learn” and pedagogy, “the art and
science of helping children learn.” 74 At present, there is no certification required
to be a family literacy facilitator, although there are many different certifications
that one can acquire to run a specific family literacy program. At present, there
is a National Foundational Training in Family Literacy that is offered provincially
in Canada. It was designed to offer family literacy facilitators an overall
thorough grounding in family literacy rather than providing specific course
training such as Family Math or Early Learning Canada. It covers everything
from definitions of family literacy to the administration of a family literacy
program. The facilitator must undergo a certain number of hours of training and
then will receive a certificate.
A family literacy facilitator should have had previous experience working with
adults as a facilitator and ideally, working with young children as a coach or
running a children’s group. In order to facilitate the Get Set Learn! family
literacy program, it is suggested that the facilitator have experience teaching
adults and children as well as have read the entire manual “Literacy is a Family
Affair How to deliver family literacy workshops in your community.” Having had
training in other family literacy programs is strongly suggested as well.
Project Read Literacy Network Development
Project READ Literacy Network (PRLN) was developed in 1988. Since then, it has
promoted the need for basic skills programs and supported the growth of quality
literacy services. PRLN is a regional network whose members include agencies
and individuals who are directly or indirectly involved with literacy delivery
services in Waterloo Region. PRLN is committed to the development of lifelong
literacy. Additionally, PRLN understands the importance of every person’s ability
to function and use the daily print found in society.
Since the late 1990’s, PRLN has been offering family literacy workshops to
parents. These two-hour workshops called “First Steps” help parents understand
how to help their young children attain or improve their pre and early literacy
skills.
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They are sponsored by the local newspaper as part of their annual support of
PRLN. Ten years later, PRLN developed and delivered “Next Steps” workshops for
parents to enable them to help their school age children with homework as well
as provide them with strategies and suggestions for talking with the child’s
teacher. Both of these two workshops have been offered on a continual basis for
the past six years.
Over the past 15 years, Project READ has been developing and refining family
literacy materials for these two workshops. As well, Project READ has provided
tailored workshops to organizations and workplaces that request information
about how to help parents help their children. This is how Project READ became
involved and remains involved in family literacy programming.
Get Set Learn! Development
In 2003, the pilot was developed. First, a detailed work plan was developed in
hopes that the twenty weeks allotted to conduct the pilot program were used as
wisely as possible. The first eight weeks were designated to accomplish several
important tasks. In order for the program to be successful, it was necessary to
conduct research, locate and plan with a host program, make contacts, write
letters, make phone calls, design and distribute outreach materials including
flyers, posters and brochures and to begin registration. Time also had to be set
aside for scheduling pre- program intakes with each participant prior to class
start, lesson planning, designing forms and activities as well as purchasing and
organizing the materials required for class.
Our Place, a Family Resource and Early Years Centre in Kitchener, Ontario was the
first location that was approached with the idea of partnering with Project READ
to offer this Family Literacy Program. When the proposal of hosting the six-week
family literacy pilot program was presented to Our Place’s Executive Director, the
idea was welcomed and planning details promptly ensued.
The next six weeks were set aside for the twelve classes to be organized and
delivered. During this time, three evaluations would be completed by the
participants - pre, mid and post program evaluations. Conducting pre program
intakes as well as these three evaluations was an integral part of measuring and
demonstrating the successes of the parents and children who attended this
program.
The final six weeks were set aside to conduct host agency and Early Childhood
Education staff evaluations, caseworker evaluations, as well as to create a
facilitator’s guide, compile all information that was gathered,
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summarize all of the completed evaluations and lastly, to prepare the summary
report.75
In 2004 and 2005, the program was expanded to 16 classes from 12. There were
two weeks designated to plan for delivery of the program because promotion of
the program had taken place already. In 2004, the program had expanded to two
locations and in 2005, to three locations in three different locales. Two were in
city locations and one in a neighbouring rural town. Eight weeks were designated
for the program and a final two weeks were left for analyzing the data and
writing a summary report.
Literature and Materials Development
In 2001, the Starbucks Foundation provided the funds for Project READ to
develop a manual that would help other organizations and family literacy
facilitators run a family literacy workshop that modeled one of their two
workshops. Outlines of workshops, handouts for the workshop, tips for
workshop leaders, as well as information about how young children learn are all
included in the manual “Literacy is a Family Affair How to deliver family literacy
workshops in your community.” This document is the premise around which Get
Set Learn!, the eight-week program was designed. This manual is a very thorough
and detailed compilation of information necessary to organize and deliver a
family literacy program.
Another text that was used to gather further ideas and suggestions for this
program was Early BIRD Family Literacy Beginnings in Reading Development
Program Manual.76 Since the pilot project, facilitators have gathered and
compiled an extensive library of resources and have no problems adding in or
finding other materials requested by the parents. The curriculum development
has been successful for GSL as there is a basic manual to follow “Literacy is a
Family Affair How to deliver family literacy workshops in your community” yet
materials can be added depending on parental preference. This allows for
flexibility and makes it both formal and informal since some of the information
will be provided by the participants during the discussion portions of the course.
For the host sites and the childcare workers, an eight week overview is provided.
The parents, for the first time in 2005, were provided with a calendar that listed
each day’s theme and topic. It seemed to alleviate some of the attendance
problems in one site, which was a by product of its inception.
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Promotion of the Program
In 2003, numerous organizations and people that were contacted to promote this
program. A number of letters, posters, flyers and brochures were designed and
distributed to twelve local schools, eleven community centres, two libraries and
one shopping mall in the area. The same were also distributed to the
Employment Resource Centre, Healthy Babies Healthy Children, the Volunteer
Action Centre, the New Canadians Program, Project READ members and other
surrounding literacy and community agencies. Public Service Announcements and
Media Releases were also written and distributed to local newspapers and radio
stations. Press releases were sent to Member of Parliament and Members of
Provincial Parliament. Two Child Health Fairs and two Early Years Centre
openings were also attended in order to network and share information about the
program with other agencies.
First and foremost, however, a pre program outreach plan was executed in
cooperation with staff in the Social Services Department to contact and recruit
potential participants. Letters of introduction were written and sent to the Region
in order to inform them about Get Set Learn! including start and end dates. The
hope was that in giving these workers several weeks’ notice, more referral
opportunities would be available. Upon conducting the case worker evaluations,
however, it became apparent that the letter of introduction had not reached
them. The only information they received regarding the program was a brief
email and the actual flyer that had been sent in the mail to the Ontario Works
clients.77
In 2004, outreach was still vital to having as many people know about Get Set
Learn! as possible. The promotion started in August and continued until the first
week in October. First, a cheque insert was put into all August Ontario Works
cheques. This meant that anyone who received a cheque would get the insert.
The facilitator of Get Set Learn! discussed in advance the date and format for the
cheque insert and then hand-delivered these inserts to the regional office in
Waterloo. This has been a huge success. In addition, flyers were created and put
up at both the Kitchener Early Years Centre and at Popcorn House in Cambridge.
The Early Years Centre published information about the program in their monthly
calendars. In addition, brochures were left at both sites for interested
participants. As well, outreach workers at the Kitchener Community Centres
were given brochures so that they could distribute them to interested parents.
Brochures were also left in local churches in Kitchener. In Cambridge, brochures
were sent home to all parents of children in junior kindergarten and senior
kindergarten at the school across the street from Popcorn House. In late
September, the Family Literacy Facilitator attended the Cambridge Child Health Fair.
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This proved to be an excellent forum for promoting the program to not only
workers, but also to interested participants. Simultaneously, all Region of
Waterloo Caseworkers were personally phoned and given information regarding
the Get Set Learn! program as well as in brochure form at their caseworker
meeting.78
Table 5. How did you find out about Get Set Learn?

*Please note that 88 is the total number of parents used to calculate the total
percentages.
Get Set Learn! was also promoted in many different ways during the Spring of
2005. The promotion started in March and continued until the start date of the
courses. Again, a cheque insert was put into all cheques distributed to Ontario
Works clients. In addition, flyers were created and put up at all three sites. The
Early Years Centre published information about the program in their monthly
calendars. In addition, brochures were left at both sites for interested
participants. As well, outreach workers at Community Centres were given
brochures so that they could distribute them to interested parents. In Elmira, the
Early Years Satellite Centre displayed brochures for interested parents. In April,
one of the Family Literacy facilitators attended the rural Child Health Fair. This
proved to be a forum for promoting the program but attendance by parents was
low so it did not garner any new participants. Simultaneously, all Region of
Waterloo Caseworkers were personally phoned and given information regarding
the Get Set Learn! program as well as in brochure form at their caseworker
meeting. They were encouraged to refer clients to this program. They had many
questions regarding the program and some of them had not received the
brochure at their case meeting. It brought the program to their attention. Many
of them said that they would ask for the brochure and call back if they had
clients or more questions. The third best form of advertisement was the Child
Health Fair. This brought in two new clients for the Cambridge program.79
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It was noticed that for this program, in all three cases, the best form of
advertisement was the cheque insert. Each time Get Set Learn! has been
offered, many phone calls have been received immediately following parents
receiving the cheque insert. The next best form of advertisement was the
personal phone call to all of the caseworkers regarding the program. We have
found that caseworkers who have previously had clients attend Get Set Learn!
refer other parents to the program.
On intake, it was noted that some parents may need a personal reminder to
attend. These parents were telephoned to remind them to attend the class on a
class-by-class basis. Additionally, all participants were given a calendar that
listed the themes for the classes and the dates so that they could refer to it when
needed.
Evaluations Developed
Both formative and summative evaluations have been developed for the Get Set
Learn! program. Formative evaluations enable people and agencies to make
judgements about the work undertaken. They allow you to evaluate whether or
not the project is meeting its intended purpose and what might need to change
further to improve the project. The primary focus of a formative evaluation is
for further improvements in the project. A summative evaluation is used for
decision – making. It enables people and agencies to demonstrate that they have
fulfilled the objectives of the project.80 Initially, an intake or registration form
was developed that could be completed in person that would take no longer to
complete than one hour. Eventually, as the program grew, it was determined that
a screening form could be completed over the telephone and then, if further
information is required, an intake interview could be conducted at a later date.
The evaluations developed and used follow below:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

80

Parent Initial Intake or Registration Form
Child Initial Evaluation of Behaviour Form
Parent Mid-Program Evaluation Form
Parent Ongoing Comment Form – What did you learn today
Child Mid-Program Evaluation of Behaviour Form
Parent Final Evaluation Form
Child Final Evaluation of Behaviour Form
Caseworker Final Evaluation (Telephone Interview or faxed evaluation)
Host Site Final Evaluation Form
Child Care Worker Final Evaluation Form
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PART 3 – Program Impacts 2003 – 2005
Project Unfolding
After the pilot project ended in 2003, it was uncertain whether the Region of
Waterloo would fund Get Set Learn! again. After reading the report, the Region
did indeed fund it again following another proposal submission. While the
second session of the program was running, approval was given for a third
session of Get Set Learn! so it was great to be able to provide advance notice for
future participants and sites. Now Get Set Learn! has been given continuous
funding. This allows more time to go into the planning and delivery of future
programs rather than spending time re-writing an old proposal.
Impact on Participants
In participating in the Get Set Learn! 2003 program with their children, the
parents received many benefits and their lives became more enriched. The
participants accomplished the pre-program goals they set for themselves. Not
only did their children gain necessary and invaluable reading, writing and math
skills during this program, but the parents’ skills, knowledge and confidence also
increased. Many learned how to be more patient when teaching their children.
Each participant was given an occasion to meet with someone familiar to discuss
further learning opportunities and 91 percent of those who completed the
program are now interested in furthering their education, thus increasing
employment possibilities and therefore standard of living. All participants were
also given important teaching tools to use with their children. Both the parents
and children gained valuable insights into how to prepare for kindergarten. The
parents also appreciated having the opportunity to get out of the house and meet
new people; some became friends. Although brief, certain moms enjoyed a muchneeded break away from their children. “I feel saner. My patience level is much
better after being in class. Therefore I am ready to sit and calmly help my child
with her reading, etc.” Others enjoyed the atmosphere, the feeling of learning in
a classroom environment and participating in various group activities. “I learned
so much. I am satisfied. Everything was covered…” All of the participants were
pleased with the positive results and improvements they saw in themselves and
in their children. (I have learned) “…my child is not the only one having problems
sitting to learn. Also ways to get him interested and to continue to have fun
learning. Also I’ve learned ideas to identify problems and overcome them and how
to handle things when he is older and in school.”
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Employment
By attending the Get Set Learn Program, helpful and beneficial programs and
services became available and accessible to several parents and their children.
During the program in 2003, one participant noticed a job posting, applied and
was hired full time as an office administrator; she no longer receives Ontario
Works. In 2004 and 2005, one parent in each session became employed and no
longer receives OW.
Parenting and Child Development
A participant approached the program facilitator and indicated that she was
having some difficulty controlling her child. After some research was done, a
suitable program was found and she and her daughter were referred to
counselling. She later explained that this program would provide day care
services for her daughter while she attended night classes in order to obtain her
secondary school diploma. She was thankful for the help she had received from
the GSL facilitator. One mother indicated a concern for her child’s lack of speech.
The program facilitator had information at hand about the upcoming Child
Health Fair. She and her son were able to attend the Fair and gained some
valuable information regarding local parenting programs. She was appreciative of
the information that had been relayed to her through the Get Set Learn!
facilitator. In Fall 2004, all twelve participants said the program has helped them
and their children. In this session, there were eight participants in the Kitchener
and four participants in the Cambridge program who completed the final
evaluation. The majority of all participants noticed a change in their child’s
attitude towards books. “I have noticed that she loves to read more often.” All of
the parents said that they felt more confident in their abilities to help their
children with reading, writing, and math. This is a definite key in breaking the
cycle of illiteracy. “I think anyone could benefit from just understanding how
enriching it is to a child’s learning, just by reading to them.”
In the Spring 2005, again the responses were similar from the parents. They felt
that they were given help regarding parenting and now had more knowledge
about their child’s development and how to continue to make his/her
environment literacy-rich.
Further Education
It is a known fact that individuals who have completed their secondary and post
secondary education have many more employment opportunities than those who
have not. In pursuing further education, these Ontario Works clients are opening
many employment and other doors. When clients re-enter the workforce and no
longer require Ontario Works assistance, everyone benefits.
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Of the eleven parents who completed the program in 2003 and completed the
final program evaluation, ten of them indicated a desire to continue their
education in some way. Since the program has ended, one has been referred to
Conestoga College’s Focus for Change program for women and three have been
referred to the St. Louis Adult Learning Centre in Kitchener. Two will attend their
Literacy and Basic Skills program and one will attend their Personal Support
Worker program. Two parents explained that had the Get Set Learn! program not
been made available to them, they would still be at home only thinking about
continuing their education; they would never have found the courage to register
for an educational program and to further their education on their own. In 2004,
seven out of 12 wanted to continue to further their education not including two
who had already done so before Get Set Learn! was completed. They went from
GSL directly to another program. In 2005, the number was lower, however there
were still five who were planning to further their education and/or training. GSL
is definitely a springboard to adult education.
Impact on Caseworkers
In 2003, seven of the ten (70 percent) caseworkers completed the evaluation.
According to these caseworkers, the effects of the program on their clients were
very positive. “It was difficult to get my client motivated before but she is now
willing to get out of the house and do things. She is more motivated now than I
have seen her before. She would now love to volunteer and will be calling Project
Read to see about her options to do this.” “Clients are sometimes apprehensive.
She is now continuing with things and I am hopeful that she will pursue them”.
In 2004. seven out of nine caseworkers (79 percent) responded to the caseworker
evaluation, however, only five were able to answer the questions as the other two
had their caseloads changed part way through this program so they were unable
to comment. When asked if they noticed any changes in their clients who
attended the Fall 2004 Get Set Learn! Program, two commented positively. “Yes
she is more confident and expresses the desire to attend other programs.” “Yes she
is now attending an educational program.” The other three hadn’t seen their
clients since the program finished. Both of these comments fall within the
research that shows that these parents are well on their way to breaking the cycle
of illiteracy for their children as they have attended a family literacy program.
One hundred percent of the caseworkers would recommend offering Get Set
Learn! again.
In 2005, six out of ten (60 percent) caseworkers responded to the evaluation.
“Yes, overall scope positive about themselves and their potential.” Overall, the
caseworkers either noticed a positive change in their clients self-esteem or found
that it was too early to tell as they hadn’t seen their clients since GSL was
completed.
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Success Factors
“Both my daughter and me enjoy coming so much to the program. It is good for
us, and fun.” Many success factors exist with this program that include:
•
Both adult and child success (confidence in the parents and improved
behaviours in the children)
•
Childcare staff approval of GSL
•
Host site support of GSL
•
Caseworkers who support the program are referring more clients and there
are more caseworkers doing so now
•
GSL is meeting its objectives of helping parents to help their children be
school ready as well as helping to build confidence in these parents to
continue their education or to find a job
•
A decreased number of “no shows”
•
Increased contact hours
•
Securing sustainable funding
Each success factor will be discussed in further detail below.
Parent and Child Success
“A whole new world of learning has opened for the both of us thanks to Get Set
Learn.” After completing the program, all of the parents who attended the Get
Set Learn! program in any of the sessions, stated that they now have more
knowledge about and strategies for what is involved in fostering their child’s pre
and early literacy skills. In addition, in their homes, they now have literacy kits
that they created in class. “I am really glad to be here with my child. I feel that I
am a better parent because of this course. I gain valuable experience that is
necessary to be a good parent.”
Overwhelmingly, all final evaluations have been positive. The parents really gain
confidence in what to do with their children in order to improve their literacy
skills and make their children school ready. Self-efficacy is a vital component to
learning. In participating in the Get Set Learn program with their parents, the
children have received many benefits and their lives have therefore become more
enriched. Not only did the children themselves gain necessary and valuable
reading, writing and math skills, but their parents’ skills, knowledge and
willingness to continue their education also increased.
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Both the parents and children learned valuable insights into how to prepare for
kindergarten. Although some adapted more easily than others to being away from
their mothers and being part of a large group, at the conclusion of the program,
all of the children had grown to love attending classes and did not want to leave
the classroom. The children also learned other social skills such as listening,
sharing, forming a line, waiting for their turn and participating in various group
activities.
“If it wasn’t for this program I would be wondering what to do with my children
but now I know I can help my children to become great students and we feel very
lucky to have people who care about our future.” The participants accomplished
the pre-program goals they set for themselves. Not only did their children gain
necessary and invaluable reading, writing and math skills during this program,
but the parents’ skills, knowledge and confidence also increased. Many learned
how to be more patient when teaching their children.
Childcare Staff Approval
“I hope the program can continue to help other parents learn to help their children
and to help themselves.” The childcare staff that worked closely with the children
completed a separate evaluation. Progressive improvements in behaviours were
observed in the children during all sessions of the Get Set Learn! program. It was
important that the childcare staff be briefed about the goals and approach of the
program in order to get their full support for its success. Comments from 2003
include: “Children separated easier as the group went along. Their play skills
improved, they adapted to routine and they understood expectations and their
listening skills improved. One child felt comfortable at the last group to express
himself verbally.”
In 2004, the childcare workers were again positive about the positive changes
occurring in the children. “Children who attended regularly became more
confident with separation and more trusting of the environment. They were also
more able to play appropriately with toys, peers, etc.”
Comments from the childcare staff in 2005 did not differ from the previous two
years. “We saw an overall improvement in listening skills, separation anxiety
decreased. Appropriate use of materials increased.” So according to the childcare
staff, participation in Get Set Learn! had a positive impact on the children.
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Host Site Support
The hosts for Get Set Learn! have been pleased with hosting the program. In
2003, the Early Years Centre in Kitchener offered to be the pilot host site. “This
program is an excellent fit for the services offered at Our Place. We would
appreciate and welcome the opportunity to host this program again … Overall,
Our Place was very pleased with the success of Get Set Learn and glad to have had
the opportunity to connect with the participants and children, and be a part of this
worthwhile program.” They offered to be a host site again in 2004 and 2005 and
in all cases, were supportive of the program.
In 2004, Popcorn House, a community centre in Cambridge agreed to host the
second program. “Get Set Learn! was very easy to host and we enjoy having the
program here at Popcorn House.” “Project READ fit in well with our focus and
programs here. It really added to what we offer here – a fantastic program!”
In 2005, another community centre in Cambridge, Preston Heights Community
Group as well as a Church in Elmira agreed to host in addition to Our Place in
Kitchener. The results from the two new sites weren’t as overwhelmingly positive
but this may have occurred as there were many problems that arose because of
the low numbers of parents and children attending Get Set Learn! “Content was
great – very helpful to young families. Good balance between parent learning
time and parent/child practice time.” Two out of the three host sites said that
they would be willing to host this program again. The third site did not put an
answer for this question. This may have occurred in that this site was more
“hands off.” This site did not arrange the childcare and the site organizer was
located on a different floor than where the actual program took place. This may
have meant that the host did not feel as much a part of the program. There is a
definite success in the host sites in that all but one have agreed that they would
like to host Get Set Learn! again. Also, just by the fact that there has been one
site that has hosted every time and in the upcoming session of Get Set Learn! two
out of the three host sites are repeats.
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Caseworker Referrals
There have been a number of caseworkers from the Regional Municipality of
Waterloo who continue to refer clients to Get Set Learn! session after session.
There has been one caseworker who has referred clients for all three sessions. In
2003, there were ten caseworkers who referred clients to the program. In 2004,
there were nine caseworkers who referred clients and in 2005, there were ten
caseworkers who referred clients. In 2005, it was interesting to note that of
those ten caseworkers, many of them referred two or more clients to one of the
three programs that ran in Elmira, Kitchener, or Cambridge.
Overall, caseworkers in all three sessions have been satisfied and happy with Get
Set Learn! and its approach with OW clients. In 2003, seven out of ten responded
to the final evaluation. Of these seven, four responded very positively about the
possibility of having the program offered again. Three caseworkers had no
comment because they felt they did not have enough information about the
program. One explained: “I cannot comment because I don’t know enough about
it to know if it was worthwhile. I can’t keep up with everything”. In Fall 2004,
seven out of nine completed the final evaluation of the program. Of the seven
who completed the evaluation, they all wanted Get Set Learn! to continue. “I
would have liked more information at the beginning of the program so then I
could have referred more clients.” In Spring 2005, six out of ten caseworkers
completed the final evaluation. Of those six, only one wasn’t sure if the program
should run again.
Meeting Objectives
There were many objectives inherent in running the Get Set Learn! family literacy
program. They include:
•
Helping parents improve their skills and self-confidence
•
Referring parents into either further education and/or training
•
Improving parents comfort level with literacy and being their child’s first
teacher
•
Improving the school readiness of children involved in the program
•
Linking families with other programs or agencies that can help them
•
Partnering with community agencies who have similar philosophies
•
Modeling appropriate parenting skills and strategies
Two objectives of the program were to refer parents into either further education
and/or training programs or help them to find a job that would eventually
provide them with an independent means to take care of themselves and their
families. Each session of Get Set Learn! has seen at least one person become
employed and many others enroll in an educational program following the Get
Set Learn! Program.
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In 2003, one person got a job and ten of the eleven participants who completed
the program indicated a desire to continue their education.
In 2004, seven out of 12 wanted someone from PRLN to contact them regarding
an educational assessment and referral to another literacy program. One person
got a job and two people enrolled in an educational program directly following
Get Set Learn! Therefore, nine out of 12 were interested in furthering their
education; a huge success, similar to 2003.
In 2005, two out of 16 parents in Kitchener wanted someone from PRLN to
contact them regarding an educational assessment and referral to another
literacy program. Another three parents were expecting a baby in the next month
so they were not able to continue their education right now but they were going
to look into it in the future. Therefore, five out of 16 were interested in
furthering their education. One person became employed in the last week of the
program. One person enrolled in an educational program while still attending
Get Set Learn!
In all three sessions of running the program, significant outcomes occurred. In
every session, one person became employed and numerous others arranged to
continue their education or were planning on doing that following an assessment.
That is an overwhelming success.
The next objectives were met as well. In all sessions of GSL, all of the parents
were given the tools necessary to help their children become better readers and
writers when they are ready. Both the children and parents’ reading, writing and
math skills and abilities have increased, as has the number of learning activities
and resources that are now available in the home for the children. The children
have gained many valuable social skills and the parents have gained many
valuable parenting skills at the same time. In addition, parents were linked with
other beneficial programs if need be.
Finally, the last objective, linking with other community agencies that have
similar philosophies has also met with great success. The Early Years Centres in
Waterloo, Kitchener, and Cambridge and Elmira are aware of the program and
support its continuation. Each session of GSL has had the Kitchener Early Years
Centre as one of the hosts. As well, the last two sessions (2004 and 2005) has
seen the Early Literacy Specialist or one of her staff provide instruction to
parents on a specific topic for one of the classes. As well, the Early Years Centre
in Waterloo and Kitchener have both loaned resources to the GSL facilitators. The
Early Years Centre in Elmira, a satellite centre has displayed flyers advertising the
program. Two community centres in Cambridge have hosted and agreed to host
the program in the future. Community centres in Kitchener have agreed to
display flyers describing the program.
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Lutherwood’s Family Literacy Coordinator has also partnered with PRLN and has
agreed to share the provision of literacy services in Cambridge since the two
family literacy programs are different. Lutherwood provides a drop in program
whereas Get Set Learn! is an eight week continuous program. As you can see, the
linkage with other community agencies and experts with similar philosophies has
occurred. This further enhances the spread of literacy throughout Waterloo
Region.
Decreased No Show Rate
The “no show” rate dropped from 18 percent and 25 percent in 2003 and 2004 to
9 percent in 2005. The reason for this may be that an initial phone screening
was done to explain in detail what the program was about and how it would run.
The homework expectations were also stressed so that parents would know that
in every class, homework would be taken up. Because more information was
given at the outset, this may have had parents register who were willing to do all
of the course requirements.
Increased Contact Hours
The contact hours have increased every time the course has run. Contact hours
are the amount of the time parents are in the room with the facilitator. For
example, if five parents attended Get Set Learn! for two classes of two hours
each, the total contact hours will be 20 hours. This is primarily due to having
more locations and more parents registered for the course. In 2003, contact
hours totalled 192; proportionately, each adult attended 11 hours on average. In
2004, they totalled 412 with each adult learner attending 17 hours on average.
In 2005, the contact hours totaled 505; however, each adult learner attended for
just under 11 hours on average. This may be the result of two factors. First,
having a rural location which usually tend to have lower numbers and it was the
first time hosting it there. Second, there were major problems with regular
attendance at the Cambridge site so the total contact hours are not large for that
site either.
Sustainable Funding
In this case, Get Set Learn! has met with great success. The Executive Director of
Project READ has written proposals on two occasions to secure funding from the
Region of Waterloo Social Services Department. After receiving summary reports
from the first two sessions of the program, the Region agreed to fund Get Set
Learn! as one of their programs. Therefore, PRLN is not responsible for writing a
proposal to secure funding each time although the service agreement must be
reviewed annually. Instead, the coordinator of the program can promote the
program year round and the executive director can put her energies into
supervising the program and ensuring that it meets with success.
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PART IV – Recommendations and Conclusions
During each session of Get Set Learn! there have been recommendations given in
order to avoid some of the difficulties encountered and improve upon the
upcoming program. Whenever possible, these recommendations have been
undertaken during the next session of GSL. In 2003, the pilot project, hurdles
were encountered. These hurdles were merely minor detours on the pathway to
success. What is important is that lessons were learned from the challenges and
that a new and improved version was offered in 2004 and again, in 2005. The
recommendations suggested for each of the years 2003, 2004, and 2005
respectively follow below.
Recommendations Following the Fall 2003 Session
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Have an outreach meeting. If possible, all caseworkers should be called
to attend a brief meeting with the program’s facilitator as soon as possible
before the program begins. This meeting will allow each caseworker to
receive all pertinent information, brochures and pamphlets directly as well
as answering questions and answers.
Find the marketing linkage. It would be beneficial and time saving if the
region’s marketing officer’s name and contact information could be made
available upon initial confirmation of funding. This way, both parties can
contact each another as soon as a program facilitator is hired.
Continue to have the cheque insert as promotion. The insert is a vital
marketing tool to clients. Details surrounding the cheque insert should be
confirmed with the marketing officer as soon as possible. This will alleviate
any last minute mailings and other possible conflicts.
Ensure that the timing of inserts are received by Ontario Works
clients at least two or three weeks prior to the program start date.
This will allow the program facilitator ample time to coordinate all
registration details and schedule initial intake interviews prior to the first
class.
Establish a host agency partnership prior to planning the program
details. It is a good idea to first establish the host agency’s requirements,
availability and limitations. Get Set Learn’s start date, time, days, and size
all needed to be revised once things were finally confirmed with the host
site. The class start date had to be pushed back three times. The time had
to be changed from mornings to afternoons and the days we wanted to
offer the program also had to be altered. We would have liked to sign up
more participants than we did, but at the last moment the site limited
registration to 17 children. Much of this change and hassle could have been
avoided had more direct communication and agreements been made prior
to further planning.
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6.

7.

8.

Schedule a follow-up class. In the post program evaluations, several of
the participants recommended that a follow up class be held several weeks
from the program’s final class to see how others had progressed and to
catch up.
Change the class time to mornings and add some weeks to the
duration of Get Set Learn! Some parents suggested changing the class
time to mornings, due to naptime conflicts during the afternoons and a
majority of the participants also wanted to see the program made longer by
adding several more weeks.
Offer the program again. It was strongly recommended by all who were
touched by this program that it be offered again. Not only do the program’s
facilitator, participants and families agree, but the host agency’s staff and
most caseworkers who were involved do as well.

Recommendations Following the Fall 2004 Session
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Change the format of the course to include reading books beginning
with the first class. This was done during class one and it was discovered
that parents and their children cherished the donated book that they were
given in the first class. Since one of the main messages of the course is
“reading with your child daily is vital,” by modeling circle time around the
book it was found that parents and children really increased their reading
amounts.
Provide an initial course for OW clients on “How to register and be
part of a course.” An initial overview was designed and submitted to OW
caseworkers but there has been no progress on this account.
Explain during initial intake that parents need to call the facilitator
whenever they cannot attend a class. During all initial intakes, this was
done. In the Kitchener program, the calling when not able to attend did
occur more frequently. Also, attendance was much better. During the
initial intake of all clients, attendance and being on time was also
discussed. We did not see this improve in the Cambridge class though.
Create an evaluation for the childcare staff to complete and share
this information in written form with the parents as well as verbal
form. Parents were happy and excited to receive the written report on
their child’s behaviour during childcare.
Use the resources available at the sites and within the community.
Parents utilized the resources at the library of the Early Years Centre on a
weekly basis. We had an initial tour of the facility which made the parents
and children aware of all that was available. Also, an additional tour was
given during the second last class to re-acquaint these parents with the
facility and its resources. Some of these parents now continue to use the
library services and were planning on attending other programs at this site.
The Early Literacy Specialist was also invited to do a class on “Fridge Fun.”
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6.

7.

8.

9.

This was well-received by all parents who attended Mary came with many
inexpensive and creative ways to make utilizing your fridge a literacy-rich
activity. This was a super class. I also used many of her literacy resources
including videos and multi-sensory books that were especially liked by the
parents in my classes.
Continue to offer this course on an on-going basis throughout each
year. A lot of time was taken up at the start up of this course the first two
sessions to obtain participants for these classes. Because community
members who make referrals (i.e. caseworkers, site coordinators) knew the
dates for the upcoming courses, we received referrals in locations that we
had been in previously. The Cambridge and Elmira sites still needed a lot
of promotion. We hope that this promotion will continue year round.
Partner with Lutherwood’s Family Literacy Facilitator to ensure that
the tri-cities are being serviced with different family literacy
programs. Lutherwood offers a drop in family literacy program whereas
PRLN offers an eight-week course. A meeting was set up in early Spring
before programming began to ensure that Preston and Hespeler were
serviced by two different family literacy programs. Because Galt has the
Early Years Centre located within it, we felt that Galt had access to great
family literacy programs already.
Offer this course in three locales including Kitchener/Waterloo,
Cambridge, and a rural location. This would provide a good location for
all three cities including the possible rural parents. Also, some of the
parents on the waiting list would have attended were the course offered
closer to their home so offering Get Set Learn! throughout the tri-cities
would help this. We tried offering a program in Elmira for the first time.
We are hopeful that a repeat in other rural locations or offering it once per
week may improve attendance. We have discovered that most other rural
programs are offered either once per week or once every two weeks.
Develop and offer a Get Set Learn! Part Two so that skills can be
reviewed and strengthened. Literacy statistics show that “if you don’t
use it, you will lose it!” In other words, if people do not practice their
literacy skills regularly, then they will likely lose them. We were unable to
create a part 2 but that may be something that is created in the future.
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Recommendations Following the Spring 2005 Session
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
6.

7.

8.

9.

10.
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Continue to offer a Get Set Learn! Program at the Early Years Centre
in Kitchener. This host site is extremely supportive and they continue to
refer appropriate clients for the program.
Continue to provide a calendar to participants that includes the
themes of the classes and the dates for the classes to run. Attendance
seemed to be more consistent at the Kitchener site. Cambridge and
Elmira’s attendance was inconsistent but that may have been the result of it
being run there for the first time.
Create a postcard to send to each participant one week before Get Set
Learn! starts. This would be a quick reminder for parents about their start
date and the location of the course.
Create a brochure for caseworkers that is different from the
brochure for clients. Ensure that the data on the brochure details how it
will benefit their client as well as how it links into the mandate for them.
Revamp the brochure and cheque insert for clients to ensure positive
and correct messages are on the promotional material.
Create some craft ideas/sheets that have easy to understand
instructions so that parents can follow the instructions at home. Use
pictures as well as words so that parents with low or no literacy skills can
understand and do the activity with their children.
Do not start a program unless there are at least 6 registered clients
for the program. If you do not have at least 6, when 3 or more clients
drop out for whatever reason, the program does not run as well. Most of
the activities are designed for larger groups to work together. We know
that some parents always drop out.
In the rural locations, offer Get Set Learn! once per week instead of
bi-weekly and extend it to a 10 week program. This format seems to be
the way most rural programs run. We noticed this at the rural Child Health
Fair as well as when talking to the rural participants. With the parents that
attended on a regular basis, most were only available for one day per week.
If offering Get Set Learn! in Elmira again, try offering it at a location
where parents and their young children already frequent in order to
ensure familiarity with location.
Attempt to offer a Get Set Learn! program in Cambridge in the
afternoons to see if attendance would be better. We have felt that
mornings are usually better for mothers with young children, but perhaps
an afternoon time would work better. At the Kitchener location, we have
run it during the afternoon and have had reasonably good attendance.
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11.

12.

13.

14.

15.
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Continue to provide parents and children with a homework book. The
parents who attended the Kitchener program did their homework on a
regular basis and seemed to take it more seriously than in previous
sessions of Get Set Learn! Continue to ensure that the homework matches
the lesson of the day. The children enjoyed their number books. Perhaps
add in some letters of the alphabet too.
Purchase more supplies (i.e. quality books, flannel boards, videos,
magnetic boards, large books) so that the facilitators do not have to
spend so much time looking for appropriate books and videos. A lot
of time is spent searching libraries, book stores, Early Years Centres, and
other children’s resource centres for appropriate books and other
resources.
If host another Get Set Learn! Program in Elmira, consider offering it
at the Early Years Satellite Centre. Because parents are already familiar
with attending at that location, they may be more likely to come to a
program for them and their children. Perhaps we could offer Get Set Learn
on a day when the program would normally not be open so that we could
use a divider to separate the parents and their children for the initial hour.
This would increase the usage of the facility as well.
Do a six-month follow up to determine the clients’ future prognosis.
In other words, did they find a job or enroll in another educational
program? This will ensure that there are more far-reaching effects
following the program’s end date. In literacy literature, it is a well known
fact that “you must use it or you will lose it.” In order for parents and
children to maintain their skills, they need to practice. One way to do this
is to continue to attend programs or practice the skills learned at home.
Meet with all childcare staff prior to the course start up in order to
ensure that all staff involved know what the 8 week course outline
will entail. 81

Sauve, L. Summary Report 2005 Get Set Learn! A Family Literacy Program. Kitchener: Project READ, July 2005.
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Lessons Learned
Following the three sessions of Get Set Learn! these lessons learned prevail.
1.

2.
3.

4.

5.

6.
7.
8.

9.
10.

11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
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Start promoting the program early. Telephone each of the caseworkers
personally. Send a flyer to caseworkers who have previously referred
clients to this program.
Ensure that the cheque insert occurs within one month of the
program starting. Include locations and dates and times of the program.
Before program starts, meet with the childcare staff to share ideas
for programming. Then as program is going, meet briefly face-to-face to
communicate issues arising, things needed, etc.
Pre-screen clients on the telephone to ensure that they understand all
the requirements of their attendance including the need to complete
weekly homework.
Send a reminder postcard one week prior to the course start date.
Include the address of the location as well as dates and start times. This
would be a quick reminder for parents about their start date and the
location of the course.
Once classes start, keep in touch with host site administrators to
ensure that they are apprised of everything going on in the course.
If a parent misses a class, call them to ensure that they return or at
least find out why they missed a class.
Ensure that all clients feel comfortable. Therefore, when presenting any
information, ensure that you are facing the clients as well as demonstrating
what they are going to do. Ensure that they have understood the
information.
Provide fun classes with varied hands-on activities. Ensure that you
have extra supplies in case parents want more than one activity.
Provide nutritious snacks for both children and their parents,
including water as some families may not be able to afford this kind of
food. It also is good modeling.
Provide a written report card of child’s behaviour at end of course.
Provide a certificate to participants at end of course including their
name and the names of their children.
Ensure that you have age appropriate crafts for the parents and
children to do and that you have crafts for infants as well.
Formally thank all people involved in the running of the program.
Continue to offer a Get Set Learn! Program at the Early Years Centre
in Kitchener. This host site is extremely supportive and they continue to
refer appropriate clients for the program.
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16.

17.

18.
19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

Continue to provide a calendar to participants that includes the
themes of the classes and the dates for the classes to run. Attendance
seemed to be more consistent at the Kitchener site. Cambridge and Elmira
it was inconsistent but that may have been the result of it being run there
for the first time.
Create a brochure for caseworkers that is different from the
brochure for clients. Ensure that the data on the brochure details how it
will benefit their client as well as how it links into the mandate for them.
Revamp the brochure and cheque insert for clients to ensure positive
and correct messages are on the promotional material.
Create some craft ideas/sheets that have easy to understand
instructions so that parents can follow the instructions at home. Use
pictures as well as words so that parents with low or no literacy skills can
understand and do the activity with their children.
Do not start a program unless there are at least 6 registered clients
for the program. If you do not have at least 6, when 3 or more clients
drop out for whatever reason, the program does not run as well. Most of
the activities are designed for larger groups to work together. We know
that parents always drop out.
In the rural locations, offer Get Set Learn! once per week instead of
bi-weekly and extend it to a 10 week program. This format seems to be
the way most rural programs run. We noticed this at the rural Child Health
Fair as well as when talking to the rural participants. With the parents that
attended on a regular basis, most were only available for one day per week.
Continue to provide parents and children with a homework book. The
parents who attended the Kitchener program did their homework on a
regular basis and seemed to take it more seriously than in previous
sessions of Get Set Learn! Continue to ensure that the homework matches
the lesson of the day. The children enjoyed their number books. Perhaps
add in some letters of the alphabet too.
Purchase more supplies (i.e. quality books, flannel boards, videos,
magnetic boards, large books) so that the facilitators do not have to
spend so much time looking for appropriate books and videos. A lot
of time is spent searching libraries, book stores, Early Years Centres, and
other children’s resource centres for appropriate books and other
resources.
Do a six-month follow up to determine the clients’ future prognosis.
In other words, did they find a job or enroll in another educational
program? This will ensure that there are more far-reaching effects
following the program’s end date. In literacy literature, it is a well-known
fact that “you must use it or you will lose it.” In order for parents and
children to maintain their skills, they need to practice. One way to do this
is to continue to attend programs or practice the skills learned at home.
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Conclusions
In conducting this case study, I had hoped to answer these questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Did the Get Set Learn! program meet its objectives?
Did parents and their children benefit from participating in the program?
Have parents learned strategies to assist their children in being school
ready?
Have recommendations from previous Summary Reports been put into
place and has this improved the program?
How does Get Set Learn! compare as a quality family literacy program?
Should the program continue?

The current research has provided some definitive answers to and observations
about the above questions.
First and foremost, the Get Set Learn! family literacy program has met with many
successes. They include:
1.
Some individuals have gained employment following participation in Get
Set Learn!
1.
A number of parents continue their education or training
2.
Parents state that they are implementing reading strategies with their
children that they have learned in the program
3.
Parents state that their confidence has improved
4.
A decrease in the number of parents who do not show following
registration has been seen
5.
A cry to increase the program from six to eight weeks has met with success
6.
The curriculum is flexible yet provides a solid grounding in school
readiness for the child and confidence building for the parent
7.
Community partners are aware of the program and are supportive
8.
The majority of the previous host sites would like to host the program
again and one has done so three times
9.
The childcare workers involved with GSL are supportive of it
10. The funding from the Region of Waterloo is sustainable
11. The promotion via the cheque insert is effective
12. The caseworkers who have referred in the past continue to do so
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However, there are places where the Get Set Learn! family literacy program is
falling down. They include:
1.
It is still difficult to recruit large numbers of parents and children to take
part in the programs, except at the Kitchener location
2.
Recruitment of the target population is still an issue – this course should
be jam-packed each session because of the high numbers of clients on OW
with low literacy skills
3.
Not all caseworkers know about this program even though it is funded by
their workplace. Therefore, some OW clients who could use this program
may never attend it because they don’t know about it
4.
Drop outs still occur at about 30 percent of the registrants
5.
Communication with one of the host sites was not effective
6.
This course is only offered in English which leaves out the ESL population
if they do not have reasonable communication skills in English
7.
There is no second course available for parents who are comfortable with
this format and who would like to take it again
8.
The contact hours haven’t increased proportionately, only in a general
manner
9.
Parents are not tracked once they leave the Get Set Learn! program or
following a referral from Project READ. How many parents really continue
to further their education and if so, in what areas do they study? Also,
what literacy practices do they continue to engage in at home with their
children? Finally, have any other parents gained employment?
According to Thomas, few comprehensive evaluations of family literacy programs
exist, even though there are indications that these programs have positive effects
on the participants. More work is needed to systematically collect evidence
about the effectiveness of these programs.82 Following my analysis on the pros
and cons of Get Set Learn! I think that it is now reasonable to answer all six of the
questions. Answers to the first four questions are definitively “yes.”
Get Set Learn! has continually met its objectives and improved on itself with each
session in most areas. The program fares well as a quality family literacy
program in that it has 13 out of a possible 14 aspects of the “Best Practice”
statements found within the first part of this case study. Finally, although there
are nine areas where Get Set Learn! has fallen down, all is not lost. More data
could be gathered on the long term effects of participation in Get Set Learn! by
implementing a follow up evaluation, six months and one year following parent
participation in the program. This would detail if in fact the parents maintained
or improved their literacy skills and in so doing, improved their child’s chances
for success at school and in life. This would also provide long-term quantitative
and qualitative data which will satisfy the funder and other researchers even
more. So, in conclusion, I think that Get Set Learn! should continue to run, albeit
with some modifications to its evaluation and delivery.
82

Thomas, A. Family Literacy in Canada: Profiles of Effective Practices. In A. Thomas (ed) Family Literacy in Canada:
Profiles of Effective Practices. Ontario: Editions Soleil Publishing, 1998.
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