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This report is about 10 Canadian people
who have been categorized as Level 1 and
Level 2 adults according to the International
Adult Literacy Survey (IALS). It talks
about the types of informal learning that
goes on in their lives and how they practice
their literacy skills. There are two parts to
the report. In the first section an overview
of the project is described with a focus on
the main findings. This type of summary
will open the doors to the 10 stories or nar-
ratives written by the field researchers
about some remarkable adults who have
discovered learning in their own way. These
stories are based on information gathered
from the adult learners through a variety of
ways and over a period of time. In most
cases, these same learners helped make
sense of the information adding their own
voice to the interpretation. The final pages
of the report include an annotated bibliogra-
phy on the methods and techniques used to
carry out this project which is called
ethnography. The reader may find these ref-
erences handy should they want to try out
any of these ideas in their day-to-day work.

Who Should Read this Report?
Literacy instructors and facilitators are the
target audience for this report. By under-
standing the literacy practices of adults,
individual goals and content can be more
streamlined to help meet the expressed
needs of students as they develop their
learning plans. They also may find some of
the stories of fellow learners interesting. 
In addition, it is intended for literacy co-
ordinators and program personnel – those
people who plan programs for adults with
low literacy skills in the community-based,
family and workplace milieus. Knowledge
about the everyday practices of literacy
learners and the types of learning projects
and activities they participate in can help
design more flexible programs and relevant
content. This resource might even serve as
an orientation document for the new
instructor to the field of adult literacy and
essential skills training.
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What Was this Project All About?
Several months ago the National Literacy
Secretariat, Department of Human
Resources and Skills Development Canada,
funded a project to look at the types of
informal learning activities that adults with
limited literacy skills engage in outside of
formal literacy programs and how these
activities relate to their literacy practices.
This part of the project was to better under-
stand the learning lives of adults who often
do not enroll in basic education programs.
Informal learning is defined as any activity
involving the pursuit of understanding,
knowledge or skills which occurs without
the presence of an externally imposed cur-
riculum of formal and non-formal institu-
tional programs. It is possible to view infor-
mal learning in three main areas: self-
directed, incidental and tacit learning.

Because it was difficult to find
Canadian adults in the general walk of life
who might be categorized as IALS Level 1
and Level 2 learners and at the same time
were engaged in some type of learning, we
sought the expertise of the grassroots liter-
acy providers. Five co-ordinators from
across the country representing different
regions and program models were invited to
form a research team. These field
researchers participated in a two-day work-
shop to learn the basic ethnographic
research methods so as to collect and ana-
lyze data. It also provided some skills in

preparing narratives or stories that tell of
the learner’s lived experiences.

After the workshop, the field
researchers returned to their programs and
chose two learners each as participants.
Three criteria were used; that the partici-
pants could be identified as IALS Level 1
and Level 2 based on the program assess-
ment information; that some type of broadly
defined learning had occurred in the past six
months and; if the selected adults were in a
literacy program, that the learning would
focus on those events and activities outside
of the classroom. In total, there were six
males and four females all with less than
grade 9 that participated in the project and
were considered the key informants.

The data was collected over a three-
month period of time in each of the diff e r e n t
regional locations and included four data
sources. The first was an orally administered
informal learning survey and biographical
profile. This survey provided insights into
which learning activities should be observed
and further detailed the lives of the adults.
Observations and field note writing occurred
at the learners’ home, in their community or
neighborhood and for two of the men who
were employed, at their work sites. A f t e r
each observation, an open-ended interview
lasting up to one hour was conducted based
on the nature of the informal learning activ-
i t y. Artifacts were also collected related to
the learning events for analysis.

Four of the participants were identi-
fied as IALS Level 1 and six participants as
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IALS Level 2. All of the adults were
between ages 30-45. Seven of the adults
had children or foster children, two were
single mothers, and four were married or
lived with partners. Two of the participants
worked at small companies while eight
were on disability or welfare assistance or
unemployment insurance. Three of the
adults who participated in the study owned
their own homes.

What Were the Key Findings?
As indicated in Figure 1, three major
themes emerged from the data and included
the life role which fueled the everyday
learning, the situated learning environment
and the everyday practice of literacy skills
across different milieus. These three key
patterns seem to shed some light in under-
standing the informal learning practices of
adults with limited literacy skills.

Life Roles
Adults with limited literacy skills perform
important life roles in the same way that
adults do who have more advanced literacy.
These life roles, which precipitated the
informal learning consisted of combina-
tions of parent, supportive partner, family
member, volunteer, and employee as shown
in Figure 2.

Central to the lives of the participants
with children was the role of parent. A
strong family value system, coupled with
the desire for better educational opportuni-
ties for their children, drove much of the
informal learning activities for the partici-
pants. Connected to this was the role of
being a helping partner for those who were
married or living with another person, or
being a supportive member for the extended
family. Many of the informal learning activ-
ities undertaken by the participants were
initiated as a means of strengthening and
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maintaining the quality of family life.
Another key life role was that of a volunteer
in the local neighborhood. Participants
traced much of their informal learning to
community service. This sense of citizen-
ship and civic engagement provided a feel-
ing of personal well-being, especially for
those who had far reaching employment
goals. In a way, this sense of accomplish-
ment and connectedness that they felt as a
result of their community service learning
and volunteer role may be similar to the
feelings of job satisfaction from paid work
that many adults experience.

Also related to the role of volunteer
was spare-time activities or the avocational

interests of the individual. Much informal
learning took place through hobbies and
leisure pursuits. In the role of employee,
both participants reported that they spent
over five hours a week at the work site
engaged in some type of informal learning
activity that was related to improving an
aspect of their job or enhancing the organi-
zational goals of the small company.

The Situated Learning Environment
A second pattern which emerged from the
data was the environment in which informal
learning was situated in. As can be seen
Figure in 3, the three environments – home,
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community and workplace – were the sig-
nificant milieus where adults engaged in
learning as a result of their life roles.

The home setting provided a backdrop
for shorter types of learning episodes
related to the implications of family life
such as learning about affordable housing
and daycare, head lice, family budgeting,
smart shopping, appliance repairs, recy-
cling, and school related homework topics.
Most of these informal learning experiences
were intentional and conscious. Another
form of learning also took place in a home
environment and could be viewed as the
self-directed learning project type. For

example, learning projects were undertaken
related to home improvements such as
domestic carpeting, kitchen tiling and auto
body repairs. Other projects that had a
series of learning episodes were related to
avocational interests such as bird watching,
gardening and cooking. The preferred learn-
ing style in the home environment involved
a series of methods and various types of
resources. Usually, the participants sought
out advice from an expert such as a familiar
member or tapped into their prior learning
experience from the past. If the television or
radio was used to gather information, then
there was a period of observation followed
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by a phase of doing. If printed materials or
the internet were used then the adults
described this as “learning their own way in
their own time”.

The community and neighborhood
were also portrayed as key milieus that
helped set the stage for informal learning.
Physical spaces and local buildings such as
the library, the church, the elementary
school cafeteria and the community medical
center provided a setting for self-initiated
learning activities. Both self-directed and
incidental learning occurred in this environ-
ment. In one example, a participant had vol-
unteered in a neighborhood school cafeteria
to prepare breakfasts for children. Her
intention behind this community service
was to gain work experience that might
eventually lead to paid employment work-
ing with children. Incidental learning
occurred when she learned how to take the
kitchen supply inventory, a major task, by
recognizing food and product labels.

The types of learning resources that
were used in this milieu included printed
materials such as books or newspapers and
new acquaintances within close proximity
of the neighborhood. This discovery
approach to the learning was described by
the participants as a trial and error method
or “trying to figure something out by not
getting it right the first time”.

The workplace was also a rich infor-
mal learning environment for the two par-
ticipants who had been employed for some
time. One participant described his learning

activities through his volunteer role on the
Safety Committee where he helped write
procedures to follow for an accident-prone
situation. Another participant spoke of his
volunteer role as a learner representative on
a project team for the workplace education
program offered at the site. Through this
role he learned to advocate for workplace
learning on behalf of his fellow employees
despite his limitations around spelling and
writing. Unintentional yet conscious, he
saw himself as an ambassador for learning
at his workplace. A similar style of learning
was used by both employees and consisted
of observing a demonstration, doing the
task and using a co-worker as a resource
when questions arose. Both adults as well
as the other eight participants seemed to
reach into a rich reservoir of past work and
living experiences to help them through the
problem solving process related to the new
learning event or episode.

The Practice of Everyday LiteracySkills
A third major pattern that emerged was the
range of literacy skills practiced by the
adults through the informal learning activi-
ties across the different environments.
(Figure 4)

There was a clear indication that oral
communication skills where most often
practiced as a result of engaging in an infor-
mal learning project, event or episode at
home, in the community or at work. Asking
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questions about a physiotherapy treatment,
speaking to a landlord about tenant respon-
sibilities, expressing an opinion on work
safety were a few examples of the range of
communication skills practiced. Reading
skills with printed materials was also a key
practice area and included health and diet
related information, instructions for repair-
ing, building and making things as well as
subject specific content through news
papers, books, flyers and seed catalogues.
Computer skills were used by some of the
participants as a way of resourcing informa-
tion for homework topics with children,
checking machine and parts inventory at the
work site and for leisure activities such as

searching for sports scores and developing
Christmas card lists. In addition, other skills
sets practiced included spelling, writing,
numeracy, teamwork and problem solving.
Spelling improvement occurred sometimes
when typing in words to a search engine at
a home computer. Writing skills were used
to make poster signs for recycling around
an apartment building while team work
skills were practiced at a workplace com-
mittee. Numeracy was used for comparative
shopping while problem solving skills
seemed to cut across all of the learning
events from identifying where to get a par-
ticular piece of information to judging the
best way to proceed with the next step on
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the learning path. All of these findings are
reflected in the narratives which follow.

What Are Narratives?
Narratives are accounts of a lived experi-
ence that use the voice of the participant as
the main storyline. A trusting relationship
developed between each learner and their
field researcher which was key to obtaining
the information about how living and learn-
ing intersected in their lives. As much as
each narrative is unique in its content and

individual writing style, some format com-
monalities do exist across all of the 10 sto-
ries. To help contextualize the details of the
learner, each story describes its program
setting and provincial region. In addition,
because benchmarks and assessment proce-
dures vary from program to program,
authors have sketched out this information
to help the reader situate the similarities and
differences. This was also useful to help
connect the provincial literacy levels with
the IALS literacy levels.
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Description of the Literacy Program
The Learning Exchange is a literacy educa-
tion center in New Brunswick that provides
a positive and supportive environment for
adults, youth and families. Over the years,
the Learning Exchange has developed liter-
acy programs in response to the needs of the
c o m m u n i t y. One such program is the
evening Community Academic Services
Program (CASP) which serves non-reading
adults or those who have very low literacy
levels. Individuals attending the CASP pro-
gram may need to upgrade their literacy
skills, obtain their General Education
Diploma (GED), land a job, keep a job,
work towards a promotion or simply move
forward in their life. The CASP is a self-
paced program which operates all year
long. The participant in this research project
attended an evening CASP program at the
Learning Exchange.

The program operates two evenings
per week, three hours per evening. The
class sizes are smaller and have fewer par-

ticipants which reflects a learner-centered
approach to the program. A n i m a t o r s
develop individualized learning plans,
which are built around the learner’s needs
and goals. The learner’s individuality and
prior life experience is respected and pro-
vides a basis for further learning. Part of the
Learning Exchange mission is to encourage
individuals to become lifelong learners.

Assessing the Literacy Level of theParticipant
Using the Wide Range Assessment Test or
W R AT, as it is often referred to, we assessed
M a rg a r e t ’s literacy levels. Margaret has been
attending the program for approximately one
y e a r. When she started the program her read-
ing was assessed at a level 1-2 and word
identification at a level 2. Over the past year
her reading and spelling levels have
improved to a level 3 and Marg a r e t ’s math in
now a level 6. These provincial benchmarks
can be associated with an IALS Level 1.
M a rgaret left school in grade six because she
found the academic work too hard.
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Margaret’s main goal is to improve her
reading and writing so she can reply to her
c h i l d r e n ’s notes from school. She also
would like to be able to fill out forms, write
messages and help her children with their
homework. She feels that her lack of educa-
tion is her main barrier to finding employ-
ment and enjoys learning by taking a course
or a class. Information about Margaret’s
informal learning focused on activities and
events outside of her classroom work.

Using the Ethnographic Methods
Our initial survey interview was followed by
my observation and interview of Margaret at
Holy Trinity School where she volunteers for
the breakfast program. When I arrived early
in the morning, Margaret was busy preparing
assorted breakfast foods for the children. She
introduced me to the other volunteer and to
the children already seated at the table. She
appeared relaxed and comfortable and I
noticed that she made time to acknowledge
everyone who entered the room.

Our second observation and interview
was at Margaret’s home. We discussed bud-
geting, grocery shopping, and her support-
ive family members. She indicated to me
that budgeting and shopping for groceries
used to be very stressful for her. Because of
an improvement in reading skills, she can
now use the flyers in the newspaper. She
takes notice of what is on sale by comparing
prices and finding the best value for money.
What used to be a frustrating experience for

her has now become a regular activity.
Using this type of informal learning she
now takes one aisle in the grocery store at a
time instead of writing a list. “A list con-
fuses me, I’d rather just take my time.”

Community Learning andCommunity Living
The first thing that struck me during my ini-
tial interview with Margaret was her kind
gentle spirit. Physically, she is a small
women with shoulder length brown hair and
somewhere in her mid to late thirties.
M a rgaret is a single mother who has three
children, two boys and one girl. Her eldest
son has two children of his own so Marg a r e t
is also a grandmother. It was very evident
that the family is a priority in her life as most
of her activities largely involve them. She
volunteers at her children’s school and
spends a great deal of time with them. She
also likes to go swimming at the A q u a t i c
Centre with them on Friday evenings.
M a rgaret is a responsible parent who
believes that taking care of and spending
time with her children is important. She also
feels that her parenting skills have improved
since raising her first child. She says she
now has much more patience and has devel-
oped a more positive approach to parenting.
This is something she is proud of.

Although Margaret shared some back-
ground information during our interviews, I
feel it should remain confidential. What is
important for the reader to know is that life
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has not been easy for her. It was clear to me
that her choice in learning how to give back
to her community and thereby helping make
it a better place to live had strong links to
her past. Her choice to learn how to make a
positive impact in life even though she
came from the most difficult of back-
grounds is indeed a gift in itself.

Margaret lives in a three bedroom
apartment in a housing co-op complex in
the north end of Saint John, New
Brunswick. The apartment is spacious
enough for Margaret and both of her chil-
dren to have their own rooms. She was able
to find out how to apply and obtain a place
to rent in the co-op by asking the right ques-
tions from the right people. This type of
informal learning enabled her to acquire a
more suitable apartment to meet her fami-
lies needs for a substantial amount less than
she was paying previously. The savings pro-
vide her with some extra spending money
from time to time. Once a week Margaret
voluntarily cleans the hallway of her apart-
ment complex. She does so because she
likes to help out and has a pride for her liv-
ing space. She also likes to look after some
of the trees in the front yard. W h e n

Margaret finds time to relax she usually
goes for walks or goes to Rockwood Park
which is near her home.

M a rgaret has a great sense of commu-
n i t y. She lives in the same neighbourhood
in which she grew up and told me that she
would rather stay here than move to
another part of town. “This is where I want
to live”, she said. I sensed that she feels a
responsibility to help make her community
a better place and one way to do that is to
live her life as a responsible citizen where
she grew up.

Since the neighborhood is a big part of
Margaret’s life she has learned different
ways of giving back to the community. She
volunteers at the local school and has also
volunteered as a camp counsellor at the
Salvation Army’s summer camp for under-
privileged children. As Margaret has a nat-
ural gift for interacting with children she
found learning the skills for these roles very
easy and gratifying. As an added bonus she
was able to go away with her children for a
summer holiday.

For the first time last year Margaret
volunteered for the Salvation A r m y ’s
annual Christmas Kettle drive. Volunteers
stand at an appointed location beside the
kettle and talk with people as they pass by
in hopes that they will support their cause.
Learning how to be a volunteer was an
empowering experience for Margaret. She
said, “I felt like I gained confidence. I
thought I would never be able to do it but I
did and I really enjoyed it.”
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M a rgaret learned a lot about the
Salvation Army and feels they do good
work in the community. She was proud to
tell me that through her role as volunteer,
she learned that they help people out when
they have a fire, they supply blankets and
put families up while they find another
place to stay and each year they run free
summer camps for underprivileged chil-
dren. The supervisor for volunteer activities
wrote Margaret a very positive letter of rec-
ommendation that noted her gentle and car-
ing nature. In our initial interview I had
asked Margaret what was the most impor-
tant skill, knowledge or understanding that
she had gained through the various types of
informal learning activities and, she replied,
“That I can give back or help out.”

When Margaret talked about how she
had learned things at home she indicated that
it was mostly by trial and error. She gave me
an example of making gravy. She said,
“When I first started making gravy I would
pour in a whole bag of flour, now I don’t do
that. Now I know how much to put in.” S h e
also knows who to count on as a resource. If
M a rgaret has a problem reading, writing or
understanding any print material, she will
ask her sister who lives close by for help.

Margaret would like to find full-time
employment which would enable her to be
independent from income assistance and
has attempted to apply for positions in the
past. Normally she will ask the person who
is in charge about the job qualifications.
Most often they have indicated that she will

need a grade twelve high school education
to be hired. The last place Margaret applied
was a nursing home close to where she
lives. She asked her literacy facilitator to
help her put together a résumé, which she
later submitted. When we talked about the
process of applying, she indicated that she
would take whatever was available, clean-
ing, cooking, serving patients and the like.

Through my observations and inter-
views with Margaret, I noticed she was very
connected to the resources in her commu-
nity. I also observed that Margaret has
strong oral communication skills, which she
uses to effectively collect information,
make new connections and help her with
the everyday learning situations that arise.

Extending a Hand ThroughVolunteer Learning at a School
Holy Trinity School is a small elementary
school in the north end of Saint John, New
Brunswick. Often children who go to the
school have little extra at home and for this
reason, the breakfast program is an impor-
tant aspect at Holy Trinity School. It gives
the children a good healthy start to their day.
M a rgaret attended this school as a child and
all of her children have attended as well. For
the past couple of years, she has volunteered
at the breakfast program. Previously her sis-
ter also volunteered at the program and was
a key resource as Margaret learned the dif-
ferent tasks in becoming a volunteer.
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Learning by watching is an important
method for her.

Margaret works with another volun-
teer whose name is Cheryl and together
they prepare breakfast for the children a
half an hour before class begins. There are
trays of cups filled with juice, numerous
boxes of cereal, and fruit which has been
cut up and placed on each table. As children
start to come in to the kitchen I noticed that
Margaret takes time to greet each child
warmly. She knows each child by name,
which surprises me, as there are many chil-
dren who access the program. The half-hour
is very busy for Margaret who directs the
children to a seat, answers their questions
and pours cereal and milk. Even though
things are hectic she takes time to talk with
parents who stop by. As each child leaves to
return to their classroom, Margaret thanks
them for coming and praises them on the
way out. Her encouraging communication
skills are like gifts that Margaret gives to
each child. I was taken by how natural her
interactions were with the children and how
she displays respect for each of them.

Purchasing the food for the breakfast
program is done by one of the teachers at
the school. But Margaret has learned how to
take inventory and prepare lists for the
teachers. “How does the teacher know what
you need”, I asked? “Well”, Margaret said,
“I look at the orange juice or cereal box and
then I just copy it down on a piece of paper.
I know just by doing the program how
many we need on a weekly basis.”

Margaret has also learned to be a vol-
unteer at the Chicken Noodle Soup Club,
which is a hot lunch program for children in
the area. This lunch service is offered every
Tu e s d a y. More recently, Margaret has
learned to volunteer at the Salvation Army
Hostel where she serves food and beverages
to people staying there. Most of these peo-
ple are homeless and need a safe place to
stay. Some are there for a very long time
and others are there just for a short period
because of a transition in their life.

Tapping Into Resources and SupportSystems
When Margaret wants to learn about a com-
munity activity, or needs help she contacts a
community resource to gather information.
This was the case in finding her apartment in
the co-op-housing complex. Because of her
strong oral communication skills, Marg a r e t
made a point of talking to various people
who directed her to the resources and con-
tacts she needed to make an application .

M a rgaret often speaks with Mr.
Reynolds, the Principal of Holy Trinity
School, especially if there is a problem with
one of her children or if she is concerned
about a situation that is happening at the
school. She is not afraid to ask for informa-
tion she needs. She has clear positive com-
munication skills, which allows her to be
effective in accessing resources.

Another example of her resourceful-
ness is when a letter arrives in the mail she
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will telephone whomever has sent the letter
and get the information from them, orally,
over the phone. “I just call them and find
out what it’s about or what I need to do”. If
there is more reading and writing involved
then she takes the document to her sister
who will read and explain it to her.
Margaret sometimes finds helping her chil-
dren with their homework difficult, espe-
cially since her son is in grade eight. “If the
work is too hard, I’ll send my son over to
see my sister to get help. My sister gradu-
ated so she is usually able to help him out.”

In the grocery store when Margaret
goes to pay for her items in the cart, she will
tell the cashier, “I only have one hundred
dollars to spend.” The cashier will tally up
the order and let her know when her total
reaches one hundred dollars. This has
worked well as a budgeting strategy. She
also relies on the cashier and verbal
prompts to help her make sure she has
everything she needs in her grocery order.

Margaret receives the newspaper daily
which is the only regular printed material
she receives other than the mail. She uses
the paper for entertainment, budgeting and
employment information. As previously
mentioned, Margaret uses the flyer to “get
the deals”. She uses it as a resource for
employment information, seeking out job
advertisements and finding out what quali-
fications are required. This helps her to
keep updated on the job market even though
she feels that she is not qualified for most of
the employment opportunities. She is also

interested in community events, but her
favorite part is the Astrology section. She
finds this part of newspaper fun and enjoys
reading it daily. Reading the paper has
become a part of her everyday routine.

Learning to Step Outside of the Box
Margaret continues to push herself outside
of her comfort zone. The first step was vol-
unteering at the school, which she prepared
for by watching her sister before actually
becoming a volunteer. This learning experi-
ence set her in motion to help out as a coun-
sellor at the summer camp for underprivi-
leged children. In turn, she joined a literacy
program and has attended classes regularly
ever since. Most recently, the experience of
volunteering for the Salvation A r m y ’s
“Christmas Kettle” and serving individuals
who are staying at the hostel have been
major learning accomplishments. The more
skills and confidence she gains the more she
is willing to step outside of the box and
challenge herself.

Margaret is motivated to practice her
literacy skills through her volunteer roles
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which she believes will help her find a job.
She enjoys her participation at the literacy
program and works hard while in class. She
is serious about her commitment to attain
the literacy skills she needs and is con-
stantly moving closer to her goals. When
she has success at finding a job she will be
a great asset to her employer.

M a rgaret is becoming more of an
involved and active community member.

Her strong oral communication skills and
ability to interact with people, her volunteer
work with children and her outreach to help
others all point to a woman who is being
transformed. Literacy is not a barrier for
Margaret. It doesn’t interfere with her abil-
ity to share a kind and caring nature with
others or to participate in citizenship. In the
process of reaching her goals, Margaret is
also reaching hearts.
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Background
John works at a property management com-
pany which employs approximately 15
workers, some part-time seasonal, and oth-
ers full-time. The company is located just
outside a small fishing/tourist community in
Nova Scotia with about 1500 residents.
Management at the company values educa-
tion and learning and feels that workplace
education is a good investment in workers
and the company. John is a full time
employee. He has been with the company
for five years and works in all areas includ-
ing snow removal, lawnmowing, machine
maintenance, construction and basic land-
scaping. This involves the use of a variety
of tools and machinery. John is sometimes
in a supervisory role in that he trains new
workers, organizes work crews and keeps
track of employee hours. He had no work
experience in this type of work when he
started and has never participated in any
formal training at the workplace to learn
any aspect of his current job. He plays an

important role as the volunteer learner rep-
resentative on the project team for the com-
pany’s workplace education program.

Description of the Literacy Program
The company has been offering a work-
place essential reading, writing and numer-
acy upgrading program for two years now.
It focusses on writing skills for accident and
maintenance reports and safety procedures
as well as reading skills for understanding
policy manuals, workplace memos and for
participating in workplace training.
Numeracy is also an important area espe-
cially for calculations, carpentry and price
quoting on jobs. The direction for the pro-
gram was determined after an organiza-
tional needs assessment was carried out by
the Nova Scotia Department of Education.
The course is held at the workplace for four
hours, one evening a week. It is cost shared
between the company management and the
Department of Education. Seven workers
participate in the course and they contribute
their personal time and a commitment to
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learning. The program is coordinated onsite
by a workplace project team/committee
which is representative of all workplace
partners including management, workers,
instructor and the Department of Education.
Its role is to initiate, coordinate and monitor
the workplace education program.

Assessment of Literacy Level
John is approximately 35 years old. He is a
hard worker and often works 50-60 hours
per week. Before starting the course he par-
ticipated in an informal assessment session
so that the instructor could determine where
to begin instruction and which materials to
use. This assessment process involved a
detailed interview and a skills assessment.
During the interview, John and the instructor
discussed his job tasks, work and personal
goals, learning style and educational back-
ground. They also discussed his own ideas
about reading, writing and math as well as
perceptions of his skills in those areas. T h e
informal skills assessment included learning
activities designed around workplace texts
and documents and personal interests and
hobbies. For example, to assess writing, he
was asked to complete a workplace form,
and sentence starter activities focussing on
work or personal interests. To informally
assess reading level, John carried out a read-
ing retell activity based on a text from a
workplace manual as well as a cloze activity.
Informal numeracy activities as part of this
informal assessment involved completing

expense sheets, questions around a pay stub
and several generic word problems written
at different levels. Outcomes for these activ-
ities were then assessed against a levelling
system for the provincial Adult Learning
Program. Overall, John was assessed to be
roughly at a level 2 which would be equiva-
lent to a grade seven or eight or IALS Level
2. His math skills were stronger than his
reading or writing skills.

John has seven years of formal school-
ing and describes his reading, writing and
math skills at a moderate level. He skims
the daily paper, reads several magazines on
a regular basis but does not read books. He
has no plans to participate in any formally
organized courses beyond the workplace
education program because of time restric-
tions and the fact that he felt that learning
from attending courses was boring.

Using ethnographic techniques on
learning events outside of the program, John
and I decided that I would first carry out the
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workplace observation. This entailed job
shadowing as well as observing him at his
Toolbox meeting and his involvement as a
volunteer project team member for the
workplace education program. We also
decided that I would do another observation
at his home. After carrying out these obser-
vations conducting the follow up inter-
views, and analyzing the information three
areas or themes seemed to emerge as a way
of understanding John’s informal learning
and literacy patterns. These included a
learning by doing approach, learning
through volunteer work committees and
learning around home and family life.

Learning by Doing
As part of the workplace observation, I
attended a weekly Toolbox meeting. During
this meeting, there was discussion of a
safety related incident which had occurred
the day before. It had involved several
workers who, while doing lawn mainte-
nance, had come close to breaking a power
line and electrocuting themselves. John
responded to the manager’s request for input
into the safety precautions required and pos-
sible solutions. He had once come close to
the same situation and had worked out for
himself a way to avoid such an accident.
Learning from this experience, he was able
to advise other workers and was asked to
volunteer on the safety committee to docu-
ment these required safe practices. The man-
ager referred to the safety manuals which

were at the workplace and asked whether or
not everyone had read them. Interestingly,
John later told me that he has never needed
to learn from the safety manuals.

The rest of the meeting involved work
assignments and discussion of who was
working where and what they were doing.
This involved an amount of job task plan-
ning, communication, listening and organi-
zational skills. Each worker then went on to
perform the assigned duties. I followed
John around who was working indepen-
dently doing general maintenance on some
trucks in the yard as requested on a work
order form from a local garage for a safety
inspection. I observed as he checked the
brakes, noted wear and tear and worked to
bring the vehicle to where it was ready for
inspection against the work order. When I
asked John how he learned to do the work
on these vehicles, he said that he usually
just jumps in and attacks a problem and if it
is something which really stumps him, he
has a brother who is a licensed mechanic
whom he calls. He says that his problem
solving skills have been sharpened by being
presented with tasks which required that he
work through a specific problem.

One such incident was when he was
asked to investigate the breakdown of a
bulldozer by identifying the problem and
carrying out the best solution. First, he had
to identify that a cylinder had blown, then
investigate why, then decide on a solution
and find out where to reorder the part. He
did this successfully and ended up saving
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the company repair and lost productivity
costs. As John says, “learn as you go, don’t
be afraid to try something”. He had also
driven a truck in the past and applied some
prior knowledge from that experience to the
situation at hand. This “can do” attitude
requires a certain amount of confidence; a
confidence to roll up one’s sleeves and
attack a problem. These types of successful
on the job informal learning experiences
may have also boosted his confidence.

Some other regular job tasks he was
carrying out that day involved safety main-
tenance on vehicles such as lawnmowers
and trucks; replacement of parts and indica-
tion of wear and tear; and stock inventory
using the office computer. I was amazed at
the skill level required in these everyday
work tasks, and how he had self-taught
himself, not from a manual but from previ-
ous knowledge acquired through past work
experience.

As a senior staff member, John some-
times acted in a training and supervisory

role for new employees. He said that by
directing the work of new staff, explaining
the use of different equipment and what
customers want, he has developed some
leadership and supervisory skills. T h e s e
skills and his sense of confidence were
learned informally by trusting his own abil-
ity to go about a task.

Learning Through Volunteer WorkCommittees
My observations at the worksite also

led me to participate in a workplace educa-
tion project team meeting where I observed
John in his volunteer role as a member of
this committee. His role is to represent the
interests of the learners in the program. In
attendance was the instructor of the pro-
gram, the Skill Development Coordinator
of the Department of Education, the com-
pany manager, two learners and myself. An
agenda was circulated in a very informal
setting. There was general discussion about
the program and learner representatives
were asked to contribute. John followed the
discussion and his contributions were useful
and well thought out. There was consider-
able time spent on going over the funding
application for the program, which involved
the use of numeracy skills and the ability to
do basic calculations and make decisions.
He told me in the follow up interview that
he wants to contribute to the success of the
program and said that these meetings and
his participation in them “makes you think
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about what you can contribute”.
“Everybody is open to learning”. From
being a part of this team, John told me he
has learned that what he says does matter
and his opinions and contributions are as
valuable as others. This kind of learning he
said, has given him the confidence to speak
up and practice his communication skills.

I referred earlier to a workplace situa-
tion where John volunteered to sit on a
safety committee to help write procedures
to follow for an accident prone situation.
John told me that he had been a member of
the committee in the past, and likes to vol-
unteer for these work- related committees.
He feels that from his experiences on the
job, he has acquired a lot of useful knowl-
edge, and calls it “hindsight”. This volun-
teer role provides a source of informal
learning which involves describing in writ-
ing potentially dangerous situations and
documenting the appropriate safety proce-
dures. The committee then has to communi-
cate these procedures to the rest of the work
crew. John believes that through such work-
related activities he learns informally on a
regular basis for about three hours a week.

Learning Around Home and Family Life
John, his wife and fourteen year old

daughter, rent the bottom of a house in the
small historic town where he works. My
home observation took place one day when
he was doing yard work and helping a

neighbour get her garden ready for spring.
John first showed me a fence he had just
finished for his garden and we talked about
planting times and vegetable care. He told
me that all of this information about gar-
dening came from growing up around it.
His father had always had a garden and he
had spent a lot of time working with him
around the family property. John mentioned
that every year he enjoys helping out his
neighbour by digging, weeding and giving
instructions to her on planting and caring
for trees and flowers. I noticed how atten-
tive she was to him and how she clearly
appreciated the information. He said that he
knows most everything about gardening for
his specific needs. However, there is the
odd occasion when he refers to a book or
looks for information on the internet about
a certain plant or tree.

Although he enjoys working around
the home property, he doesn’t have that
much time to give it since he works six days
a week doing property maintenance and
wants some time to spend with his wife and
daughter. He told me that at times he helps
his daughter with those school projects
which interest him. For example, he had
spent the past several evenings with her
watching for birds and researching some of
their behaviours with her. He showed me a
book of local birds he had bought her for
this project and told me that he had always
had animals while growing up and still
enjoys owning pets. There was a pet dog
and a pet rodent in the house and a cage for
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rabbits in the yard which he had built. John
joked that he didn’t help her with any of the
writing components of these projects and
that was probably why she always got an
“A”. He also described another project that
he had helped his daughter with which
involved doing research on the history of
their town as it celebrated its 250th anniver-
sary. He showed me a file with newspaper
articles about this celebration gathered from
the local paper and said that he was able to
help her because he had grown up here and
could offer some background stories.

His daughter uses the family computer
for her school work and for communicating
with friends. By “playing around” on it,
John said that he got comfortable enough so
that he was not timid to try out the computer
at work when they got one. At home, he
uses e-mail once in a while, and searches
sites for the sports teams and some on-line
shopping. He has also shown his wife some
of these search skills that he has informally
learned.

It was interesting to observe that read-
ing materials in the home consisted of mag-
azines, school books, store and seed cata-
logues, cookbooks and the local paper. He
told me that he preferred to watch the news
on television occasionally or listen to it on
the radio. What he reads in the local weekly
paper is mainly the court reports because he
usually recognizes someone in the article
and the local sports scores. As well, he likes
to scan the classified section to see who is
selling what or to check on community

events which the family regularly attend.
The cookbooks belonged to his wife, but he
said that he will flip through them when the
mood hits him to cook. He prefers to exper-
iment, however, when it comes to cooking
and this goes back to his “learning by doing
approach”. He said that when he reads he
prefers to read, “how to” books or guides
rather than newspaper articles, magazine
articles or novels. Reading, he said, has to
have a purpose. For example, he showed me
a guide book to movie reviews which listed
titles, actors alphabetically and summaries
of the movie along with a rating.

A Literacy Rich Life
From my observations and follow up inter-
views with John, I discovered that the roles
in his life are very literacy rich. These
include his work, volunteer and family
roles. I got a sense that John has confidence
in his skills and knowledge when con-
fronted with a new learning situation.
Although he has a very modest appreciation
of them, this doesn’t deter him from follow-
ing his interests and taking risks. This is
probably the reason he has emerged as
somewhat of a leader at work. He enjoys a
challenge and will rise to it. He also seems
to enjoy sharing his knowledge by teaching
or directing others such as with his co-
workers, his neighbour and his daughter. He
has pride in what he has learned informally
and transfers this knowledge across his
roles at work and home.
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His literacy practices include reading,
finding information, problem-solving and
numeracy skills, to name a few. He uses
them as a means to an end. Although he
doesn’t read books or novels, do puzzles or
write specifically, he does not shy away
from activities which may involve the use
of these literacy skills. His wife does all of
the household budgeting because it is
“doing math”, but he will do the carpentry
work which requires knowledge of mea-
surements, conversions, fractions and other
mathematical operations. When we talked
about the maintenance mechanic work he
does on the job, I asked him whether he had
ever considered returning to school to
receive his papers or certification in this
work. Although clearly he had the skills and
knowledge to do the work, the academics or
study part of this goal were out of the ques-
tion for him. The formalized study part of
this process did not interest him at all.
Beyond participating in the workplace edu-
cation program, he has no desire to further

his studies. This may change depending on
his academic success in this course and
whether he obtains his goal of a high school
equivalency.

His desire and interest to work with his
daughter on her school projects is evidence
of how John practices his literacy skills. His
reference to his daughter’s grade and the
fact that he didn’t help with the writing
components may indicate that he is more
willing to use literacy when there is no eval-
uation component. For instance, the work-
place education program has no form of
evaluation of the learners other than how
the workers themselves decide to be per-
sonally evaluated. John also appears to have
a distrust or disillusionment with formal
organized education. I feel that John has
developed some very effective informal
learning strategies to deal with the tasks of
life. What stands out is that he relies on
prior learning, is not afraid to make a mis-
take and trusts his abilities to learn by
doing.
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Description of the Literacy Program
The Learning Centre is a community based
adult literacy program located in downtown
Edmonton, Alberta. The Centre provides
small group learning and tutoring in read-
ing, writing and math. There are other activ-
ities such as women and men’s book clubs
and a group doing research on the impact of
violence on the women members and their
learning. From time to time other activities
have existed at the Centre like a singing
group, an art class, computer training and
various fitness groups.

The Learning Centre strives to be a
student centred literacy program. W h e n
learners start at the Centre they meet with a
coordinator to talk about what they want or
need to learn. The meeting usually includes
an informal assessment of reading, writing
and math abilities and strategies for learn-
ing. A program is then set up for the indi-
vidual or, if they wish they may join an
existing group. The program and the special
interest groups change often to meet the

needs of learners. Some of the suggestions
for the various groups have come from the
learners.

Assessing the Literacy Level of theParticipant
When GBC (pseudonym for learner) came
to the Centre he was given an informal
reading assessment by one of our facilita-
tors. The facilitator asked what he would
like to read and he chose a book from the
many resources. During the reading exer-
cise, note was taken of miscues and his
problem solving strategies around them.
From this initial interview a program was
set up and GBC started working with a
community volunteer tutor. Later he
worked with the reading and math groups
and has been doing well with group work
ever since.

Since he began at the Centre, GBC has
improved his skills so that he can read the
headlines in the Edmonton Sun as well as
the sports, the comics and the entertainment
sections. He scans the paper for interesting
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headlines and tries to pick out the key infor-
mation. Sometimes he will read the whole
article but this is rare. He reads the English
Express and short instructions on computer
games that he can access either at the
Learning Centre or at the public library. He
d o e s n ’t read long passages unassisted
because he gets “too frustrated by not know-
ing enough words”.

The International Adult Literacy
Survey (IALS) designates five levels of lit-
e r a c y. Level 2 is stated as “respondent can
only deal with material that is simple,
clearly laid out and in which the tasks
involved are not too complex…it identifies
people who adapted their lower literacy
skills to everyday life, but would have diff i-
culty learning new job skills requiring
higher level of literacy. ”1 GBC falls into this
category – Level 2. He has learned how to
adapt his skills to his everyday life and how
to gather information from his surround-
ings. However, he may have diff i c u l t y
learning a new job skill if his only way of
learning it would be through text.

Profile of GBC
GBC is man in his thirties who has been at
the Learning Centre for about three years.
He joined up in this program on the recom-
mendation of one of his friends who was
already enrolled and over the years he has

been involved with reading, writing and
math. He also takes part in a creative writ-
ing group and is a member of the men’s
book club.

When I asked GBC how he would like
himself described in this report he had some
difficulty finding the words. With probes
like “how do think a smart person would
describe you?” Or “how would James (a
very good friend, not his real name)
describe you?” he was able to respond with
statements like “nice guy, honest, easy to
talk to, good listener, good with my hands,
people trust me and volunteer too much.”

These are accurate descriptions of
GBC. However, it is interesting he men-
tioned the emotional and spiritual character-
istics but did not describe his physical or
intellectual abilities. When I asked him how
he was “good with his hands” he said he
could take care of his things. He did not
mention any of his abilities to build or
repair objects, his ability to grasp math con-
cepts easily or his strong memory, which
would indicate his intellectual strengths.
Throughout my observations and inter-
views with GBC outside of the Learning
Centre, I found that he functions and trusts
the spiritual and emotional aspects of his
life but is not as in tune with his intellectual
and physical side.

G B C ’s background in learning
involves a lot of moving. He was born in
Edmonton and started school here but
shortly after that his family started to move
around. He has lived in large Canadian

30

A Close-Up Look at 10 Canadians

1 Background information on the International
Adult Literacy Survey, p.3



cities and small rural communities never
staying long in any place. He lived with
grandparents on both sides of the family
and remembers living with his grandfather
in southern Alberta as a very happy time in
his life; he was thirteen at the time.

He was shy in school and did not get to
know others well. GBC fondly remembers
his sports prowess but his memories of his
reading and writing experiences were not
satisfying ones. His last school was in rural
southern Alberta when he was 18 years old.
Sometime after leaving school he moved
back to Edmonton
where he has lived
for the past 15
years. GBC’s work
history has mainly
been in labour
related jobs. His
longest employ-
ment has been with a cleaning firm doing
seasonal cleaning at the Stadium in
Edmonton. He says he would like to work
more hours but recognizes that he needs to
come to the Learning Centre to continue
his progress.

Learning to Be a Volunteer – TheImportance of Trust
GBC spends a great deal of his time volun-
teering for the Boyle Street Co-op which is
a collection of agencies providing services
to people of the inner city. He has many
friends who also do volunteer work for the

Co-op. Part of his identity as a “good guy”
around the Co-op stems from his interac-
tions with others he meets through this
activity.

The main event of GBC’s involvement
within this community is Bingo. The Bingo
hall where he volunteers is large with about
200 people most of whom smoke and talk to
their friends while playing. In his present
volunteer job as Odd/Even Controller at the
hall, he deals directly with the card sellers,
the floor manager and the bingo chairperson
most of whom he knows well and trusts.
This trust element is key in the informal
learning that has occurred in the job.

As Odd/Even Controller he is working
with two types of tally sheets one for track-
ing outgoing bingo cards and incoming cash
and a second set for a cumulative total for
all the sellers and all the different games at
the end of the day. The ongoing tally sheets
are colour coded to help the controller keep
the games separated. On these sheets GBC
must note the sellers name, the number of
cards they have (usually in 100 card lots)
and the amount of money they have turned
in. The floor manager sheet is used to keep
track of the change he makes for the floor
manager. When GBC is making change or
counting money from the card sellers he
counts the number of bills but not the value
of the bills. Some of the sellers recount it by
value, as a way of checking.

The trust element I mentioned earlier
is reciprocal in that the card sellers must
trust GBC because he keeps track of how
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much money they owe the hall. If he should
make a mistake or if he was dishonest they
would be held responsible for lost money.
The same is true for the floor manager, who
can have as much as three hundred dollars
in coinage and five-dollar bills at any time
throughout the games. GBC must trust the
other volunteers because they are the ones
he turns to when he cannot read or decode
the information. Instead of reading the tally
sheets, he has memorized where the infor-
mation has to be inserted. The colour cod-
ing of the tally sheets helps him a great deal.
As well, he uses a calculator and when there
are certain keys he doesn’t understand he
knows he can ask Shirley (not her real
name) the bingo chairperson for help
because he trusts her. He has asked her
before for help and she answers his ques-
tions factually with no judgement or accu-
sation in her tone. GBC says that “She’s a
nice lady, she always helps people.”

When I asked GBC how he learned the
job and why he wanted it in the first place
he said he just watched others doing it and
realized he could also do it. He wanted the
job because it gave him more status among
the volunteers. He also seems interested in
another volunteer job at the Bingo Hall, that
of cashier.

The cashier has more responsibility
and therefore more status because she/he
works with the public and must appear fully
confident. In this volunteer hierarchy, the
next step for GBC would be floor manager,
a job that also has more status not because
of its public profile but because it is super-
visory. Even though GBC shows deference
and patience when helping new volunteers
he does not want to be a floor manager
because it might involve “ordering people
around”. He sees people in that job as
“thinking they are smart”. When probing
deeper into how he knew whom to trust to
help him if a problem arose, he said it was
something he had learned over a long time.
He does not ask anyone who acts like “they
are smart” or teases him about something
personal to him. “If someone crosses me I
don’t [trust them]”.

Comfort with and knowing the envi-
ronment is a big part of GBC’s ability to get
along in situations where his reading skills
are needed. His first strategy if he is pre-
sented with unfamiliar text is to ask some-
one he trusts. GBC’s ability to read people
and situations has worked out well for him
in the past so he sticks to it. It seems that he
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is gathering information in an emotional
way; he senses whom he can ask and whom
he cannot.

By observing and trying new volun-
teer jobs at the Bingo Hall he is internaliz-
ing new skills much like people learn yoga
or carpentry. When I asked GBC what kind
of learning he valued, he mentioned driving
a car. I asked why that was important and he
said it would be just great since he has been
trying for a couple of years to read the man-
ual so he can get a driver’s license. I further
asked him if he thought that his way of
learning (emotional and/spiritual) were
valuable. He didn’t understand what I
meant until I talked about his way of read-
ing people and his feeling about certain sit-
uations. He seemed happy to hear there was
a name for that type of learning.

From research I completed in 2002
titled What do Literacy Students T h i n k
Being Literate Is?2, I have found students’
definitions of literacy to be very personal
ones. GBC believes literacy not only
involves reading and writing but speaking
and listening. When I asked at the end of
one interview how he felt he was doing at
the Learning Centre he said, “I’m a happy
reader and my speaking is so much better.
[But] I’m not going to sing and I’m not
going to do no play.”

According to GBC’s definition, the lit-
eracy practices he engages in at the bingo
hall are not only reading the tally sheets and
filling in the appropriate information. He
must also count money, listen to and answer
questions posed by the various card sellers,
encourage and guide sellers, if they are new,
and make the whole exercise look eff o r t l e s s .

Informal Learning as a VolunteerDisc Jockey
GBC is also a volunteer DJ at the Alano
Club in downtown Edmonton, Alberta. The
Alano Club is for people living with others
who have substance addiction issues or who
are recovering addicts themselves. It is on
the second floor of an Alcoholics Anony-
mous building on the side of a steep hill.
The clientele is mostly between the ages of
18 and 30. The club is open on Friday and
Saturday nights from 9:00 PM to about 2:00
AM. Soft drinks and hotdogs are served.
Board games and playing cards are available
but the main reason people come to this club
is to listen to music and dance alone or in
groups. The club is not large and nearly
everyone except GBC smokes. Loud music,
mostly Hip Hop, is constantly playing.

In order to learn the music collection
GBC has copied the titles and names of per-
formers for over one hundred separate CD’s
into a large yellow notebook. He perfected
his knowledge of the music collection for
some months before he was asked to take
on the volunteer job. In preparation for this
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job, GBC did not read the titles but learned
to recognize what the title looked like from
spending time printing them exactly as they
appear on the CD. He then assigned each
CD a page and slot number so he could
locate them quickly in his yellow notebook.
This process took him some time to inter-
nalize but now he merely adds new CD’s to
his memory bank as they are purchased and
the yellow notebook has fallen into disuse.

Having found this learn-
ing method to be unique, I
took titles of music from
G B C ’s copied collection and
wrote the words on a white
board using upper case letters
if he had used lower and visa-
versa. He was unable to make
out the titles until I used the
exact type of printing he had
used when he copied them
into his book. From this I real-
ized he was not reading the titles but recog-
nizing them like graphics on the computer.

The night I went to the Alano Club to
conduct my observation, GBC started off
the evening by playing a selection of music
he had chosen. But as the evening pro-
gressed he began to take both verbal and
written requests from the patrons. When a
club patron approached the DJ’s counter
GBC first talked to them and asked what
they wanted to hear. This made it easy for
him to find the selection. Sometimes he
would get written requests provided on
small forms. If he could decode the request

by matching one or all of the letters or
words on the form to his inventory of titles,
he would retrieve the piece. If he could not
he asked someone he trusts much the same
as he did at Bingo when a difficulty arose.
If there was nobody to ask he just took his
best guess. The patrons at the club see GBC
as a big friendly guy who is knowledgeable
about the music and is quick with a smile
and a joke. Everyone stops to talk to him in

a friendly, collegial way.
In this environment,

GBC informally learned the
volunteer job by observing
others. He wanted the job
because he loves music and
enjoys watching others have
a good time. He feels the job
gives him some prestige in
the group at the club and he
has aspirations of doing DJ
work for weddings or par-

ties. However, the most important reason he
gave for spending all the time he did to
learn the job and to perform well in the role
is that “I’m not drinking. I’m learning about
my pride and good feelings. Besides I have
a good time and I don’t want to stay at
home.”

Similar to his volunteer membership at
the Boyle Street Co-op, the literacy prac-
tices GBC engages in at the Alano Club are
reading, writing, listening, speaking
(including hip hop jargon), and positive
social interactions. These literacy practices
gained through informal learning are the
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ones he needs to get along at the Club.
Across both volunteer roles, GBC has three
strategies for learning how the world works
around him. His first strategy is to ask
someone he trusts. His second strategy is to
watch and imitate steps taken by others and
if neither of these methods work he takes a
chance and tries it anyway.

Living the Local Life
GBC wants a good life for himself, which
includes material possessions and position
in his community. GBC is constantly gain-
ing information informally through his vol-
unteer and community work around
Edmonton. He sees his contribution as valu-
able and he understands he needs certain
reading and writing skills in order to keep
moving to more challenging volunteer jobs.
These jobs provide him with the status he
enjoys among his peers. GBC does not want
to improve his skills to get better paid work
or to participate in a wider social or enter-
tainment circle because he has no desire to
move away from his neighbourhood. In one
of our interviews I asked if he wanted to
come over to the south side of Edmonton to
go for coffee. He squinted his eyes and
shrugged and finally he shook his head. He
is, what Barton and Hamilton refer to as,
“living the local life.”3 It could be that he

wants to stay in one place because he
moved around so often as an adolescent or
it could be that he has found his place and
feels comfortable. He says, “I pretty well
have it made.” which means he lives alone,
has a DVD player, doesn’t smoke or drink
and is exactly the “good guy” his friends
would say he is.
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The Setting
Smithers is a medium sized community
located in Northwestern BC. With an urban
population of 5000, and a surrounding rural
population of 13,000 it acts as a service cen-
tre for a broad area. Almost one third of the
population is native from the Wetsuwet’en
and Babine nations. Settled early in the
1800’s as a railway town for the Grand
Trunk Pacific, the community is rich in his-
tory and culture. Located in the Bulkley
Valley, Smithers sits in beautiful alpine
scenery with mountain ranges surrounding
a rich valley filled with trout filled lakes,
salmon rich rivers, and deep forest reserves.
The main industries stem from the land and
include forestry, mining, agriculture, and
tourism.

Description of the Literacy Program
Smithers Community Learning Services is a
community literacy program, which has
been in operation for seven years. Part of a

l a rger non-profit organization, we work with
many community partners such as the
l i b r a r y, the community college, and the local
parenting and family support network to
support a wide range of learning services.
One part of the service is a volunteer tutor-
ing program, which matches adults with low
literacy skills and volunteer tutors from the
c o m m u n i t y. Jim, who was the research par-
ticipant in this project, has enrolled in the
tutoring program twice and is considering
returning again. Adults in our tutoring pro-
gram generally have specific learning goals
such as getting their drivers license, prepar-
ing for GED and the like. Most learners par-
ticipate for six months to a year and then
take a break when work, family demands or
stress causes them to need a rest. Some
return and even bring family members with
them to become learners as well.

Assessing the Literacy Level of theParticipant
We use a combination of materials to assess
our learners. The primary tool is “Intake
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Assessment Materials – Fundamental Level
English and Math”. This is a resource pro-
duced by Vancouver Community College
which helps establish the grade level a per-
son is reading and writing at. The student
chooses a graded piece of reading from a
selection of passages which they feel is
approximately at their level. They read it
aloud and answer comprehension questions
about the passage afterwards. If the student
has little diff i c u l t y, they are asked to read
increasingly difficult passages until it
appears they have reached their top level.
Each passage has a predetermined grade and
this helps measure each student to a certain
provincial standard.

As many of our students have learning
disabilities, we also use some materials cre-
ated by the Delta School District to assess
brain functions such as short-term memory,
sequencing, visual processing, and auditory
processing. This type of assessment
involves a series of very small tests such as
listening to a set of three instructions and
then doing what was asked, writing out the
days of the week or alphabet in sequence,
writing out nonsense words as they are dic-
tated, listing the number of syllables in
words that are read out, and copying a com-
plicated line drawing by sight. These tests
help narrow the focus of where a problem
may lie and identify areas of strength and
weakness. Jim’s assessment revealed no
obvious learning disabilities. All his mental,
auditory and visual processing skills indi-
cated no difficulties. His reading level was

assessed at grade 4 and his writing weak-
nesses tended to focus around spelling. He
made it through grade school but was
always in the “occupational” class and left
the school system before high school. Jim
would be identified as an IALS Level 2
learner.

Learner Profile
Jim is a sturdy native man with an engaging
smile. Now in his mid forties, he was born
and raised in the Smithers area. He has cho-
sen to live off reserve to access the more
balanced life of town living. Jim is a very
social person with lots of friends and fam-
ily. He lives with his wife and two foster
sons in a townhouse, which they own. His
wife has taken upgrading and is trained to
be an office assistant. However, they were
in a bad car accident about a year ago and
are still suffering with health problems from
it. Jim’s back is so bad that he has had to
give up his goal of being a truck driver. This
injury has been very discouraging to him
but he would still like to return and com-
plete his GED.

Jim has come twice to the literacy pro-
gram and been matched with a tutor but
each time, it has been very hard to actually
get him to show up to the tutoring sessions.
When we discussed why this was, there
were always reasons that centered on his
busy life-style. He was never able to say if
he felt uncomfortable or self identify a
deeper-rooted reason for not attending.
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Jim is a very gentle man who lacks
confidence in his ability to deal with “Big
Words”. Throughout his life he developed a
real fear of tests which has extended into his
adult learning. A couple of years ago, when
he and I went to pick up a drivers manual,
he could barely get inside the door of the
motor vehicle office. He had to sit down
while I got the manual and when we left, he
was sweating profusely. He told me he is
really nervous of that place since he tried
and failed his drivers test there several
times.

A Range of Informal LearningActivities
Jim’s strength is that he is so social which is
an asset in his cultural life. In addition, his
life experience has kept his level of knowl-
edge current in part because of the wide
range of informal learning that he under-
takes. For example, he volunteered at the
Christmas Hamper program this past year
and said it was the first volunteering he has
done. Much learning took place around
meeting new people, learning their names,
and working together.

Because he and his wife have taken on
two foster sons, he has been learning more
about what teens like, the price of their
clothes, and even learning to cook Chinese
food. He does most of the home repairs
himself and says that when he doesn’t quite
know how to tackle a job, he goes to the
lumberyard, asks for advice and then goes

home and figures out how to do it on his
own. The most recent challenge he under-
took was the interior repainting of their
home. This was something he hadn’t done
before but using his wife as a resource they
managed it just fine according to Jim.

As I spent time with Jim and his wife
at their home, observing the painting and
home improvements they were working on
I was impressed with their desire to learn
more about such hobby-related activities. It
is an active process and Jim has always got
an idea for the next home improvement pro-
ject they are going to tackle. Their home is
one of a row of five connected condo units
and is by far the neatest and best main-
tained.

I invited Jim’s wife to come with us
when we attended a community workshop
on Birch-bark Biting. I knew he would be
more comfortable and I was interested in
watching them interact together during this
informal learning episode. A First Nations
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woman who had overcome major literacy
barriers to turn the craft of birch bark biting
into a business delivered the workshop. The
chairs arranged for seating the workshop
participants had two evaluation papers on
them and from the moment Jim sat down,
he was looking at the papers. He borrowed
a pen from his wife and spent the entire
workshop laboriously completing the form,
often turning to his wife for help. He
handed them to me at the end of the work-
shop and where most people had given one
or two word answers, Jim had written out
long sentences in a very positive attempt to
give feedback to the facilitator. In spite of
this major preoccupation, Jim enjoyed
learning about the craft and was pleased
when his wife was able to bite a design into
the bark in spite of the fact she had false
teeth. The presenter had said it didn’t work
with false teeth and it obviously was a
delight to both of them to discover she
could do it. Jim himself does not have front
teeth and so would not even try to do the
biting.

The Distraction of Print
Jim presents an interesting contrast as a low
literacy reader. He regularly reads the local
paper, bargain finder, and flyers. However,
when it comes to forms, tests, and any doc-
ument where he must read and then answer
in writing, he gets distracted, and over-
whelmed by the obligation to “do it right”.
For example, during the cultural learning

event we attended together, Jim spent much
of the learning time, just trying to fill in the
event evaluation.

As is common with many low literacy
people, Jim doesn’t write much down. He
keeps no record of appointments and relies
on people to call and remind him. He does-
n’t read bills and other mail that comes
through the post but instead relies on his
wife to do that. As Jim says, “Paper makes
me nervous”.

Jim is committed to continuous learn-
ing and trying to improve his spelling and
reading practices. It seems that he has a
strong desire to improve these skills and
others more through informal learning than
formal program tutoring. He has, however,
developed habits and patterns around paper
that directly impact how he chooses to
learn. He has personal stress alarms that are
triggered by paper and so has developed
informal learning techniques that do not
involve paper.

I found that while Jim has adapted his
personal life to manage without paperwork,
he didn’t realize this consciously. He hadn’t
considered that he also needed to adapt his
formal learning process to accommodate
this challenge. When I assessed him some
time ago, and we talked about his fear of
tests, he wasn’t able to tell me that any type
of paper work that obliged him to fill in
answers was a problem. It is one thing to
have informal learning processes that work
and quite another to be able to articulate
what they are. This may help explain his
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lack of persistence in the tutorial type of lit-
eracy program.

It seems that many people with low lit-
eracy skills can tell you what they cannot do
and what doesn’t work, but it is much
harder to help them articulate how they do
learn and cope with literacy in their every-
day lives. To know how we learn best is not
something we always are aware of. Through
my various interviews and observations
with Jim in his home and community envi-
ronments, it seems he learns best through
hobby related and home management activ-
ities where he can seek out human resources
for support and guidance, observe, problem
solve and complete an independent project.
This process is further highlighted in the
next section.

Many Voices Make Learning Easy
Jim has developed a process, which works
well for him when he wants to learn some-
thing new. He begins by asking people
around him for their knowledge about the
topic. He then goes to the place of expertise
on the subject and asks more questions and
takes their advice. When possible he will
watch TV or listen to radio to gain more
information. Then he talks it over with his
wife and they tackle the subject or learning
project together.

A practical example was when they
decided to paint the inside of their house.
They had never done any household paint-
ing. Jim watched decorating shows on TV,

asked his friends for advice, then went to
the lumberyard and talked. They helped him
select the best materials and told him tips on
how to do the job well. He then went home
and started painting. He said, “in the begin-
ning it didn’t look too even but by the end,
it looked pretty good!” He was very pleased
and proud of accomplishing this major
home improvement project. Throughout the
various steps in this process of self-direc-
tion, Jim was practicing his oral communi-
cation skills and his problem solving skills
– two key literacy practices.

When I asked him if he was going to
use this method again, he told me that his
next learning challenge is that he has to try
and qualify for a disability status with the
government. He is already talking to people
and asking questions and he said his next
step is to find a doctor.

Jim finds this seeking of many sour-
ces of advice a good way to be sure he is
getting all the information he needs about a
subject. It seems he has an uncanny sense
of how to collect facts and from whom
which helps compensate for his dislike of
printed materials.

Confidence Drives an Inquiring Mind
It is often the case that people with low

literacy skills tend to live isolated lives
which effect the opportunities for formal
and informal learning. Much of this comes
from lack of self-esteem and personal con-
fidence. Jim’s strong social lifestyle is a
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product of many things. He is naturally a
helpful, fun loving person, with the support
of his wife he has stayed very involved in
his community, and he is part of a native
oral culture, which is internally supportive.
All of this provides a foundation for his
continuous learning.

Jim is not afraid to try again to move
towards his GED in spite of the many times
he feels he has failed. He still has the confi-
dence to believe he can do it. In addition, he
has not withdrawn from society because he
can’t read or write well. In fact, he sees his
literacy challenges a bit like a disability,
which it is possible to live a good life in-
spite of. His literacy issues have not dis-
couraged him from having an inquiring
mind nor from engaging in a wide assort-
ment of learning projects outside the class-
room.

I see the contrast with other learners
who have shut their minds to the idea of
continuing to learn. They often link learning
to reading and writing. Jim does not. He is
a great example of the power of confidence
in overcoming challenges. It has made the
difference in how he lives his daily life and
the quality of his lifestyle.

An Inquiring Mind
Jim has highlighted some really inter-

esting aspects of learning. He is a person
who has left our literacy program three

times and returned twice. On the surface, he
seemed to be a resistant learner who just
didn’t have the drive to keep at his studies.
In fact, the opposite is true. When you look
at his informal learning habits, he has a con-
tinuously inquiring mind, which is always
open to tackling new life learning. He has
optimism and determination and a strong
sense of self. He is indeed a lifelong learner.

A fascinating discovery was just how
distracting the material paper could be to
Jim’s learning. It became clear that certain
forms of print and paper get in the way of
his learning. Jim illustrates that a person
can be a reader of print but yet find it a
major barrier to the process of learning. It
also illustrates the value of creating assess-
ments that can reveal more about a students
informal learning habits and barriers.
Studying Jim’s informal learning practices
has peeled back layers of preconceptions,
and stereotyping that covered the real fact
that Jim has a confident, inquiring mind and
is a determined learner with specific issues
that affect how he learns.

42

A Close-Up Look at 10 Canadians



Description of the Literacy Program
St. Joe’s Adult School is located in Vanier,
Ottawa, and is run by Ottawa-Carleton
Catholic School Board. Vanier is a good
location for the school because it encom-
passes an area with a high unemployment
rate, and a low number of people who have
not had the opportunity for post-secondary
education. Many of the residents in Vanier
are French-speaking or bilingual. T h e
school’s adult literacy program offers many
classes that provide instruction in English
as a second language (ESL) and literacy and
basic skills (LBS). This program provides
reading, writing and math classes to learn-
ers who want to upgrade their skills to enter
the adult high school. St. Joe’s has been
operating as an adult school since 2001 and
its literacy and basic skills class has had a
steady enrolment of 12 to 24 students who
for the most part attend on a daily basis.
Different teachers teach morning and after-
noon classes which run from 9:30 to 12:00
and 12:30 to 3:00.

Assessing the Literacy Level of the Participant
Ralph was referred to the program by a
community organization. He had worked in
many trades until he was recently injured in
a bicycle accident. Often he had felt com-
pelled to quit many of these trade jobs as he
would find the reading requirements too
stressful. While he was recovering from his
injuries, he thought he would use the recov-
ery time to improve his reading and writing
skills. He was initially assessed by the class
tutor and later by the administrator based on
the levels used by the Ontario Ministry of
Training, Colleges and Universities. The
assessment placed him at Level 2 with
respect to reading, writing and math. Ralph
would be categorized as a IALS Level 1
learner. In the literacy program, he currently
works on phonics, sentence writing, and
Challenger series workbooks, and has also
reviewed math calculations and measure-
ment. Ralph is a jack-of-all-trades and has a
twenty-one year-old daughter whom he sees
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r e g u l a r l y. He can fix anything if he has the
tools and materials. He lives in his own
apartment and enjoys cooking, fishing, bicy-
cling and has been a collector of model air-
planes and cars since his childhood. He has
a close family, seven sisters and five broth-
ers, who get together often. This information
collected on Ralph’s informal learning life
was all done outside of his classroom work.

Ralph’s Informal Learning Activities
Three informal learning episodes presented
throughout this narrative provide examples
that serve to show Ralph as a reflective per-
son; one who thinks through what he wants
to learn and then takes action. The first
example is about learning how to make
pasta sauce in his home while the other two
focus on the community and include his
treatments at the physiotherapy clinic and
his bicycling hobby.

Ralph has a small  apartment which
contains everything he needs. His home is
e fficiently and carefully organized which
reflects his learning style. I observed him
making pasta sauce in his kitchen. He said
he got the recipe from his brother and now
he makes great pasta sauce. While I was at
R a l p h ’s home, he gave a guided tour show-
ing his collections and electronic and house-
hold goods, telling about how he acquired
each. This provided insightful information
about his learning style as well.

As a result of the bicycle accident,
R a l p h ’s shoulder is damaged. He has had the

screw removed recently and underg o e s
physiotherapy weekly to improve the mobil-
i t y. He agreed to my request to accompany
him to the physiotherapy session. The clinic
is a busy one adjoining an Ottawa East-end
bilingual hospital. At the clinic there were
two physiotherapists and a student appren-
tice involved with Ralph’s therapy.

Ralph takes the bus during the winter,
but enjoys bicycling all around Ottawa-
Gatineau in good weather. In his travels and
around his home, he works at keeping areas
tidy and litter-free. It bothers him when he
sees garbage that is harmful to nature. He
organizes the garbage area for the people
who share his apartment building and
supervises them as they throw out their
garbage. As well, he enjoys watching
wildlife from his back deck and while bicy-
cling. For his bird watching hobby, he stops
what he is doing, observes, and tries to learn
about the surroundings.

Informal Learning Patterns
Ralph builds learning communities as he
needs them. He has had many jobs and is
confident he can fix anything, given the
tools and the materials. He watches and
looks for opportunities to get involved in
learning projects that interest him. There
has to be certain conditions present before
he will become engaged in some type of
informal learning activity. He needs a clean,
orderly environment to learn in. He must
feel confident there are capable resource
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people around who know what they are
doing. Then, if he thinks he can learn some-
thing and feels confident, he will initiate a
learning activity which often begins by talk-
ing to someone. Usually, this turns into a
type of “community of learning” where
Ralph becomes a member of a team and
supports the other people.

Building on Prior Learning
Ralph calls himself a jack-of-all-trades. In
his own words, “Like I’ve said, I’ve been
working at different trades all my life. I
know tools. If I don’t know, I’ll find out fast
enough.” He uses this prior knowledge, as a
cornerstone and then applies it to a new
learning situation. This is a pattern across
all learning for Ralph.

In my different observations and inter-
views with Ralph outside of the program,
he talked about his rich work background
and how he would learn new job tasks on
his own. For example, when I asked him
about where he learned his computer skills,
he responded, “At work, at Hal’s. You look
at cars. Punch in the cost, what you put in is
the basics and what else needs to be done.
Then you charge them.” As for learning
how to cook, he recounted that he learned at
a community event, “I used to work at this
place, the Ribfest. All these people from the
U.S. would come in. That’s where I got the
hickory recipe from. The best I tasted was
meat on a rotisserie. I learned how to make
that sauce.”

There are other examples of how he
transfers learning from one situation to
a n o t h e r. “I worked at Top Mart so I know
how to glue things together and fix them. If
I have the right tools, it works out better”. A s
well, he states that “I worked for companies
where you did cleaning. I can clean anything
now since I was a car cleaner at Stop and
Go.” An important pattern for Ralph is that
he establishes how he can use his previous
learning or prior knowledge when undertak-
ing a new learning activity. Once he has

established that he
has some knowl-
edge on the topic,
he observes the sit-
uation carefully.

Observing as a Way of Learning
Ralph is an accomplished observer and uses
this skill to get material and information
that he needs. He always seems to be shar-
ing this information in his “community of
practice”. Most of his informal learning
outside the literacy classroom does not
involve writing yet observing is a pervasive
part of his learning style.

The outstanding feature in Ralph’s
apartment is a meter tall statue of The
Thinker. It’s a good symbol that represents
Ralph and his learning style. As he puts it,
“I’m always thinking of something. Mind is
always going. If it weren’t, you’d be dead.”
He recounts the story of how he acquired
the piece of art as follows, “My statue, T h e
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T h i n k e r. I was working at a department
store. It was broken; they were going to
throw it out. I brought it home. I had the
right glue and paint and I just fixed it.
R o d i n ’s The Thinker”. He has carefully
saved the information card that came with
the statue, and treasures it as well. This card
as well as a collector booklet with stickers
were the only printed material in the apart-
ment. Ralph is like the statue The T h i n k e r
which has a place of honor in his home; he
is poised and always ready to observe care-
fully.

He also described to me some of his
informal learning activities that were hobby
related and how observation was a key
learning strategy. The first was gardening,
“I’ve done a lot. A friend of mine is always
gardening and I was following her around
watching and cleaning up. I had planters
here and I’m planning on planting them
again. Getting them back up.”

Another was bird watching, “I have a
few birds I never seen before. I’ll get a book
and find out about them. I’m doing a lot of
that. It’s a neat thing – they jump around –
tree’s full of them. They are all singing.
Then one will sing this bit and everyone
stops. They all stay quiet. Then one starts
and they’re all singing. Did it regular, the
same hour.” Through observation Ralph has
learned about a number of home and envi-
ronmental activities. He knows a lot about
sports as he watches more than five hours of
TV per day. His cooking expertise was
learned through demonstrations from his

girl friends or sisters. He also learned about
recycling in a similar way, “I learned about
recycling from my sister. I tried to get the
recycling going here but they drop garbage
in the recycling bins. Get one person and
they’ll follow. Next thing I’m going to do is
make some signs to tell people about recy-
cling. I’ll try that and if that don’t work, I’ll
get rid of the recycling bins for a while.”

When engaged in a new form of learn-
ing and there is no one to observe in his
immediate environment, he has other strate-
gies that work. These involve seeking out
resource people using his strong oral com-
munication skills. He learned about auto
mechanics using this strategy, “At a body
shop, I always asked the licensed mechanic.
He showed me; that’s how you learn. If no
o n e ’s around, I always look for the manual.
Blueprints and stuff, I know exactly. I know
not to put something there. I’m pretty good
at reading blueprints.” Ralph’s approach to
informal learning seems to be like a process.
He initially draws from his past experiences,
next he observes and then makes decisions
about what other learning resources he
n e e d s .

Confidence Building ThroughInformal Learning
Ralph shows a personal confidence in his
abilities as a result of his various learning
activities in his environment. He is able to
name the learning and can express it posi-
t i v e l y. For example, he is aware of the learn-
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ing he has acquired through many of his
hobbies. “It doesn’t just happen. I just fixed
something on my bike. My friend reminded
me how. I knew before but I forgot. If I don’t
have the tools, I can’t fix it. I know quite a
bit except computers and wiring. I never got
into it.” As far as his cooking hobby is con-
cerned, “…It’s always good. If I don’t like
it, I give it to my neighbours. They seem to
like it! I can cook just about anything. A l l
my neighbours say I’m a good cook”. T h i s
confidence seems to encourage him onto
other new learning activities.

Learning how to care for his shoulder
injury through physiotherapy sessions has
been a challenge for Ralph. There are many
skills required. He needs to be able to
explain the current shoulder pain to the
physiotherapist. Since he is only exercising
it once a day, the physiotherapist demon-
strates how he needs to increase the range
by stretching it at least five times. There is
also the skill of understanding the test
results that are explained by the physiother-
apist and seeing the connection between
increased stretching and shoulder improve-
ment. As well, Ralph has learned how to
balance the manual labour that he has been
doing with rest periods for his shoulder.
“Shoveling is good for my shoulder, exer-
cise it. It’s sore, yes. It will be for a while.
Now, I’m right at the top, building muscles
right now. It’s got to be good.”

Throughout the new learning related
to his physiotherapy therapy, he has been
able to take more initiative in the rehabilita-

tion of his shoulder. He is continuing to
work at his overall health and especially
learning how to relax more. It seems that
having the right physiotherapist as a
resource person helps him make the con-
nection to the new learning. Once he feels
he has the background experience and takes
enough time in observing, his confidence
level increases and learning takes place.

Connections With People
Across all of his informal learning activi-
ties, Ralph learns through his relationships
with people. His family network is close,
supportive and a main resource. He also
knows how to rely on others in his commu-
nity. He has an ability to reach out and can
easily make contacts and connections. His
strong oral communication skills help build
connections with other people. This always
seems to be done in a very kind way.

The family support that he receives
seems to encourage him to learn new
things. He said, “I copied my brother’s
spaghetti sauce recipe because he makes it
much better. You can’t use all cans only. It
don’t taste good.” Yet, there was no recipe
written down. When I asked him to show
me the recipe, he retorted, “Recipe? No, it
won’t be like my brother’s. My spaghetti
sauce is never the same.”

Whether his informal learning is work
related, hobby related or even therapy
related, Ralph establishes relationships with
competent people. “I’d like to be with a pro-
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fessional expert. I don’t want someone who
doesn’t know what they’re doing teaching
me how. I’ve worked with a lot of experi-
enced people, a lot of knowledge. Friend I
have is really intelligent and I get a lot of
good information from him.”

Ralph learns significantly through
these connections with people. As he put it,
“If I know who to contact I’d talk to them on
the phone. Always someone around with
information. Like my brother- i n - l a w, got me
the job as the superintendent.” It seems that
he has a very social nature which contributes
to his openness to new learning situations. “I
get along with everyone I’m an easy person
to get along.” He can learn independently as
well as with other people and sees the value
of being a team player. Across all of my
observations, he befriended people quickly
and was always willing to share what he had
learned from his new experiences.

There is also the contemplative and
questioning side to Ralph’s learning style. In
the informal learning activity which focused
on the physiotherapy for his shoulder, only
after much thought was he able to accept the
additional exercise work. “It’s good. She’s
there to make sure you are doing it right. She
wants to keep my posture right”. In another
health related learning episode when he was
trying to take care of a skin irritation, there
was much questioning about whose advice
to take and why certain home remedies had
not been eff e c t i v e .

Ralph realizes he uses networks of
people to learn both inside and outside the

classroom because he has “to get his educa-
tion up… so I can go out there. Like when I
was going to take a body repair course to do
it better. I was frightened; what if they start
writing these tests. I’ll fail. Now I wouldn’t
be afraid to walk into a room like before.”

Ralph’s Learning Communities
Ralph has well-developed learning skills.
He has years of experience becoming a
jack-of-all-trades and therefore has a rich
reservoir of knowledge and success. He
assesses situations by observing and reflect-
ing using his prior experience and informa-
tion from his social and physical environ-
ments. He also has a number of strengths
that enable him to establish his place in the
learning environment. These characteristics
include his previous successes, his resource
people and knowing his limits. If he con-
nects well with his resource people then this
initiates a learning situation which helps
establish a learning community to meet his
needs. Some learning situations are not as
successful or comfortable as others. It
seems that Ralph has so many strengths and
opportunities to practice his literacy skills
even though at times it is a struggle and
progress is slow. This researcher has bene-
fited from Ralph’s hospitality, openness and
generous gift of his time. It was a pleasure
having him as a participant in the research
project and I hope the narrative expresses
the kindness and strength that he revealed in
our time together.
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The Setting
Smithers is a medium sized community
located in a resource rich area of North-
western B.C. It is rich in alpine scenery pro-
vided by the Coastal Mountains which ring
the Bulkley Va l l e y. Located on the Tr a n s -
Canada Highway corridor which bisects the
province, Smithers has its historic roots as a
railway town. In this generation, employ-
ment comes from mines, forestry, agricul-
ture, and of course, tourism.

Description of the Literacy Program
Smithers Community Learning Services is a
seven-year-old community literacy program
housed within a larger non-profit organiza-
tion. It began as a community volunteer
tutoring program and is gradually expand-
ing to include an active family literacy net-
work. Over the years, we have become
more closely linked with the local college
adult basic education and English as a
Second Language programs. Recently, we

have also made working partnerships with
the local first nations organizations and the
School District as awareness about early
intervention has become more mainstream.
Pam was a student involved in our tutoring
program four years ago. She worked with a
tutor for six months but then felt it was
more than she could cope with. Although
she has not returned for tutoring, we try and
keep her involved in learner activities
whenever possible.

Assessing the Literacy Level of theParticipant
As a small literacy program, our depth of
expertise and resources has been somewhat
limited. We have developed an assessment
procedure that involves a series of tools.
Each learner comes with different needs
and learning challenges and we combine the
various tools to suit each client.

Reading and writing assessment is
done using a tool developed by Vancouver
Community College, titled “Intake
Assessment Materials – Fundamental Level
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English and Math”. It helps establish the
grade level a person is reading and writing
at using a series of progressively harder
passages. The student reads until they reach
a passage in which they have significant
problems such as with comprehension and
decoding of words. As each passage has
been assigned a graded level, this helps
standardize the rating of the students level
and preparation of the learning materials for
the tutor.

When a student indicates that there
may be a learning disability or challenge,
we also apply a series of small tests devised
by the Delta School District. These tests
evaluate phonological awareness, sequenc-
ing, auditory and visual processing, and
short-term memory. They are simple chal-
lenges such as listening to a series of
instructions and then following them, copy-
ing an complicated diagram, writing down a
series of “nonsense words” as dictated, and
indicating the syllables in dictated words.
This process has worked well in our literacy
program.

If a student seems to have major learn-
ing disabilities, we can also refer them for
more detailed assessment to a local volun-
teer with expertise in this field. Although
Pam has completed her GED, her reading
was only at a grade 4 level when she came
to us. She has major challenges with orien-
tation and direction and short-term memory.
Given this information, she would most
likely be identified as an IALS Level 2
learner.

Learner Profile
Pam is a slim, pretty, single woman in her
late 40’s. The most important part of her
world is her daughter whom she lost cus-
tody of when she failed to attend a critical
court date because she didn’t read the court
documents correctly. Pam lives alone in a
small rental unit, which is part of a larger
house. Her lifestyle is very simple as she
lives on a small disability allowance. Her
current boyfriend battles alcoholism but
helps provide Pam with emotional support.
Through her many challenges in life, Pam
has discovered she has mental health issues
and fortunately attends a support group
which helps reduce her isolation and pro-
vides access to advice and different types of
life supports.

Pam’s world has closed in and become
smaller and smaller as she has aged. She
was an extroverted young wife with a
lovely child and husband 15 years ago but
has seen all that disappear and finds herself
looking back with regret on those “happy”

50

A Close-Up Look at 10 Canadians



early years. Although Pam has achieved her
GED, she has let her reading skills slide and
now does not read at all. The experience of
her inability to understand court documents
seems to have locked the door on her self-
confidence. She “never reads anything”
now, not even flyers that come in the mail.

Types of Informal Learning
Pam seems to have chosen to limit her
informal learning experiences out of lack of
confidence in herself and in order to reduce
her stress. She is definitely in survival mode
with very few outside interests or stimu-
lants. The one exception is her spiritual
world in which she is pursuing growth
through the “Alpha Program “ offered by
her local church. This is a program, which
helps newcomers learn about Biblical
teaching and the basic tenets of Christian
faith. It has a strong social component,
which helps newcomers get to know people
in the local church congregation. If there is
one milieu where Pam can practice any lit-
eracy skills, it is here. The Alpha Program
gives her an opportunity to use her oral
communication skills.

The bulk of her informal learning
experiences are “ incidental” ones which
have occurred out of necessity. T h e s e
include learning about her tenant rights,
how to budget on a low income, informa-
tion on medical issues, and all about having
your car brakes fixed. The two opportuni-
ties I had to observe Pam in a learning envi-

ronment were both times that others had
invited her into. She had not planned to
learn about salad making or Birch Bark
Biting but participated in them out of inter-
est once invited.

The salad making session was an
effort to help her to start eating a more bal-
anced diet. She watched, participated and in
fact remembered the very tactile process.
Unfortunately, she said she would not be
making and eating salads because she does-
n’t shop for fresh food due to her limited
budget. She does, however, buy three giant
cups of Coke a day to keep her going.

When we attended a workshop on the
craft of Birch Bark Biting delivered by a
woman who had faced many of the same
life challenges as Pam (including literacy
issues), Pam enjoyed it thoroughly and
came away with new knowledge about how
birch bark grows on trees. Unfortunately,
she did not remember the parts of the talk
where the presenter had spoken about over-
coming challenges, and learning to read to
help her run a business. She relies on her
memory for most things although she says
she occasionally will write things down if
they are really important. Her habit is to
ignore anything written or if it seems
important, she will have someone help her
read it.

Reasons for Not Learning
Pam seems to have set a fence around her
life and only ventures beyond her known
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knowledge when she is forced to either by
circumstances or because someone deliber-
ately encourages her. Although she is bright,
creative, and intelligent, Pam seems to have
shut down these parts of her personality. For
health reasons, she doesn’t sew or do crafts
anymore, for financial reasons she doesn’t
shop or go to cultural events or attend for-
mal training. When asked why she was not
planning to pursue any formal learning in
the next year, Pam’s reasons were that she
d i d n ’t need it because of her previous poor
grades, that courses are too expensive, that
the courses are boring and narrow, and
finally that she prefers to learn in her own
way at her own time. This seems to suggest
that the informal learning and in particular
the incidental learning that happens for Pam
resembles small open gates in the fence she
has built around her life.

Pam seems to have developed the
habit of living with the status quo. For her,
overcoming the barriers of health, finance,
literacy issues, stress, and initiative is just
too hard. It is easier to wait for others to
take the initiative and invite her, or help her
with the finances before she participates in
deliberate learning activities. When asked if
she likes to learn, Pam says she does. She
likes to learn about new things that are
interesting but doesn’t look for them or seek
them out. Pam demonstrates an interesting
degree of resistance to learning. It is not an
absolute rejection of all that is new, but
rather a reluctance of inquiry. It is an easy-
going attitude which abdicates the responsi-

bility of learning to fate. What must be
learned will be coped with as it arises.

Learning Out of Necessity
In spite of Pam’s reluctance to seek out new
skills or uncover new knowledge, life has
forced many incidental lessons upon her. A s
we talked, she was surprised to discover that
she had gained new knowledge “infor-
mally” over the past year. She spoke of
learning about the care of a new kitten, of
having her brakes fixed on her car, of hav-
ing to look into her tenant rights when a new
landlord bought the building, and of learn-
ing more ways to budget on a tiny income as
prices rise.

In each learning event, she was driven
to uncover the facts she needed out of
necessity and the timing was imposed by
circumstance and not by her own choice.
She could recount the facts she had learned
on each subject although some months had
passed since the learning took place.
C l e a r l y, the knowledge she had gained was
relevant and so she was able to recall and
use it without notes, or written information
to help her remember. These learning
events provided a way of practicing her
reading skills and oral communication
s k i l l s .

Pam enjoyed both learning experi-
ences that others had drawn her into lately.
Although she didn’t intend to make any sal-
ads, she appreciated knowing how to make
one properly. She was really interested
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about the knowledge she had gained about
birch bark and was excited to tell her
friends about the beauty of birch bark art.
However, she admitted that she would not
have gone to either learning opportunity if
she had not been invited or deliberately
scheduled to be there.

When learning “drops” into Pam’s
world she embraces it. If the effort of initi-
ation is taken from her, she finds learning a
positive experience and she can cope with
it. Being able to handle a learning event is
less stressful when it is unexpected and/or
when it comes in small doses. When Pam
says she likes to learn in her own way at her
own time, it seems that episodic and inci-
dental learning is what she means.

Failing to Go Beyond the Obvious
I was struck both times I observed her in
learning situations that Pam did not go
beyond the observable factual information
to interpolate how the new knowledge
might have relevance to her life. We know
that relevance is a critical element in adult
education. Pam seems to have a very sharp,
narrow definition of what is relevant and
limits herself to the gaining of obvious fac-
tual knowledge.

In both of the observed learning situa-
tions and interviews that followed, there
was a primary learning objective to teach
factual knowledge and there was a sec-
o n d a r y, unspoken objective to provoke
thought about habits or attitudes of the

learner towards their life. In both instances
the primary objective was achieved. For
example, she learned to make a salad and
how to get birch bark off a tree and prepare
it for use. However, the secondary objec-
tives were not achieved. Pam did not realize
or accept the notion that including salads in
her diet was a real way to improve her
health. She did not reflect on the fact that if
the native woman with similar barriers had
overcome her literacy challenges and made
a prosperous life for herself, Pam could do
it too.

Part of this failure to draw a deeper
implication of learning to life may be laid at
the door of ineffectual delivery but it seems
that many people with low literacy often
fail to go beyond the surface facts to the
deeper implications of a lesson. Their liter-
acy restrictions seem to have caused them
to develop the habit of keeping their learn-
ing simple or basic. Perhaps they lack or
have not learned the analytical skills to go
beyond the obvious.

When you consider the incidental
learning that Pam has done in the past year,
each topic or project she described learning
was factual, simple and she did not draw
any learned conclusions from the lessons.
She did not discuss implications or applica-
tions of the new knowledge to other parts of
her life. While she has become comfortable
with the process of incidental learning, she
lacks the practice of analysis, interpretation,
and reflection to broaden the use of her
learning to other aspects of her life.
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The Power of Fear
It seems clear that as Pam’s life has moved
from the “confident wife” role to the “men-
tally ill, single woman on welfare” she has
experienced a regression of her literacy
skills. She has lost confidence in her abili-
ties and found the danger of relying on her
perceived questionable reading skills in par-
ticular. This transition in her adult develop-
ment as a woman has impacted her life and
her view of the importance of learning dra-
matically. What matters now is survival: the
daily endurance of difficult times. For Pam,
it’s hard to feel there is any point in grow-
ing and changing, and learning when there
are so many obstacles to overcome. This
survival mode has worked in her case to
shut down any outward reaching, pro-active
steps to regain her previous perceived sta-
bility, security and confidence in using her
literacy skills.

Not everyone responds to devastation
of their life in the same way but in Pam’s
case, fear of her own perceived ignorance or
inability, fear of her mental instability, fear
of how people see her including her daugh-
ter and ex husband, have all worked
together to immobilize her. Taken together,
these fears have caused her to close the
doors of her life to protect herself. This self-
imposed isolation is having the effect of
cutting off stimulation in her life. There are
fewer things, events, and people that grab
her interest or seem relevant to her.

It is safer to live in a simple world,
with few challenges. Coping with those that
do arise is just possible, but the thought of
seeking out new learning challenges is
really frightening. It means stress and that is
more than Pam can handle and still endure
her situation. In a survival world, it’s hard
to think of expanding your horizons.

The Episodic Learning Moment
There has always been a known link with
power and literacy. It is easy to see that the
more you can interpret, influence, and aff e c t
your world, the more power you will have.
But what happens when you begin to lose
your power? In some cases, your literacy
can also be a casualty. The impact of trauma
can be so great that the minds response is to
shut down the instinctive curiosity and
hunger for learning. In Pam’s case this shut
down has already taken place. But what is
the glimmer of hope here is her ability to
engage in some type of informal learning
process. The less stressful, episodic learning
moment becomes the comfortable way to
learn. For Pam, the challenge of developing
or relying on the informal learning process
is that the deeper aspects of critical thinking
become neglected as was evidenced through
many of our interviews. When the habit or
pattern of learning is not self-instigated, the
lack of an inquiring mind can limit the use
of the knowledge or the extent of the learn-
ing. This in turn changes how literacy skills
are actually practiced in everyday living.
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Description of the Literacy Program
Marie attends the Learning Centre which is
a community based adult literacy program
located in downtown Edmonton, Alberta.
The Centre offers basic reading, writing and
numeracy instruction as well as upgrading
in these subject areas. Other formally orga-
nized activities at the Centre are reading
clubs for women and men, a women’s
research group investigating the relation-
ship between learning and violence and a
computer software evaluation program.
There have been at various times a women’s
fitness group, a volunteer training group
and a reader’s theatre group. The impor-
tance of these non formal learning groups is
that they contribute to the sense of commu-
nity the students have for the Centre. The
Learning Centre is located in the Boyle
Street Co-operative, a social services and
resource agency. Some of the services avail-
able at the Co-op are income tax informa-
tion, housing assistance, nursing consulta-
tion and social worker referrals.

Assessing the Literacy Level of theParticipant
Marie was given the general informal read-
ing and math assessment by one of our co-
ordinators when she applied to come to the
Learning Centre. We do not use any stan-
dardized assessment instruments because
they tend to make the new learners very
nervous and we find we can get the initial
information we need by talking to the
learner and observing them read. New stu-
dents sometimes underestimate their read-
ing levels because they have been out of
school for some time and have not practised
reading or because they only remember
how they read while in school in compari-
son to their classmates. We also ask new
learners to do some writing if they are able.
When Marie arrived at the Centre nine
years ago she was not able to read on her
own and could do very little functional writ-
ing. She has made good progress during her
time here. Now she can read the English
Express and some simple short stories. She
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currently carries on a written conversation
with one of her facilitators in the form of a
journal. Marie would now fit into the Level
2 IALS category because she has “adapted
her literacy skills to her everyday life”. She
would have difficulty learning new job
skills requiring a higher literacy level.

Marie’s History and Self-portrait
Marie is from rural Alberta where she lived
with her family until a tragic accident
changed her life. Marie attended grade
school in rural Alberta and secondary school
in Edmonton. She has lived in Edmonton for
nearly 20 years. She does not see her birth
family often so now her life revolves around
her new Edmonton family. Marie has lived
with a group of other adults, none of whom
are related, for many years. This group sup-
port each other and share resources much
the same as any family would, so for the
purpose of this narrative I will refer to the
group as Marie’s family.

I asked Marie to describe herself the
way she wanted people to see her. She did-
n’t say anything for the longest time then
she said, “I like to play with my dog and
ride my bike.” When I probed about her
character and what she liked about herself,
she said she was a determined person.
Based on my numerous observations of her
during this data collection period, I would
say that is an understatement. She also said
she is kind. Marie’s kindness toward her
family members is tinged with a sense of

duty and as a result she does not get
involved with other people very much,
other than her family.

I asked her what she wanted out of life
and she responded “new glasses”. It was a
telling remark because Marie does not seem
to be interested in material possessions. She
has had a cell phone and a pager that were
given to her by other members of her fam-
ily. She never used the cell phone much
because she had access to a regular phone
and could see no advantage to using it.

When I asked how she learned to use
the cell phone and the pager, she said she
took them to Telus (the phone company)
and had one of the customer service clerks
show her how to use them. Other types of
technology, which are becoming part of
most people’s lives such as bank machines,
answering machines and Interact, are things
she wants to learn not because she plans to
use them often but because knowledge of
them would give her more independence
and position in her family. Marie has no
paid work history but has done volunteer
work at a few not-for-profit organizations
situated in the inner city. She would also
like to volunteer at the Boyle Street Co-
operative because she sees others perform-
ing that role and would like to contribute to
the work of the Co-op. She also knows vol-
unteering at the Co-op would give her cer-
tain status among her peer group.

Throughout the data gathering period
for this project , I have been able to see her
quest for and movement towards indepen-
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dence. She has informally learned how to
deal effectively with the many streams of
the dominant society. When she needs a
question answered she finds out who and
where to ask. I asked her about skills, such
as speaking and listening, and whether she
viewed them as literacy skills. She seemed
surprised that I would refer to listening and
speaking as literacy. As well, she didn’t
think knowing where to go to get questions
answered was a literacy skill.

Much of Marie’s practice of literacy
skills occurs in the informal learning
episodes that happen in the events of every-
day living. For example, in the following
paragraphs I will describe how she has
learned informally to manage finances with
a large corporation, to find affordable hous-
ing and to help out when she sees a need –
all with a fundamental level of literacy
skills in reading and writing.

Using Communication Skills to DealWith a Large Utility Company
Marie and her family have had some diffi-
culty around utility bills recently and have
incurred debt with the power and gas com-
panies in Edmonton.1 Marie allowed me to
accompany her to the gas company and
observe how she planned to pay off her

debt. I picked her up at 10:00 AM at her
home. She searched through her bills to find
the street address of the gas company and
when she couldn’t find it she reverted to
getting there the way she always does on
her bike. We navigated through about 40
city blocks, not by street and avenue num-
bers, but by landmarks she knew from tak-
ing her bike downtown hundreds of time.

On the way downtown she told me
about her situation with the gas company
and what she hoped would happen that
morning. She told me she had phoned the
gas company earlier to tell them she was not
going to pay the full amount and a mini-
mum payment was agreed upon. When we
arrived at the gas company building down-
town, Marie walked in, went directly to the
Customer Service office, and took her place
in one of the lines. She kept her eyes to the
ground as there was a customer engaged in
a heated discussion with another service
clerk. This confrontation was so uncomfort-
able for me I found it difficult to concen-
trate on anything else that was going on.
Marie seemed unfazed by it and later told
me that she doesn’t get involved in some-
one else’s problems.
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During her interactions with the ser-
vice clerk, Marie showed her bills, pointed
out items on the bills, and finally pulled out
the money she had brought for the new
negotiated payment. It seemed that because
of Marie’s good oral communication skills,
the clerk was not aware of her inability to
read as she pointed out items on the back of
the bill which has a paragraph titled “Paying
Your Bill on Time” among other things. I
later asked Marie why it was her job to deal
with the gas company. She explained it was
her job because somebody had to do it and
she knew she could; it was an expectation
she had placed upon herself. When Marie
took the initiative to deal with this financial
family matter, she relied on her oral
strengths in asking questions. Even though
she was not able to read the complicated gas
bill, she believed in her abilities to deal with
the human interactions of the situation.

Later we talked about some other
spending habits and from that interview I
realized Marie does not have control over
the financial decisions in her family but
when the tough work has to be done about
money she does it willingly. She seems
unafraid of large companies or debtors
because of her strong oral communication
skills and her coping strategy of speaking
with just one person in the organization.
Asking questions is easy for Marie and she
keeps asking the question over and over
again until she understands the answer.

Marie wanted to know how long it
would take to pay off her gas debt and how

much it would cost all together. She seemed
surprised the gas company could charg e
extra money for “nothing”, meaning the
family was not getting more gas. I
explained to her about the interest charg e s
she had incurred and why the gas company
could charge her interest. Her summary of
the situation was simply “We won’t do this
again.” The finality of that statement led me
to believe that Marie had learned infor-
mally a great deal about debt, managing
finances, and dealing effectively with larg e
o rganizations. This type of learning episode
was a very difficult task considering the cir-
cumstances of living on a lower fixed
i n c o m e .

Practicing Literacy Skills to FindAffordable Housing
In order to retire debts, the family had been
forced to take up residence with another
group on a temporary basis. This other
group was at first happy with the arrange-
ment but soon circumstances changed and
Marie and her family were given one day’s
notice to move. The family was virtually
homeless for a few days but Marie used her
strong communication skills to make a case
with the landlords and things were smoothed
over until the end of that month. During this
family housing crisis, Marie became fully
engaged in all aspects of the informal learn-
ing event. A line of communication was set
up where members of the family passed on
potential housing addresses to Marie who
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then located them on her bike and viewed
the place for suitability.

In addition, Marie used the B o y l e
Street Co-op as a key resource in the search.
First, she read the daily papers found at the

Co-op for possible addresses and when one
looked promising, she rode her bike over to
check it out and talk to the landlord. A s
another search technique, she was inter-
viewed by the housing people at the Co-op
to explain that her family has had no history
of property damage. This search is compli-
cated by the fact that there are now a number
of adults and one large dog to be accommo-
dated. Throughout this learning event, Marie
seems to draw upon her literacy and living
skills with much optimism. She remains
hopeful despite this debilitating problem and
always refers to the situation as “When we
move”. Her careful analysis and positive
attitude toward solutions is evident right
down to describing how the eventual move

will take place. A wagon will be attached to
a bike that will carry beds, chairs, household
items, and food and clothing.

Practicing Literacy Skills to HelpOthers
Another learning event took place while
observing Marie in a shopping mall. It illus-
trated her ability to take control of a situa-
tion and problem solve. We happened to
walk past a very large warehouse-type shoe
store. I asked her if we could go inside to
look around, she hesitated but agreed.
When we were inside I realized I had for-
gotten my reading glasses and could not see
the fine print on any of the boxes. I could
not tell the sizes, colours or prices of any of
the shoes. I asked her if she could read the
size on one of the shoe boxes. As soon as
Marie saw me in a needy position she took
charge. She read the labels on the boxes,
located the aisle signs, searched for box
sizes, and even made inquiries of the store
clerk for me.

Another example of Marie’s ability to
take charge and use her literacy skills
occurred when a family member came
down with a very complicated medical
problem. Marie took it upon herself to take
this person to the doctor, listen to the doc-
tor’s directions and supervise the adminis-
tration of medications. These actions
required a full range of literacy skills. Both
of these everyday learning events show how
Marie draws upon her skills to interact with
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the outside world. I have seen this helping
“needy people” behaviour from Marie at the
Centre with other students, but I had never
seen her look after a staff member like she
looked after me on that day. It was another
example of Marie’s belief in herself and
how she can solve a problem by adapting
her literacy skills.

Accomodating Literacy Skills inMarie’s World
After so many years of working with Marie
at the Learning Centre I thought I knew her
very well. I have seen her progress (very
slow at the beginning) in reading, writing
and math and I have noted growth in her
self-concept and confidence. However, I
was unprepared for her “outside the
Learning Centre” personality and the differ-
ent types of informal learning events that
happen in her life.

At the Centre she is quiet but not shy.
She does not initiate conversations other
than to greet people she knows. She does
not like to make decisions about what to
read, to write or what to do in math. She
will undertake most jobs requested of her,
but she is learning to say “no”. Outside the
Centre, Marie is different. She takes charge
of informal learning situations; she asks

questions; she problem solves; and makes
decisions. She follows through with those
decisions as she did in paying off the gas
and power bills, the search for affordable
housing and her decision to help me at the
shoe store.

Throughout this research project, I
have learned a great deal about how Marie
accommodates her literacy skills to her
world outside the Learning Centre. She has
a tremendous ability to focus and learn from
the events in her life which are often in tur-
moil. I had no idea of Marie’s inner core of
steel, which gives her confidence to do
things I have never tried to do. She can use
her literacy skills to deal with people, situa-
tions and informal learning way beyond
what I thought she was capable of or com-
fortable doing. I have also learned my val-
ues and my expectations of life are not
those of the students at the Learning Centre.
I know helping the students to learn to read
is a positive thing but the types of materials
I use will now be more topical and pertinent
to the everyday informal learning events in
their lives. The important message for me is
that Marie has taught me how Learning
Centre students get on in their world and
how they have successfully accommodated
their literacy skills to their own environ-
ment.
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Background
Sonny works at a provincial department of
transportation and public works. This orga-
nization employs some part-time seasonal
and full-time workers. The regional office
for which Sonny works is located in a small
town in Nova Scotia with approximately
5,000 residents and serves two counties.
Sonny grew up in this community and
knows most of the residents. He has been
participating in a workplace education pro-
gram held at the worksite for the past three
years. Management at the organization val-
ues education and learning and feels that
workplace education is a good investment
in workers and the organization.

Description of the Literacy Program
The company has been offering the work-
place essential reading, writing and numer-
acy upgrading program for four years now.
It is held at the workplace for three hours,
two evenings per week and is cost shared

between the company management and the
Nova Scotia Department of Education.
Nine workers participate in the course and
they contribute their personal time and a
commitment to learning. The voluntary pro-
gram is co-ordinated onsite by a workplace
project team team which is representative of
all workplace partners including manage-
ment, workers, the union local, instructor
and the Department of Education. Its role is
to initiate, coordinate and monitor the
workplace education program. The course
focuses on enhancing the reading, writing
and numeracy skills of learners customizing
the content of the classes to the workplace,
community and family. Some workers may
have as a goal to acquire a high school
e q u i v a l e n c y, while others may want to
enhance their literacy and numeracy skills
so that they can become more active in their
communities.

Assessment of Literacy Level
Sonny is approximately 45 years old.
Before starting the course he participated in
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an informal assessment session so that the
instructor could determine where to begin
instruction and which materials to use. This
involved an informal detailed interview and
skills assessment. During the interview,
Sonny and the instructor discussed his job
tasks, his work and personal goals, learning
style and educational background. T h e y
also discussed his own ideas about reading,
writing, and math as well as his own per-
ceptions of these skills. The informal skills
assessment included learning activities such
as a written conversation, paired reading,
reading miscue analysis, math questions
built around pay stubs and relevant math
word problems. These activities were
designed based on workplace texts and doc-
uments and the learner’s hobbies and inter-
ests. Outcomes for these activities were
then assessed against a leveling system for
the provincial Adult Learning Program and
Sonny was evaluated to be roughly at a high
Level 1 which would be equivalent to a
grade six or IALS Level 1. He felt that his
main area for improvement was writing,
with the math skills being his area of
strength. Sonny’s personal goal in attending
the workplace education course is to
improve his reading and writing skills so
that he can have more independence in
some requirements of his job.

Sonny is a full time permanent
employee. He has been with the organiza-
tion for twelve years and works in all areas
including snow removal, road construction
and flagging. This involves the use of a

variety of machinery and equipment. He
had no work experience in this type of work
when he started and learned his job through
some on-the-job formal training and by ask-
ing questions, observing others and by
doing. He is also the learner representative
on the project team for the workplace edu-
cation program. He says that he learns
informally at work on a regular basis.

Sonny has had seven years of formal
schooling and describes his reading, writing
and math skills at a moderate level. He
skims the daily paper and reads mainly car
magazines for autobody work he does as a
hobby and home business. He does not read
books. He has no plans to participate in any
formally organized courses beyond the
workplace education course because of time
restrictions and lack of interest. Using
ethnographic techniques, Sonny and I
decided that a home and a workplace obser-
vation, which also included a project team
meeting, would be useful areas for me to
understand his informal learning outside of
the program. From these observations and
interviews which followed, I was able to
identify three themes in Sonny’s life which
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provided insight into his informal learning
and literacy practices. These areas are
home-related hobbies, recognizing the bar-
riers to learning and volunteer membership
on a work team.

Home-related Hobbies
I visited Sonny at home one morning when
he was installing a new laminate flooring in
his living room. With his wife helping,
Sonny told me that he was doing this par-
ticular type of home improvement for the
first time. He was about halfway through
the job. Sonny showed me the kitchen cup-
boards he had just made and installed.
There was a measuring tape on the floor and
some instructions and diagrams open on the
kitchen table. For the most part, he was
measuring, cutting and laying tiles using a
measuring tape, applying glue after reading
the instructions and using several types of
saws for cutting. As well, Sonny showed me
around his workshop outside where he does
a lot of autobody work. There was a great
number of tools here all arranged and
ordered by a system known to him. It
looked like a busy workshop. There were
calendars, posters and some other informa-
tion on the walls as well as mechanics man-
uals on the table.

Sonny told me that he learned to lay
this flooring in his living room by both
reading directions and looking at the dia-
gram. Whenever he came upon a step which
he wasn’t quiet sure about, he phoned his

cousin who had done this type of work
before. He said that talking to his cousin
was the most useful way to learn to about
flooring.

When I asked him about the kitchen
cupboards he had just built, he said that he
learned to make them by examining various
types of cupboards to see how they were
constructed. He had also worked in the car-
pentry business 18 years ago with his uncle
where he had learned by watching and
doing. He had had no formal training in car-
pentry or in the use of the tools. When I
asked him what he would do if there were
something he was unsure of when doing
carpentry work, he said that he would try to
figure it out on his own and, if not success-
ful, he would ask someone.

He said that he had built his own home
and has helped friends build their homes as
well. Because he is often the most experi-
enced person on this type of home building
project he sometimes teaches certain skills
that he himself has learned through demon-
stration. He said that he wants to learn new
things such as a project like this because of
the changing building codes which have
new information that he has to research and
then apply.

Although he enjoys carpentry, Sonny
said that he prefers doing autobody work, a
hobby he has had since he was a teenager.
Again, his natural curiosity, interest and
observation skills contribute to his learning.
He says that he learned by watching friends
doing autobody work and then going off on
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his own to practice doing the task. Trial and
error, he said, got him to the skill level he is
at now. Sonny also does some auto mechan-
ics work such as front-end brakes and on
occasion needs to refer to certain manuals
which he keeps in his workshop. He said
that sometimes he will have to read and re-
read the same section to understand the
steps and asks his wife to identify any
words from the manuals which he does not
recognize. He mentioned that he has his
own system of organization for his tools in
the workshop to make the work easier and
more efficient. His system is based on those
tools he has most need for to those tools
used less frequently. Sonny usually spends
20-30 hours in the summer and fall in his
workshop in hobby related learning.

Recognizing the Barriers to Learning
During my observation at Sonny’s home I
noticed a computer in the living room
which he told me his son and daughter use.
When I asked if he used it, he mentioned
that he didn’t. He said that his son has
shown him how to turn it on and how to
play solitaire. On occasion, Sonny will read
the e-mails that are on the screen but never
sends any. I asked him if he had any interest
in learning how to use the computer and he
was adamant that he was not interested.
When I asked him why, he replied, “ If I
could spell better, but right now it’s not
much use for a fellow like me.” He believed
that because of his weakness in spelling, he

could not attempt an e-mail or type in words
or terms to search the internet. His wife uses
the computer more and does all of the writ-
ten correspondence for the house, as well as
budgeting and bill payments. Reading
materials in the kitchen seemed to be bills,
notices and messages.

In the interview with Sonny, I further
probed his attitude towards computer learn-
ing and the use of technology. During the
workplace observation, I had been shown
the snowploughs which Sonny operates as
part of his job. Some of these heavy equip-
ment had computerized functions for salt
distribution with others were still manual.
Sonny recounted that he has never learned
to use the computerized truck, and prefers
to operate the manual one. When I asked
him about this he said, “To me, they frig up
too much, they are not reliable. I prefer the
old way. I guess I’m just old fashioned.”

Because writing and spelling seems to
impede his attempts at learning something
new, such as the computer, I asked him
about other writing practices he has at home
or at work. He said that his wife does all of
the written correspondence required for the
household such as letters to the school,
Christmas cards, e-mails, budgeting and bill
payments. At work, his writing require-
ments involve completing hazard assess-
ments, writing shift reports for any mainte-
nance work done and completing time
sheets. He told me that he gets a lot of these
writing tasks done by asking the clerical
staff in the office to do it for him which led
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into a conversation about his objectives for
participating in the workplace education
upgrading program at the workplace. He
said that he wants to learn how to spell but
added “the government hasn’t got enough
money to spend on me...anything to do with
writing and math, I can’t do. Writing and
spelling is necessary for me.... I know what
I want to say-but getting it on paper is
another thing”.

Volunteer Membership on a WorkTeam
As part of a workplace observation, I was
able to observe Sonny in a volunteer role as
the learner representative on the project
team for the workplace education upgrading
program at the company. The meeting ran
for one hour and partic-
ipants included the
learner representative,
the manager, a supervi-
sor, a clerk, the program
instructor and myself as
the Skill Development
Co-ordinator from the
Department of Education. This team is the
coordinating group for the essential skills
upgrading program which meets monthly
throughout the program to hear from all
partners at the workplace about issues
affecting the program. At the start of the
meeting, an agenda was distributed along
with the minutes from the previous meet-
ing. All members were asked to look these

over and offer any comments. Sonny
appeared quite comfortable at this meeting.
He was on the agenda to give a learner’s
report and did so by communicating the
learners’ issues to the team effectively and
confidently. He was asked to share a good
learning episode from the course and com-
ment further on the progress to date. As the
team moved through other agenda items,
Sonny offered his opinion on several items
of discussion and participated in the deci-
sion making about these matters. There was
some discussion around budget items and
the cost of a closing ceremony. These points
of discussion did not pose a problem for
Sonny as he seemed fully engaged in the
process and content of these agenda items.

In the follow-up interview, Sonny said
that he volunteered for this role, and that he

enjoys learning and
being a part of the team.
He added that he volun-
teered because the learn-
ers’ needs must be repre-
sented and also because
he feels that the work-
place program is a good

thing and would like to have a say into how
it is run and ensure that it continues. He
feels that his role on the team is to provide
a voice to the organizing committee about
the concerns and ideas of all learners and to
act as an ambassador for the program. I
asked him what skills he has informally
learned and practiced in this role. He
pointed out that reading, oral communica-
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tion and decision making skills were most
often used during meetings. He said this
was the first volunteer committee he had
ever been a part of and because of this expe-
rience was learning leadership skills and
developing confidence. He went on to say
that when he was asked to be a volunteer he
was a bit reluctant because he feared he
would not have the academic skills, espe-
cially if writing was involved. He said,
“When I can’t write well enough, if I had to
go there and do any amount of writing, my
nerves wouldn’t take it.”

Choosing Learning that MatchesAbility
From all of our meetings, observations and
interviews, I could tell that Sonny enjoys
learning and taking on new challenges. He
seems to learn very quickly the things he is
most interested in and his hobbies have
been chosen because they have fewer aca-
demic requirements. He appears to learn
best by observing others and by trial and
error especially in his hobbies which
involves making or repairing something. At
work, the tasks he enjoys most are those
which involve maintenance and machinery
and equipment repair. Most tasks he has
informally learned by observation or by
demonstration. For example, there was one
instance when he talked about repairing the
air purifying system at the workplace. He
was shown how to do it six years ago but
has never read about the system or referred

to any manuals for it. In fact he said that it
“is not much different from working on a
car, just a little different type of system.” He
transfers such types of informal learning
from his hobbies to his job tasks and vice
versa.

It appears that his past school experi-
ences have not left him with much confi-
dence in his academic abilities. T h e s e
beliefs about his abilities impact both his
informal learning and classroom academics.
It seems that he does not want to attempt to
learn something new because of the fear of
exposing his current math and writing
skills. At the workplace, he will defer to a
co-worker on a task which requires writing.
He feels that learning computer skills or
being trained on a computer are beyond his
ability because of the writing involved in
using an e-mail program or the reading and
writing skills used in performing an internet
search. These attitudes towards learning
and his abilities have also impeded his
progress in a formal learning environment –
the workplace skills upgrading program. He
often said to me that he feels that he has
made little progress and that he will never
remember how to spell or do math. On the
other hand, in his volunteer role on the work
team he has acquired some valuable skills
and developed them quickly once he real-
ized that there was no “spelling” involved
with any of the tasks he had to perform. He
easily coped with all of the literacy require-
ments and practices of this important volun-
teer role.
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Description of the Literacy Program
St. Joe’s Adult School is located in Vanier,
Ottawa and is run by the Ottawa-Carleton
Catholic School Board. Vanier is an inter-
esting demographic area with a high unem-
ployment rate, and a low number of people
with post-secondary education. The area is
also home to a large French-speaking and
bilingual population. The school’s adult lit-
eracy program offers many classes that pro-
vide instruction in English as a second lan-
guage (ESL) and literacy and basic skills
(LBS). The LBS program provides reading,
writing and math classes to learners who
want to upgrade their skills to enter the
adult high school. St. Joe’s school has been
operating as an adult school since 2001 and
its literacy and basic skills class has had a
steady enrolment of 12 to 24 students who
for the most part attend on a daily basis. The
program runs from 9:30 a.m. to noon and
12:30 to 3:00 p.m., Monday to Thursday
and Friday mornings and is shared by two
instructors.

Assessing the Literacy Level of theParticipant
Jody was tested for the adult high school
program, and was placed at a Grade 10 level
in English based on the Canadian Adult
Achievement Test (CAAT). Her math skills,
however, were deemed below high school
level and therefore was enrolled in the
Literacy and Basic Program. Ever since
Jody was admitted into the program, she
has been working on writing paragraphs
and reading inference questions. She has
also worked on math concepts equivalent to
levels 2 to 4 in the Ontario provincial liter-
acy math benchmarks. Jody would be cate-
gorized as a IALS Level 2 learner. She has
almost covered the skills necessary to begin
high school math and she expects to pass
the CAAT in the next few months.

Jody is a single mother with two chil-
dren; a daughter twelve and a son two. She
has worked in the service industry and
expects to find a better job after high
school. She is a quiet student and prefers to

67

Emerging from a CocoonThrough Social Learning
Angela Davis



keep a low profile. She has attended classes
regularly despite family health problems
and other life circumstances that arise dur-
ing class time. Recently, she became more
social and started to plan class activities as
well as organize a spring workshop for all
literacy classes in Ottawa-Carleton Catholic
School Board. In this capacity, she has been
a competent and dependable organizer, stu-
dent and contributor.

Jody is a responsible mother, and this
desire to be a better parent has helped her
develop. She learns from situations that
arise in life and in raising her children. She
feels that “with children you’ve got to be
more open.” Once she starts in a direction
of growth she continues because it feels like
the right way or she lets go and accepts the
situation. Her life has a personal embedded
social meaning that is rewarding for her.

Learning Episodes
Jody has discovered learning in many areas
of her life both inside and outside the class-
room since beginning the Literacy and Basic
Skills Program, and seems to be emerg i n g
from a cocoon. She has a computer where
she helps her daughter with schoolwork as
she herself learns how to use it. The com-
puter desk is a focal part of her apartment.
This is where I carried out my first observa-
tion and interview. I took note that she
simultaneously engages in several tasks:
enjoying teaching her daughter with her son
on her lap while the T V is showing the

S e n a t o r’s hockey game and her boyfriend
o ffering coffee and taking her son to bed.

There also has been significant learn-
ing on how to budget for a family of three
which involved dealing with community
resources. Not having enough money to
cover the growing hydro bill, she decided to
use literacy skills and approach the Share
the Warmth, an organization set up to help
with such utility problems.

The third type of learning involved an
evening book launch for LBS classes which
was held in a school gymnasium. Present at
this important event were Jody, another stu-
dent from St. Joe’s, her two literacy instruc-
tors, other teachers, students and adminis-
trators. This learning experience allowed
Jody to become a social person, enjoying
the contacts she has made over the year and
basking in the limelight for a moment.

New Situations Provide the LearningEnvironment
Jody said that before beginning her LBS
class, “It was like being in a closed cocoon
– a little shell.” She enrolled in the program
because of her children and as a result,
made new friends. Other students and
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friends told her, “‘It’s not nice to keep
everything in’ and I basically took it on
myself to do it.” As she enters new learning
situations, she uses her various types of lit-
eracy and living skills as the foundation to
develop new ones.

She identifies new situations where
she must learn, for example, “Head lice –
you never had it and now you have to clean
the whole house.” There are other situations
where she has a problem and then seeks out
and learns acceptable solutions. “I learned
from getting my son in daycare. It was dif-
ficult finding a good day care place [for
him] while I was in school.” Similarly, Jody
went to the Share the Warmth as a new way
of handling the dilemma of meeting finan-
cial responsibilities.

She keeps working and learning. “It
doesn’t matter what’s going on with my
family, I keep going like the energy bunny.”
An example of this determination is at the
computer when she multi-tasks and keeps
her daughter focused on practicing math
skills. In discussing this informal learning
situation, Jody felt it was a very positive
experience. “Sometimes there are ups and
downs.” She believes that both her daughter
and herself prefer a less calm and quiet
learning environment. She seems to enjoy a
high activity level when learning something
new.

Another key informal learning envi-
ronment has been the outside cultural activ-
ities of the class. Jody has become a leader
in the LBS class and was elected class pres-

ident. She then represented the class and the
program at meetings of the larger commu-
nity of LBS classes in the Board. This group
formed the organizing committee for a
spring workshop. At the evening book
launch, which was a brand new learning
event for Jody, a slide presentation was
shown about the workshop. Here she is
often viewed on the slides and finds it
“strange and good at the same time” to see
how often her picture appears. Although not
many students from each of the different
LBS programs attended this evening event,
she said, “I wanted to be there to see every-
body because it was the last time everyone
would be together and I wanted to see how
it went.”

The Catalysts for Informal Learning
Jody uses informal learning as a means of
emerging from her cocoon and engaging in
her social milieu. It seems that her children
and the home life are the real catalyst for
this. For example, in the home-computer
learning, Jody takes the after supper time to
work with her daughter on computer and
math skills. Her daughter keeps her focused
on Algebra, which are the same math con-
cepts that she struggles with in her LBS
class during the day. Her daughter also dis-
cusses being smart and doing well in
school. A lot of learning is going on
between daughter and mother and is the
heart and purpose for Jody’s returning to
school and her informal learning at home.
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As her daughter progresses, she does too;
each one asking and telling and working
through the ideas with the help of a com-
puter. “My daughter thinks I spend a lot of
time on the computer which I don’t find.”

Informal learning is also prompted by
her financial responsibilities. She learns
about these situations with acceptance and
peace because being a parent means accept-
ing home management responsibilities.
Jody says, “You’re always learning how to
manage money… Cable, phone, hydro and
[on] top of that, groceries. There are a lot of
responsibilities. I got the phone discon-
nected and I had to work harder to get it
reconnected again. The cable is going down
but I don’t care about that because it’s not a
necessity.”

The book launch was another catalyst
for informal learning. When the event was
being discussed at school, Jody had fre-
quently refused to present her writing. With
constant encouragement, she had been
asked by her instructor to read her own
work, or stand with the teacher and some
classmates to talk about their research on
peace quotations. Many students were non-
committal about attending. Jody’s writing
was included on the poster, which the class
had prepared for the event.

At the evening launch, after other LBS
representatives had presented their work,
the instructor brought forward the poster
which included Jody’s contributions. The
poster was presented and St. Joe’s contribu-
tions were explained. Jody and another stu-

dent present were invited forward with the
a u d i e n c e ’s encouragement to read their
work. This learning event was a very signif-
icant one for Jody where she was able to
come out of herself in a social milieu and
build her literacy skills. In discussing this
presentation, the following day, Jody said,
“I didn’t want to go up. I wasn’t expecting
to … just to enjoy myself.” This learning
episode, along with others, shows how Jody
uses situations as catalysts to acquiesce in a
variety of meaningful ways.

Curiosity as the Fuel for InformalLearning
Once Jody is drawn into an informal learn-
ing experience, she becomes curious. She
expressed her curiosity for learning as a
way of coping with her financial limita-
tions. “Money-wise, you want something
and you can’t get it because the money isn’t
there.” For example, around her home envi-
ronment she sees the “landlord – not fixing
things when he needs to.” This makes her
curious to try to learn how to fix things on
her own and cited a list of items she had
repaired herself, “putting a cable on the
VCR, fixing her daughter’s stereo, and try-
ing to tack down carpeting.”

While using the computer to teach her
daughter, she guides and corrects her and is
always curious about the skills they are
practicing. Jody often responds in silence
and often complies with her daughter’s
wishes. In discussing all that was happening
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during this learning event, Jody said,
“That’s regular routine, for me. It’s all
good.” Jody enjoys the discovery learning
and the family closeness at the same time.
When she starts learning, she gets curious.
As she puts it “my ex-husband gave it [the
computer] to me because of our daughter.
He put it all in…I just got on it and explored
it. Curious, I guess.” This same curiosity
seems to be in her daughter as well and a
positive force that helps them accomplish
tasks. She describes the computer learning

process in much the same way as her
approach to life, “I search and do other
things until they’re in bed and then I’ll go
back to it. It’s frustrating sometimes… It’s
normal. It’s the way life goes.” She states
later, “Just take it as it comes - day by day,
hour by hour. It all comes together.”

A similar curiosity seemed to motivate
her to become engaged in the new learning
around the publication launch. “I was curi-
ous to see how it went” says Jody. It also
seemed to be a pleasant break to have a
babysitter, provided by the LBS program,
and to be going out in the evening. As a
result of this informal learning event, she
has become more out-going and social than
ever, and is finding new meaning which is
discussed in the next section.

Social Embedded Meaning
Jody speaks of emerging from a cocoon.
There seems to be an inner push that helps
her to move out to obtain her high school
diploma. This motivation is related to her
commitment as a mother. There seems to be
common threads through her answers when
she talks about informal learning that helps
explain this emerging phase. The meanings
she creates helps her find her place in her
world and motivates her to accept the situa-
tion or become interested to learn more
about it.

She also mentions how her different
learnings outside the classroom have added
to the social meaning in her life. For exam-
ple, she learned about “being more open
because I used to be shy and now I talk
more instead of being by myself.” She has
learned “self-esteem, knowing I’m able to
do something and not hiding behind the
walls. I’ll go and work it out on my own but
only since I’ve been to school.” She is con-
fident she can overcome obstacles and
knows she can get help from friends and
family.

The best example of Jody’s embedded
social meaning is the community literacy
book launch event. She did not attend and
participate to be recognized for her writing
contributions as she describes it. “I wanted
to be there to see everyone because it was
the last time everyone would be together.”
She smiled radiantly all evening. “I was
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more open. I went to see everyone at the
beginning. I went to see Trudy. Zahra came
right up. Jose came up and started talking.
First time I opened up like that.”

As mentioned earlier, she was sur-
prised that her photo appeared so often in
the slide presentation about the spring
workshop that she helped organize. It felt
“strange and good at the same time.” There
were three things about Jody in the book
launch event that particularly caught my
attention. It was evident that Jody was
learning throughout the evening and exhib-
ited poise, presence and social awareness.
Secondly, she did not want to read in front
of the audience, yet she came up with her
pleasant disposition accompanied by the
other student while I was talking about St.
Joe’s contributions. And thirdly, when she
read her paragraph about her relationship
with her daughter with the group’s encour-
agement she found a tremendous meaning
about her life that was socially embedded.

When the door prizes were being
awarded, recipients were allowed to select a
prize from the table except the decorations,
a vase and the flowers, which belonged to
the staff. Jody’s name was drawn and after
a while she walked confidently to the table
and picked up the flowers in the vase. The
audience roared. Jody held the attention for
a moment then replaced the flowers and the
vase and selected a door prize. She was
being entertaining and everyone was having
fun and it was meaningful for her in so
many ways.

Forming a Learning Community
Jody’s previous pattern was to sit back and
not get involved, but now life’s everyday
circumstances and her daughter help draw
her out of herself. She wants to learn so she
can provide for her children and to find a
new job. These goals bring her to the liter-
acy class where she is able to form a learn-
ing community that has enlargened to
include students and teachers in other pro-
grams. These contacts have helped her
overcome obstacles. Growing socially is an
aspect of learning that is foundational for
Jody. Reading, writing, and using math and
other literacy skills both inside and outside
of the classroom help her to emerge from
the cocoon. Through her various formal and
informal learnings, she is living in our soci-
ety rather than just surviving in it.

She has a demanding life surrounded
by her children and now her boyfriend.
Because she works steadily and industri-
ously, she reaches her goals and at the same
time balances all of the needs that impact
her life. By accepting “what she can’t
change”, she remains calm to handle what
she needs to learn and manage. There is a
wisdom and healthiness in accepting situa-
tions and getting curious about learning. Is
learning not about opening certain doors
and leaving others undisturbed?
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Description of the Literacy Program
The Learning Exchange is a non-profit lit-
eracy education centre that has been operat-
ing in Saint John, New Brunswick, since
1984. Over the years, the Learning
Exchange has developed literacy programs
in response to the needs of the community.
One such program is the evening
Community Academic Services Program
(CASP) which serves non-reading adults or
those who has very low literacy levels. Ed,
one of the participants in this research pro-
ject, attends an evening CASP program at
the Learning Exchange.

The evening CASP operates two
evenings per week, three hours per evening.
The class sizes are smaller and have fewer
participants. This lends itself to a learner-
centred approach which is the philosophy of
the org a n i z a t i o n ’s programs. A n i m a t o r s
develop individualized learning plans,
which are built around the learner’s needs
and goals. The learner’s individuality and
prior life experience is respected and pro-

vides a basis for further learning. This is
reflected in the mission statement of the
Learning Exchange which is to encourage
individuals to become lifelong learners.

Assessing the Literacy Level of theParticipant
Using the Wide Range Assessment Test or
W R AT, as it is often referred to, we
assessed Ed’s literacy levels. As his literacy
levels were very low, he was unable to read
the words in the level one story, so we read
the story to him instead of him reading the
story to us. His listening comprehension
was 1+ and his word identification was 1, as
well. It was determined that reading level
was most likely under a level 1. Ed’s math
ability was assessed at a level 3. These
provincial benchmarks could be associated
with an IALS Level 1. Ed had previously
graduated from the work study program at
Simonds High School.

As assessments are always intimating,
we try our best to make each person feel at
ease. Ed became more comfortable as the
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assessment meeting progressed. He indi-
cated that he would like to work on all his
skills, especially his reading. His goal is to
improve his reading and in the future take
an auto mechanics course at the New
Brunswick Community College. He would
also like to work on writing résumés with
covering letters, learn how to fill out job
applications and learn to read and write job

instructions. He also indicated that he
would like to learn how to operate a com-
puter so that he can use it for his hobbies.
Other literacy goals included finding out
more about how the government operates,
joining a group to solve a problem and
being able to read and write the names of
family members. Ed initiated attending the
Learning Exchange on his own and was not
referred by an outside agency.

Using the Ethnographic Methods
I observed and interviewed Ed at home, in
his back yard and at the library. These two
settings were reflective of what activities
are presently occurring in Ed’s life and are
central to his informal learning outside of
the classroom. When I arrived at his home,

Ed, his mother and sister were waiting out-
side to greet me. After introductions, Ed
went right to work on his mother’s car. I
could sense that he was anxious to get to
work and probably would have finished the
task he was working on had I been able to
arrive earlier.

In the community milieu, Ed wasted
no time at the library. He knew exactly what
he was looking for and had no difficulties
locating the car manual he needed. Ed
talked about the information he was looking
for as he flipped through the pages and I
noticed how he used the table of contents to
locate the page numbers. It was clear that he
had mastered that part of reading the text.

Creativity in Everyday Learning
Ed is large in stature with an easy going
nature and a good sense of humour. His pas-
sion is fixing cars and his goal is to become
an auto mechanic and eventually own a
business. He suggested to me once that
when you own your own business you have
control over how things work. I sensed that
Ed likes a sense of freedom in his everyday
life.

He lives in a house which contains two
flats, on the east side of Saint John, New
Brunswick. The house is a large two story
shingled building. Ed and his mother
occupy one flat and Ed’s sister and brother-
in-law live in the other flat. He has lived in
the house for a couple of years and really
enjoys having the space outside to work on
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cars in the back yard. Ed’s neighbour, an
older gentleman, lets him use part of his
property as well. He is away quite often so
Ed keeps an eye on things for his neighbour
while he is gone.

After meeting Ed for our initial survey
i n t e r v i e w, I was struck by his creative
approach to living and learning. He has
very clear ideas about what he wants to
accomplish in life and what he needs to do
in order to achieve his goals. This is the
same approach he uses in the infor-
mal learning that takes place in his
everyday life. He usually has a goal
for each day and then proceeds to go
about achieving that goal. If some-
thing stands in his way then he finds
a way to deal with it. Ed is a natural
problem solver.

He likes to engage in conversa-
tion and he seems to enjoy sharing
his knowledge with others. In one of
the interviews he explained to me
how he has learned to take care of his
hunting clothes. “You have to wash
them differently”, he said. “I wash
them in unscented soap and then hang them
to dry with cedar and apples. This scent is
natural to deer and helps to attract them.”
His oral skills are clear and he has a
straightforward nature in communicating
with others.

I often noticed that when he was
engaged in a learning activity he would
explain to me what and how he was doing
it. This type of communication seemed very

natural to him. For example, he told me he
explains things to his brother-in-law about
the cars they work on, once he has figured
something out. I really believe Ed possesses
a natural ability to communicate what he
knows to others. It’s like having a natural
teaching ability.

Currently Ed is not employed.
Previously, he did janitorial work for a
cleaning company. He would like to find
work but is aware that his literacy level is a

barrier to finding paid employment.
However, he keeps very busy and
always seems to have some kind of
learning project on the go. When I
asked Ed if there were any other
aspects of his daily life that he feels
his literacy level has an impact on
other than employment he said that it
prevents him from reading books
that interest him, like automobile
manuals.

Another aspect of Ed’s life that
stood out was the importance of fam-
ily. This has been a source of much
informal learning. He talks a lot

about his brother- i n - l a w, his sister, his
grandfather and his uncles and it was clear
to me that Ed really enjoys spending time
with his family. Usually he works on cars
with his brother-in-law and hunts or goes
fishing with his uncles, cousins and grand-
father. I could sense that Ed holds a deep
respect for his grandfather and feels there
are many things that he has learned from
him especially on the overnight hunting
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trips which provide a creative outdoor
learning environment.

Ed does a lot of work for his mother;
anything from fixing her washing machine,
to building a porch or hooking up a door-
bell. All of these tasks he has learned on his
own. He also does all the repair work on her
car, ensuring that it is safe for her to drive.
He helps out around the house with clean-
ing, cooking and taking care of the pets and
I got the impression that the home environ-
ment is very much a learning environment.

Ed is also interested in archery and
belongs to a professional archery club. He
practices a couple times a week and attends
the club regularly. Ed had no prior knowl-
edge of archery before he joined the club
and he found the older members very help-
ful in showing him how to do things such as
fixing a bow. Now he often helps new mem-
bers when they join.

In his spare time, usually on week-
ends, Ed likes to watch television. He
enjoys car shows, home improvement and
detective shows which is reflective of the
fact that he is a natural problem solver and
likes to figure things out. Although Ed
watches television, he is not particularly
interested in current affairs. He doesn’t
watch the news or listen to the news on the
radio but is interested in learning more
about how the government process works.
He feels he is a responsible citizen because
he has voted in the past.

When I asked Ed about his perceptions
of his literacy skills, he readily acknowl-

edged that they were poor, although he felt
that his math skills were somewhat higher.
Even with this being the case, Ed seemed
certain that he would be taking more formal
adult education courses in the future. I was
very impressed by Ed’s motivation to learn
and the fact that he takes responsibility for
his own learning both inside and outside of
the literacy program that he is enrolled in.
For example, his literacy facilitator helps
him access resources that really interest him
and often comes to the program an hour ear-
lier than scheduled allowing him some extra
time to practice his skills. Outside the class-
room, if he is having difficulty with any-
thing related to printed text, he will ask his
sister to help him.

Learning by Doing
When I asked Ed how he learned to fix cars,
which is a passion for him, his response was
“mostly trial and error. I just try it and if it
doesn’t work then I try something else.” Ed
has a lot of self-confidence in his ability to
figure things out which has an impact on his
approach towards informal learning.

During an observation at Ed’s home
while he was working in the backyard on
his mother’s car, I met both his mother and
sister. They were friendly and easy to chat
with and helped shed some light on his
motivation for self-learning. His mother
told me that Ed fixes everything on her car.
“He fixes anything that needs fixing around
here”, she said. “A few days ago he fixed
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my washing machine.” This saves her a lot
of money, which helps tremendously since
the family is on a tight budget.

To return to the car it needed new
brake pads to pass inspection. Ed also
decided to check the tires to ensure that
they were adequate and jacked the car up
with a small hand jack. Once he was confi-
dent that the car was stable, he proceeded
to change the brake pads. When I asked
how he knew they were on properly, he
replied “Well if they are not on the right
way then the parts do not fit together prop-
e r l y.” “I know how they should fit because
I have done it so many times. T h a t ’s how I
learned how to do it.”

Ed also had a unique way of checking
the treads on the tires. He slides a quarter in
between the tire treads and if it covers the
top of Queen’s head down over her crown,
this means the tires are passable. If it does
not, then this indicates that the tires need to

be replaced. He told me to pass inspection
the tire treads need to be a quarter of an inch
deep. He also took this a step further by
comparing the marking of the quarter to a
line on the tire gage and explained that this
was the way he was able to learn how to
read the gage. He came up with this creative
idea by a simple method of trial and error.
This preferred style seems to transfer to
other types of informal learning tasks
around the house such as installing a door-
bell for the first time. When I asked him if
he used the instructions or any diagrams he
said, “No, I just figured out how to do it,
trial and error.”

Learning by Watching
Throughout the observations, I found that
Ed watched other people as a way of learn-
ing new skills. For example, he learned to
cook by watching his mother. He felt that
cooking was the one of the most important
skills that he had learned over the past year.
He also talked about the differences in
cooking out in the woods and over a stove,
“On an open fire everything cooks like it is
on high.” “I have also learned an awful lot
about survival skills and what to do if you
get lost. Even things you can do so that you
won’t get lost.” The key resource for such
informal learning practices are his uncles
and the learning environments seem to be
the woods and the hunting trips.

One of the major reasons Ed watches
television is to learn new skills. He watches
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the home improvement and car shows to
learn how to repair things even if the shows
are repeats. His favorites are the auto
mechanic shows such as Power Block, Car
and Driver and Shady Tree Mechanic.
These shows are on Channel 27 and air on
Saturday and Sunday afternoons.

As Ed talked about his passion in
learning how to fix cars, I asked him how he
got interested in the hobby. He told me his
Dad used to take him outside and he would
watch him work on a car. Later as Ed got
older, he would go over to his uncle’s place
and watch them work on cars as the tasks
grew more complex. Ed’s greatest chal-
lenge, lately, is working on automobile
transmissions. He takes advantage of any
opportunity to watch someone repairing a
transmission which is a little more compli-
cated than some of the other aspects of auto
repair.

Learning by Discovery
Ed uses community resources very well to
learn what he needs and wants to know.
Most often he accesses the Saint John
Regional Library which is the city’s largest
public library. There are other libraries in
town but he enjoys going to the uptown
location which it is about a half-hour walk
from where he lives. Ed was very familiar
with the library even before attending our
literacy program. He uses the library to
search out the automobile manuals as was
the case on the day that I observed him. He

was confident about finding and accessing
the books that he needed and appeared quite
familiar with the full range of available
print resources.

The resource he most often uses is
titled Chilton Repair Manual, Toyota Cor-
rolla Tercel- MR2, 1984-90. Ed’s mother
drives a Toyota Corolla, so this resource is
very helpful to him when he has to do
repairs on the car. The manual has pictures
that serve as visual prompts, so he can look
at how something should fit together and
what parts or pieces belong with it. Since
the manual is a resource book it cannot be
taken out of the library so sometimes Ed
will photocopy a page out of the book to
take home with him.

He also has developed some very
interesting search skills especially on how
to get the car parts that he needs for repairs.
He said that his favourite store is Carquest,
but he doesn’t always purchase parts from
them. He first will call around to see which
store carries the part that he is looking for
and the price of the item. He then uses his
numeracy skills to calculate which store has
the least expensive part.

Ed also accesses people who can con-
nect him with other community and training
resources, such as his literacy facilitator at
the program. Together, they discovered that
he could take a boating safety course on-
line. This is another learning project that Ed
is doing now. He also seeks out experts on
certain topics such as his uncle who lives in
British Columbia and owns an auto repair
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shop. “I can just call him if I’m having a
problem and he describes to me over the
phone what I need to do to fix it.”

How Does Informal LearningHappen?
One of the key findings in my research was
the discovery that individuals with low lit-
eracy skills find creative solutions to every-
day problems and events. This creativity
really stood out for me during my observa-
tions and interviews with Ed at home and in
the community library where the informal
learning focused on his automobile hobby.
At the moment, the biggest obstacle for Ed
is employment and access to further educa-

tion. However, he does not perceive his lit-
eracy difficulties as a problem in any other
aspects of his life. He doesn’t feel sorry for
himself or isn’t despondent because of his
situation. He has an uncanny ability to deal
with the everyday in the everyday. This is
how informal learning happens for him. He
combines the literacy skills that he pos-
sesses with his talents and a sense of cre-
ativity and channels all of this in the same
direction. When I asked Ed why he wanted
to be a participant in this project, he said, “I
want others to know that just because some-
one can’t read it doesn’t mean that they are
not smart.” Quite frankly, I couldn’t agree
more.



Barton, D. & Hamilton, M. (1998). Local
Literacies: Reading and writing in one
community. London: Routledge.

This is a very good resource that cap-
tures the strength of using ethnography
to study adult literacy. In part, the
authors depict their theory of literacy as
social practice in the form of proposi-
tions about the nature of literacy. Also,
an important theme in the book is the
detailed description of the wide range of
data collection techniques that favour an
ethnographic stance. These methods
were used to understand the literacy
practices of adults in one community in
north western England. Other ideas pre-
sented cover types of literacies associ-
ated with different domains of life, liter-
acy events and discourse communities.

Denzin, N.K. & Lincoln, Y.S. (Eds.)
(1998). Strategies of qualitative inquiry.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

This book identifies the major strategies
that researchers can use in conducting
concrete qualitative studies. It starts

with a relatively detailed introduction to
the field of qualitative research followed
by a section on research design process
and then onto a range of methods used
in qualitative research such as case stud-
ies, ethnography and participant obser-
vation, phenomenology, ethno method-
ology and interpretive practice,
grounded theory methodology, and bio-
graphical.

Goetz, J.P. & Lecompte, M.D. (1984).
Ethnography and qualitative design in
educational research. Orlando, FL:
Academic Press.

This is a classic text on ethnographic
design in educational research. T h i s
source devotes itself to the practicalities
of doing ethnographic research in educa-
tional contexts, addressing questions
such as the way ethnographic data are
collected, methods for assuring the qual-
ity of data, and techniques for org a n i z i n g
results, conclusions, and interpretations.
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Marcus, G.E. (1995). Ethnography in/of
the world system: The emergence of mul-
tisited ethnography. Annual Review of
Anthropology, 24, 95-117.

This article reviews the shift in ethnog-
raphy from its classic single-sited focus
to the contemporary multi-sited
approach, detailing why the traditional
mode of doing single-sited ethnography
can no longer answer local changes in
culture and society. The article further
discusses three major methodological
areas that the emerging multi-sited
mode entails for the ethnographer, the
interdisciplinary sources of influence for
this new mode of ethnographic mode
and, lastly new questions for study that
this mode presents to the anthropologist
researcher.

Atkinson, P. (1990). The ethnographic
imagination: Textual construction of real-
ity. London: Routledge.

With a focus on ethnographic work in
sociology, this is a theoretical source
that is specifically concerned with the
texts that are produced from ethnogra-
phies. The core argument is that ethno-
graphic research narratives are construc-
tions. It is argued that an appreciation of
how texts are constructed and how they
are made sense of, would enhance
researchers’ understanding.

Street, B. (1995). Social literacies: Critical
approaches to literacy in development,

ethnography and education. L o n d o n :
Longman.

A central text in the literature of the
New Literacy school. The author delin-
eates two competing models of literacy
that he terms autonomous and ideologi-
cal. Dominant for about a century, the
autonomous view conceives of literacy
as a set of neutral, asocial and acultural
reading and writing skills. The ideologi-
cal model, in contrast, argues that all
models of literacy are specific to the real
social and cultural practices of particular
socio-cultural groups and as such are
always implicated in social relations of
power and authority. The author further
examines some well-known literacy
myths connected with the autonomous
model in light of cross-cultural ethno-
graphic data together with the pedagog-
ical and methodological implications of
the social literacies perspective.

Wolcot, H. (1990). Writing up qualitative
research. London: Sage.

A very lucid and easy read, this book
focuses on the writing process of ethno-
graphic research. It addresses a range of
writing problems faced by social
researchers. Some are conceptual deal-
ing with the nature of social understand-
ing, and, alternatively, some are practi-
cal involving reporting formats, autho-
rial voice, use of language and presenta-
tional devices.
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