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REPORT SUMMARY 

The aims of this exploratory, qualitative research project were 

1. to determine the nature of the effects that participation in a Literacy or Adult 

Basic Education (ABE) program has had on the lives of former students from their 

perspective; 

2. to describe the intended effects on the lives of students from instructors, 

perspectives; and 

3. to discover what observations and conclusions may be drawn from such research. 

This study was not meant to be an evaluation of the effectiveness of ABE programs. It 

merely sought to describe impacts as experienced by former participants. Intensive 

confidential interviews were conducted with 45 self-selected former ABE students, and 

15 ABE instructors. The former student interviews took place in three varied locations in 

British Columbia (Vancouver, Prince George and the West Kootenay region). The criteria 

for the selection of the former ABE students were 

1. that they had been enrolled in an ABE/Literacy program for at least three months; 

2. that they had been away from their last ABE course for at least one year at the 

time of being interviewed; and 

3. that they were willing to participate voluntarily in the study. 

The participants in this study were diverse in age, ethnic origin, gender, ABE entry level 

(Fundamental, Intermediate and Advanced), and type of program background (college, 

school district, and community agency based or other ABE program sponsor). The 

research strategy was to discover common patterns within a broadly diverse group. From 

this process the essence that characterizes the impacts of ABE on the lives of former 

students could emerge. 

 

 

  



Our approach to examining the nature of ABE impacts was designed to ensure researcher 

contact with a wide variety of ABE outcome experiences, good and bad. However, the 

vast majority (over 90 percent) of the former students who participated in our study 

reported positive impacts. Our data analysis became an analysis of the experience 

primarily of people who felt they had been well served. Similarly, these results required a 

conceptual framework that explained why students experienced positive impacts. We 

developed a sense of what helped successful students to be successful and we have 

offered a hypothesis that may be empirically tested. 

The results of implementing this research strategy are summarized as major impacts, 

essence of the impacts, a conceptual model and hypothesis, and implications for planning 

and delivering ABE Literacy Resources. 

1. Major Impacts 

The instructors' expected impacts and the impacts reported by former ABE/Literacy 

students were consistent and fell into three categories: 

a. Educational Impacts 

b. Psychological and Social Impacts 

c. Community and Economic Impacts 

In this study the most salient and impressive impacts of the ABE experience have been 

psychological. People spoke of increased self-esteem and self-confidence which led them 

to reach out and make important changes in themselves and their lives. The positive 

impact of ABE is radical in the best sense. It is like turning on a fight: things are never 

the same. The nature of a positive impact from the ABE experience is that it is a long-

term powerful influence.  

 

2. Essence Of The Impacts 

Through all the educational, psychological, social, community and economic impacts, the 

primary essence of the ABE experience that has emerged is that people are learning to 

learn. 

Participants reported many instances of having learned concrete skills that they could 

apply and find helpful and practical. Even more importantly, however, is that people have 

learned that they have learned. They now have the confidence that they can keep on 

learning on all kinds of levels throughout their lives. 

This increased confidence has led many individuals to risk trying new things and 

participate in new ways in their families and their communities. 

Literacy is a developmental concept where individual, family and community growth and 

potential are enhanced. The positive process of learning to learn is also a classic 

definition of empowerment and a condition for optimum well-being. 



3. A Conceptual Model and Hypothesis 

A model of learning to learn was developed using the idea of a molecule to illustrate that 

the elements affect and are affected by each other. For most people in our study, the 

model of learning to learn ran as follows: the impact of acquiring reading, writing and 

numeracy skills enhanced self-confidence and self-esteem, which influenced the ability to 

separate from past negative influences, to greater reaching out, and to independence and 

participation in the world. Self-confidence was also very much nurtured and affected by a 

caring connection with an instructor and peers who believed in the students and helped 

them to acquire and use the skills that they were seeking. This in turn facilitated greater 

awareness of self and others, and offered choices which led to greater self-confidence. 

This enabled risk-taking and activities that made a contribution to others. All of this was 

involved in the process of successful lifestyle changes as people began to see and believe 

that they were capable of the behaviours that would lead them to the outcomes they 

wanted. 

 

 

The learning to learn model helps to explain how the ABE experience contributes 

positively to the evolution of responsible adults getting on with their lives. The model is 

also useful in explaining what had happened for those former students who were not well 

served by their ABE experience. 

There is a great deal of congruence between many of the processes described in the 

present study and the process outlined in Balshaw's (1993) conceptual framework. 

Balshaw's model of living intentionally was developed in the area of family violence, with 

adult men who witnessed spousal abuse in their childhood but who have remained 

nonviolent. Balshaw (1993) suggested an ever-opening spiral in which the process of 

living intentionally loops from becoming aware, resolving to be different, and acting on 

their decisions, back to an increasing and deeper level of awareness. The major themes in 

the living intentionally process were strikingly similar to those observed in the stories of 

students who had experienced positive ABE impacts. As applied to the ABE experience, 

the themes include students: 

a. becoming aware of the environment and themselves; 

b. resolving to live more positive lives; 

c. connecting with others; and 

d. contributing to the world. 

In the present study, it was generally the case that the more radical the changes the ABE 

students had made in their lives, the more these themes had been part of the process. 

From a comparison of the elements of the stories behind most ABE experiences and the 

elements of Balshaw's model, it seems that the process of living intentionally may have 
formed the context within which learning to learn could take place. 



 

4. Implications For Planning and Delivering ABE/Literacy Resources 

Several implications for ABE practice can be drawn from the researchers' conclusion and 

hypothesis: 

To the degree that any ABE program nurtures and enables the learning to 
learn model and the living intentionally process, enduring positive impacts 
as described in this study will result. 

This means that the system of planning and delivering ABE should facilitate students' 

becoming aware of their environment, themselves, and their real learning needs. The 

ABE system should support students' taking responsibility for living more fulfilling lives 

while making a commitment to the learning process that is relevant to them. The 

researchers believe there are five major implications to be drawn from viewing the results 

through a model that promotes intentional living in the context of ABE. They are: 

a. rethinking the drop-out label; 

b. systemic support for life-long learning; 

c. the importance of connecting with others; 

d. the need to contribute to the world; and 

e. the role of adult basic education in the economy and society. 

The report concludes with a discussion of these implications. 

 

 

  



INTRODUCTION 

Project Background 

In 1990 at the Literacy 2000 conference held at Douglas College, New Westminster, John 

Ryan Of UNESCO, gave the keynote speech. As part of his discussion on the value and 

meaning of literacy, he posed the question: 

Your clients, I am certain, appreciate a well-conducted program, but what counts most is not what 
happens in the classroom or tutoring centre, but what comes after and as a result of it in their 
lives. Does literacy make their lives fuller and more meaningful? 

Instructors and tutors often wonder about this question, wishing they would hear from 

students they taught a year ago or more. They wonder what their past students are doing 

now and in what way they benefited from their time in the Adult Basic Education (ABE) 

or Literacy program. Program planners, instructors, and tutors have lots of ideas about the 

impact increasing literacy skills will or should have on the student and on our society. 

However, little research has been done in Canada or the United States to confirm these 

assumptions. 

The Adult Basic Education Association of B.C. decided it was a question worth 

investigating and so applied for funds from the Adult Literacy Cost Shared Fund, Grants 

for Literacy, to explore the matter. They contracted with this research team to discover 

answers to the question: 

What have been the impacts of literacy education on the lives of former Literacy 
and/or Adult Basic Education students? 

The full Terms of Reference for the study may be found in Appendix A. 

 

Methodology 

This study is an initial exploration into the question using qualitative research methods. 

Because what each person defines as meaningful is so personal, our study involved 

extensive interviews with former students. Our goal was to provide an opportunity for 

them to express their own thoughts and opinions informally. 

Because this study focused on what former ABE/Literacy students had experienced in the 

past, what they were experiencing in the present, and how they interpreted lasting impacts 

on their lives, it reflected a traditional phenomenological perspective. We searched for the 

essences of the impact of having participated in an ABE/Literacy program. The reseachers 

took an active, interpretative role by interacting individually with those people who were 

willing to tell their stories. We combined this with methods for ensuring the quality and 

credibility of our qualitative research as described in Appendix B. 

 



Definitions of literacy abound and many related studies begin with such a discussion. We 

decided not to repeat that exercise. We were interested in the impacts of participating in a 

literacy program, in any of its many variations found in British Columbia over the years. 

Quite simply, for the purposes of this study we defined literacy instruction and adult basic 

education as the same. For this reason we have used the form ABE/Literacy or the terms 

ABE and literacy interchangeably. 

We did not try to correlate the degree or kind of impact experienced to the literacy level or 

the type of program attended. We did not try to anticipate impacts based on the stated 

purposes or goals of the programs. Nor did we try to compare the impacts described by 

each former student with their motivations for attending programs. We were simply 

looking for any impacts, expected or unexpected, positive or negative, explicit or implicit, 

as former ABE students reflected upon and described their experiences. 

 

Those Who Were Interviewed 

Forty-five former students were individually interviewed for up to three hours each. The 

number was limited to 3 areas of the Province (Vancouver, Prince George and the West 

Kootenays) in order to make the study manageable given the time and budget available. A 

former student was defined as a person who had attended an ABE/Literacy program 

within the last 10 years for a minimum of three consecutive months and who had been 

away from that program for at least a year. 

We interviewed people who attended Fundamental, Intermediate or Advanced level 

programs (see Appendix B for definitions of these levels). They participated in college, 

school district and community sponsored programs. Some people were so determined to 

continue their education despite setbacks, that they had attended two or three different 

programs over the course of many years. The means of instruction experienced also varied 

with each individual: volunteer tutors, paid instructors, one-to-one tutoring, self-paced 

individualized learning packages and group instruction. 

The people who volunteered to be interviewed represented many different economic 

backgrounds and family situations. In this sense there did not appear to be a typical 

ABE/Literacy student. Our interviewees were men and women, parents and non-parents, 

single or coupled, employed and unemployed, assertive and lacking in self confidence, 

living on welfare or unemployment insurance and others earning well above the national 

average. There were non-readers as well as those able to read and do math at various 

levels. Appendix C provides a short description of each person interviewed. 

 

 

 



We found students to interview through posters, public service announcements on radio 

and TV, newspaper articles, and agency contacts. However, the most efficient way of 

finding former students was through contacts made by instructors and tutors. Since the 

largest number of former students were contacted this way, our sample may represent a 

group that is less transient than other students. Some students may also have been selected 

by their former instructors because they have continued in the educational system and 

were therefore easier to find. 

 

The Interview Process 

The former student interviews ranged from half an hour to three hours long. Most were 

about two hours. The length depended on how comfortable the student felt and the amount 

he or she was interested in sharing. The interviews were informally structured. Although 

we knew many of the topics we wanted to discuss, it was also important to provide 

opportunities for the students to direct the conversation. We did not want to miss any 

topics that were important to them. In all instances participants shared intimate details of 

their lives and past educational experiences. 

In a typical interview we started by finding out something about their educational 

background when they were children. We asked about what education their parents had 

and how much their family and childhood community valued education. We were 

interested in when and how they decided to start upgrading their education as adults and 

what results they had expected from participating in an ABE/Literacy program. 

We asked participants about the experience of participating in a program. What did they 

study? How was the program organized? What happened on a typical day? We 

encouraged them to talk about their memories and feelings about their instructor or tutor, 

the other students, the materials, and program activities. What effect did going back to 

school have on their families? 

Finally we wanted to hear about the long term impacts of having participated in an 

upgrading program. In what ways are their lives continuing to be affected? 

 

Why Former Students Were Willing To Tell Their Stories 

Most people volunteered to be interviewed because they felt positively about the impact of 

participating in an ABE/Literacy Program and wanted to share their experiences as a way 

of encouraging others. We did, however, meet a couple of people who volunteered 

because they wished to share their frustrations about what they had experienced. More 

importantly, however, they wished to find out where they could 90 to truly satisfy their 

needs and further their education.  

 



Like others, Cynthia was very forthright in her reason for being interviewed. 

 

People have to know about these things. People have to start understanding that 
there are a lot of people out there who are scared of saying they're this or they're that, 
and that they can't do this or that. We have to start realizing these things. And they are 
mainly adults. 

I know how hard it is and what kinds of feelings they have about it. And it's not an easy thing. I 
know people take reading everyday for granted. It's a privilege to read. There are a lot of people 
Out there who can't read and I know how they feel because I was like that too. 

Tom wanted to make sure everyone was aware of the opportunities and the benefits. 

Because I think more and more people should be aware of the opportunity and may 
want to go back but don't know how, where to go. Government should be aware of 
how much of an asset it is to many people who want to go back but don't know how or 
where to go or don't have the financial ability or the mobility to get to school. People 
should know how to do all of this. Adult Basic Education is an opportunity for you to go 
back, pick up the things you missed in high school and apply them in everyday life. 
Once we get past the age of 23 or 24 our learning changes and we become far more 
intrigued with things at a different level and everyone should have the opportunity. So 
my doing this may help somebody with that. 

We Also Interviewed Instructors and Tutors  

Participation in an ABE/Literacy program usually involves a relationship between an 

instructor Or tutor and the student. To enrich our understanding we also interviewed 15 

instructors and tutors to get their point of view. We wanted to find out what instructors or 

tutors expected the impacts of participation to be on their students. 

 

Many of the instructors we interviewed had been in the field for 10 years or more. They 

have been part of rapidly changing philosophies about methodology and curriculum. 

Regardless of method or material, all the instructors continue to strive towards providing 

their students with successful learning experiences. One instructor described her evolving 

ideas about teaching as follows: 

I really felt that my responsibility in the beginning was just to create a successful 
learning atmosphere. It was my first encounter with people who had very disturbing 
family backgrounds. It hit me really strongly. When I began to hear the stories that 
came out of my students I was horrified. I just wanted to do anything to make them 
feel better about themselves and about school. I don't want to ever lose that but now I 
really feel a strong responsibility to help these students achieve their educational 
goals too. I believe that while being nurturing and warm I really need to push a little bit. 

We also asked several instructors to tell us their definitions of literacy. Their responses are 

quoted in Appendix D. 



The Report Format 

In reporting the findings, our desire has been to present students' thoughts and opinions in 

their own voices as much as possible. To protect the privacy of the students interviewed, 

we have given them all fictitious names throughout the report. Permission was obtained 

from each person to use material from the interview in our report (Appendix E). 

Chapters I and II of the report summarize information from former students describing 

their lives before participating in an ABE/Literacy program, their experiences while in 

those programs and their thoughts about the impacts that participation has had on their 

lives. We have categorized their thoughts and woven a story, largely in their own words, 

from the histories of many individuals. One person's complete story is included as 

Appendix F. Excerpts from this interview were included so that the reader can get a 

thorough understanding of the scope and depth of experience typically expressed to the 

researchers by former ABE students. 

Chapter III contains our interpretation of the findings and the implications for practice. It 

is divided into three parts. Section A provides a summary of the impacts of the ABE 

experience on the lives of participants as they have described them. Comments on how 

those results compare to other outcome and follow-up studies, as well as instructor 

expectations, have been included. Section B contains the researchers' distillation of the 

impacts into the essence of the ABE experience. This essence is explored in a conceptual 

framework. Section C proposes an hypothesis based upon our results and the conceptual 

framework outlined. Finally, the hypothesis and the implications of what we have learned 

are discussed in relation to the practical aspects of organizing and delivering-

ABE/Literacy resources. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER I - LIVES BEFORE AND DURING ABE 

The effects of the ABE experience on the lives of learners are both varied and profound. 

They are most impressive when placed in the context of whole lives changing over time. 

in this chapter we will describe the personal and educational backgrounds of the former 

ABE participants interviewed. They will tell of the many reasons they got involved in 

ABE and of their experiences while attending programs. In this way a canvas win be 

created upon which the effects can viewed. 

A. Past Experiences 

A few of the former ABE participants interviewed had relatively healthy and happy 

childhoods. Their school experiences were basically positive. They simply quit school out 

of boredom or a desire to do something else. They returned to school later to complete a 

few courses "to get grade 12." They were blessed in their health, their home life and their 

past school experience. 

However, the more common stories included descriptions of neglect, low income, lack of 

self-esteem, abuse, and learning disabilities. Most of those interviewed had faced major 

difficulties in their lives as children and adults.  

In all but two cases the ABE participants had attended a school as children. Two People 

had been raised in a Doukhobor community which did not send its children to school at 

that time. Interestingly, these people talked of how, as children, they had longed to go to 

school and get an education. Later the possibility of schooling through adult education 

was a scary, but positive, opportunity. 

Aboriginal learners talked about their experiences in residential schools where they were 

treated poorly, removed from their families and forced to forget their language and 

culture. Getting an education as an adult was often discussed as a way to help their people 

as well as to pursue their own personal goals. 

 

For ten months a year I was away from my family. It was a very distressful experience. 
I went to that infamous mission school, you probably read about it in the newspapers. 
That was the residential school I attended for grade 1 to grade 9. Then I went to 
[another residential school] for grades 10 and 11. It never was a happy time for 
anybody. It was sort of like a hospital prison. It had what you'd call the hallmarks of 
internment. That is, what I remember about it is sort of the aspects of internment. I 
was hungry quite a lot, stressed out quite a lot. Earlier on we were called by numbers, 
stuff like that. The things that you read about cultural genocide, it is certainly very true. 
The effects of course you can see today, but those stories, they are so horrifying, and 
you think that they have got to be making those things up. Well they're not made up. 
They're absolutely true. The beatings, those types of things, I saw those things, I know 
they're true. Being an adaptable independent person, I never put myself in the 
situation of being beaten, or sexually abused, or hurt. But I would say that I suffered 
as much as my relatives that did because in our society, you don't have an individual 
identity, you have a collective identity. And I can recall my sister's number was 89, 
how upsetting that was to hear that number called. What was going to happen to her? 



I knew all my relatives' number... If I hadn't had such a tremendously, sort of idyllic 
Aboriginal life-style in the summer, I probably would have a lot of trouble coming to 
terms with the residential school experience. The after effects of it, they never go 
away, you always remember those things. 

Sita 

The following quotes illustrate the earlier lives of the ABE participants.  

Some had physical problems: 

I went to grade 9 and about that time I was diagnosed with epilepsy. I was in and out 
of hospital constantly and was therefore missing a lot of school. And when I was back 
the teachers didn't give two hoots. They wouldn't help me catch up on what I had 
missed. It was my problem.  

Winston 

I failed grades 2 and 4. I had a hearing problem. I usually sat at the back when I 
should have been sitting at the front. The problem has gone away. It was a middle ear 
infection.  

Madeira 

Others didn't have much support for schooling: 

My mother went to work when I was 5. But there was no baby-sitting for me since I 
was 5 years old. I was always with older children. My mother put me in Grade 1 when 
I was 5. And we moved every year, so every year it was a new school. So that's an 
awful learning situation for a child to be in. To come from a dirt poor family, shabby, 
really poorly dressed, and to be ashamed of that all the time, and you are always the 
new kid in school. Not a positive experience. 

Peter 

 

My parents were drinking quite heavily. I couldn't feel normal, couldn't concentrate, all 
I wanted to do was to get out and get a job. I couldn't keep up anymore. Couldn't 
seem to do it. I just gave up.  

Manon  

Some didn't think they needed an education: 

I got up to Grade 11, then dropped out two months before completing. My English was 
probably a grade 9. I got married at 18 and had a child. It was the late 70's. The local 
norm seemed to be attending school but not graduating. You could get jobs without 
finishing school.  

Becky 

 



Often it seemed that the school didn't seem to care if they learned or not:  

 
Lot of kids dropped out. I think there was only one in my family who graduated and I 
come from a family of six. Now there are more graduating but end up having to take 
more courses to get into college and university because they are pushing them 
through to say "We have this many native graduates and aren't we great and aren't we 
wonderful". But a lot of native kids I know today don't know grade 12 math or English.  

Marion  
 

I was a little nervous [signing up for ABE] 'cause I wasn't quite sure how they go about 
doing it. I think my fear was of wondering if they would do the same thing they did in 
school. They just moved me along in school. The teachers were not teaching me. 
Somehow I graduated but really I didn't know how to write or do math.  

Anders 

Many had lived with negative pictures of themselves since childhood: 

I always thought of myself as dumb. I thought if I could get my grade 12, I could prove 
to myself that I could do it and prove to my kids that they aren't too old if I could do it. I 
wasn't secure. I always felt that I couldn't do this and I couldn't do that. That I wasn't 
as good as anybody else. That they were way better than I was.  

Shilona 

 
It is hard to live with kids that are ashamed of who you are and who they are, and you 
cannot help them. You can see why they're ashamed, but to help them out of it is 
difficult, especially if you can't get out of it yourself. In reality I was ashamed of who I 
was.  

 

Colleen 
 
 

I grew up in an abusive home, dysfunctional family and stuff... I dropped out of school 
at an early age, about eleven years old I just lost interest in school. Plus stuff was 
happening in my home life. I just started rebelling I guess. I found myself in group 
homes, and eventually into a youth containment centre, with lock-ups and stuff.. Later 
I tried getting back into school in jail, I'd just been out for so much time. Being in jail is 
such a different life-style. You got to adapt. You got to play this different role and be a 
tough guy or something, just because you won't make it if you don't. So you have to 
adapt to this life-style and being in school wasn't part of that life-style.  

Sam 

I had no skills... I was basically a criminal... I'd spent a lot of time at the bar at this time 
and got heavily into everything. So I thought that I'm not going to those crappy jobs. 
There was more money to be made out on the streets than on those jobs... I got out of 
that life-style and just went into being a mother on welfare... At one point it got to the 
point where I didn't leave my house for a couple of years.  

Colleen 



B. Why Participants Started ABE 

Participants described many different reasons for enrolling in an ABE/Literacy program: 

They wanted to help their children: 

I guess the strongest motivation was my daughter. Because if she needs help, I won't 
be able to help her. I'm going to have to know what the heck I'm doing... Like I said, I 
wanted to do it for a long time, but I wasn't in the right place at the right time. I guess 
for myself, my self esteem. I could be able to say that I took it, I completed it, just to 
feel better about myself.  

Betty 

People wanted better jobs: 

I feel in this day and age you've gotta have that education if you wanna good job. You 
can't even wash dishes now without it. I worked for a janitorial service but I wanted to 
accomplish more in life. I wanted to go back to school so I made up my mind that I 
could do it, and show my kids that I could do it. I was a coward until I got sponsorship 
from welfare. My social worker encouraged me to go.  

Shilona 

I just can't work at a job where I'm never going to achieve anything my whole life and 
just barely survive ... I like spending time with my daughter. My daughter is very 
important to me. And if I have to work, I want to work in something I want to do. I don't 
want to spend that much time away from her to work at a menial job like I always 
have. It's really bothered me. If I'm spending time away from her I should be doing 
something more.  

Ruth 

They wanted to change their lifestyles: 

One day I just said, "That's it. I want to do something with my life. And lately I 
discovered there are a lot of people out there who don't know how to read ... I picked 
up a book one day and couldn't read it. And I said "I've got to learn how to do this."  

Heather 
Because of no schooling there were no jobs. It carried on for about fifteen, sixteen 
years: dealing drugs, in and out of jail, stuff like that. Last year I was up on a very 
serious charge and I got very lucky and beat it. It made me take a look at my life 
because they were looking at putting me away for about ten to twenty years. I sat in 
lock-up for about four months. It was scary. So I started turning my life around. I went 
to a treatment centre and dealt with a lot of childhood issues ... Now my long-term 
goal is to get my BSW, which will be four years, which will be hard, but all the steps 
I'm taking now are sort of stepping stones towards my bigger goal.  

Sam 
 

  



I had been a single parent for about thirteen years on welfare and I was really tired of 
standing in the Food Bank line. I was really tired of being poor. I grew up with the idea 
that you get married and someone looks after you, but that had kind of gone by the 
wayside, so I finally realized that wasn't going to happen, and nothing was going to 
happen other than what was already happening unless I did it.. After fifteen years of 
being a single parent and nothing was changing, so I had to come to that conclusion 
that either you are going to do it yourself, or its not going to be done.  

Colleen 

They wanted to learn: 

There were a lot of jobs that I wanted. I knew I could do except for that paper that said 
I had grade 12. That always bothered me. I could never accept GED. I don't know 
why. I just thought it was... I said I could sit down here. You can give me a test 
tomorrow. I can memorize what I have to know and tomorrow I can pass it but I still 
haven't learned how to do all these things. I always did not like to memorize. I wanted 
to learn.  

Jarrett 

They wanted to be respected: 

It bothered me, being a mom, I have a daughter, and not having a grade 12, that really 
bothered me. I think that is what basically made me get it. It really bothered me.  

Debbie 

They had to overcome new circumstances: 

The main reason for my going back was because of my disability... starting all over in 
a new career.  

Sarah  

I have no source of income right now, no unemployment insurance. I have nothing. 
WCB had decided to retrain me at the same time that my UIC ran out. My hands are 
finished from 18 years as a miner working underground. The rest of my body can take 
the cold, but my hands can't. Right now they've said don't go back to work.  

Peter 

They wanted to leave abusive situations: 

I was married to this man and let's say he wasn't very nice. We split up and I moved, 
and I just thought well... I was abused physically and mentally, so I decided to go back 
to school and get a better education. Because I met him when I was 16, and I was 
married for 18 years. I was unemployed and thought well, if I get a better education I 
could get a better job.  

Madeira 

C. The Experience Of Participating In ABE 

Many people felt afraid in the beginning. Learning was a new experience for some. Each 

person approached the ABE experience differently. Some people treated it like a full-time 

job. Almost all of those interviewed appreciated patient, responsive and respectful 

instructors. 

 



Most participants felt a variety of emotions very deeply: 

It was quite a struggle to go to school, because I was not the same person that I am 
now... Participating in upgrading brings back a lot of old ghosts. If you had a lot of 
difficulty in school, those things are going to come back during up-grading.  

Agatha 

New things are scary to me. Being around people I don't know is scary to me... doing 
something you've never done before... the thought of failure. Thinking I'm going to be 
the stupidest one there. I'm going to fail. That was really scary. What if I go in and I 
can't do the staff and I look really stupid? I didn't have much confidence in myself. 
Some days I would come home from school and be emotionally drained and go to bed 
and cry and cry and I hated it and I was never going back and I would get up and go 
back the next day and do it all over again. And it just became easier and easier.  

Ruth 

Having patient and sympathetic instructors was very important: 

I thought, "I can't take another rejection." But when I went in for the assessment it was 
fine. She made you feel really comfortable.  

Becky 

I will say all the instructors must have a degree in psychology to do what they did. I 
was so proud of myself and so happy with the instructor. I said nobody else would 
have taken the time to approach it the way he did...  

Tom 

There was one instructor, she would come to your desk and talk to you like you were 
her friend or something. She would just help you a lot. She would sit down and explain 
word for word what it meant and why. I thought that was good.  

Madeira 

They learned many different things and generally liked how the instructors taught them: 

I enjoyed meeting new people and getting to talk with them and not to myself. The 
other thing would be learning what the teachers were saying and knowing more about 
how to write and do stuff. How to write a summary and do paragraphs. I took typing 
and learning how to write.  

Anders 

Mine was all on my own. It was sort of like you set your own pace, and I can recall 
racing through whole exercises, and then I would get stuck on one for three days, and 
I would have to practice it over and over. And then I'd get that, and then I'd maybe 
struggle on the next one a little bit, and then the penny would drop, and I'd go racing 
along again. It was all like that. And I thought one of the really nice things about the 
ABE program was that it allowed you to do that. And I could certainly see the 
frustration for children in the regular school system. I really felt that I had one son that 
would benefit very much from the ABE program rather than high school.  

Sita 

There were some things I especially liked about the aboriginal programs. The part that 
was really beneficial to me was the cultural classes. 

Colleen 



Every Wednesday morning we would sit in a circle and all talk about what we had 
learned and what we had accomplished during the last week. We spoke openly and if 
we had family problems, or if we did great, we talked about it. it really helps. It is like 
we are in a family group. If someone is having problems in math, and you get a high 
mark, you go to that person who will help you. That's the way it works and it kind of 
makes it like it is personalized.  

Shilona 

Looking back, some people realize how important personalized attention and testing for 

learning disabilities is: 

There is no testing for learning disabilities at the college. They need testing. They 
may be brilliant and they are just wasting and it is not very good for the economy. 
Because these people may be on social assistance or they may be working at jobs 
where they are feeling very frustrated with themselves and the system. It is too 
institutionalized and I think it needs to take a more personalized look at people 
instead of a program that just lets a certain amount through and lets the rest fall 
behind. Like the elementary and high school system, they are not structured for 
people who may not come from the best backgrounds or from the best environment. 
The schooling system needs to take away the institutionalized form because society 
is changing.  

Agatha 

It was sometimes hard to keep going for a variety of reasons: 

With my knee and my back I have to take pills, pain killers every day.  
Sarah 

It went up to grade 12, but that was when I was going through a divorce and I had two 
young kids. It was really difficult. I need to really concentrate when I study. I have 
tunnel vision, or I can't retain anything. And it was hard. [We asked Manon which 
came first, the upset in her marriage or the course] It was during the course, maybe 
two or three weeks after I started, that we started having real problems. I sort of put it 
on the back burner and said "I can't deal with this now"... I left the course about six 
years ago because of marital problems.  

Manon  

Many who succeeded were very determined from the beginning: 

I think you really have to work at what you want to do. These people that go into it 
have to really want to better themselves. Because if you don't, there is no point in 
taking it. You're not going to let it help you then. 

Becky 

 

 

 



Still, some had to leave because they did not have enough money: 

I think that is really important for people to have this while going to programs. You 
need money. You have to have money. You have to have something to live off. The 
three men in the class quit because they weren't receiving enough money to support 
their families. They really needed it. They just needed to go out and find a job to 
support their families.  

Ruth  
Then I thought I can't live like that. I have to go and work. I was in this school for three 
seasons and a half and then I have to quit because of my money situation. I found a 
job as a homemaker [and am still doing it].  

Corrine 

 

Lack of child care was also a reason why a number left: 

I'd have to say that I did start out when my baby was about a year old, that's my 
youngest one. I started out with Open Learning, and signed up for two or three 
courses. I was a total novice at correspondence. I didn't realize that going through 
Open Learning, it's like doing six times the amount of work. It was so overwhelming, 
and I had a newborn baby, so I simply withdrew from all the courses.  

Sita 

Some were supported by their families: 

My father always wanted to go to university and be an architect. He's really 
supportive and really tries to get us all to continue our education. 

Ruth  

Some were not: 

George, I was pushing him away. Because he didn't want to be part of it. I was 
making new friends, I was talking about new things. I was more alive on what was 
going on everyday. I was getting very little from him. In fact I was getting more of, 
"This isn't done and that isn't done." So I would do it. I was up to midnight every night 
getting things done. 
George starting to feel more threatened, getting quieter and quieter. George was 
slowly losing control of me. I never knew how much control he had. Because I can be 
controlled. I can still be controlled but now I've learned to question. So what he did 
indirectly was make things around the house tougher and tougher. But I just began to 
ignore him. If the vacuuming didn't get done, I didn't care anymore. If the walls 
needed washing I didn't care. If the meals weren't ready, I didn't care. They were 
ready when I finally got them done. 
I started to look at him and go, "You have two hands. The TV is always there. If you 
choose to not help me that's your choice." I never came out and said it, but indirectly 
that was the message.  

Barb 



 

Many of the former students we interviewed told us they tried to sign up for programs 

several times before doing it or finding one that fit their personal style. Once registered 

many had to leave to attend to other responsibilities. They described returning for several 

months or a year, rotating in and out of programs as suited their situations. These learners 

were truly lifelong learners determined to continue learning and upgrading their education 

gradually -confronting and overcoming many obstacles on the way. 

So far we have described the varied backgrounds of ABE participants, the reasons they 

chose to participate in ABE programs, and some of their experiences while participating 

in programs. We turn now to a picture of the impacts of the ABE experience from the 

point of view of former students at least a year after participation. 

 

  



CHAPTER II - IMPACTS OF THE ABE EXPERIENCE 

In this chapter former students tell about the impacts they still feel in their lives as a result 

of participating in an ABE/Literacy program. It is important to remember that each 

quotation is only an aspect of an individual life. Each illustration should be viewed as a 

leaf on a unique tree with its own complete story of how it has reached for the sun. (For 

one former student's whole story the reader can refer to Appendix F) 

When the former students' stories are taken together, patterns emerge that create three 

branches. The lasting effects described by former learners fall into the following three 

categories:  

1. Learning about the world (educational impacts) 

2. Discovering themselves (psychological and social impacts) 

3. Acting in the world (community and economic impacts) 

While it cannot be said that all the impacts happened in any one person's life, each 

happened in the life of some participant in combination with other impacts. 

Most of the former participants interviewed believe they were well served by the ABE 

experience. However there were also a couple of people interviewed who felt not so well 

served. Their experiences are described separately in Part B of this chapter. 

A. Those Who Were Well Served By The ABE Experience 

1. Learning About The World (Educational Impacts)  

In the category of learning about the world or the educational impacts, people talked about 

gaining academic skills (reading, writing and math), finding new ways to do things, 

learning new ways to look at the world, discovering learning and achievement, finishing 

courses, attaining certificates and continuing on to further education and training. 

 

Learning to read was very important: 

Your whole life changes. Say for example you go into a grocery store for crackers, or 
Nabob coffee. You can actually read what the box or the jar says. Before, forget it. I'd 
get the first letter. I'd know the letters of the alphabet. I couldn't read. Sometimes, I'd 
ask the salesperson where is the ketchup. Id use that famous excuse about forgetting 
my glasses. He would show me where it was. I'd go pick it up. I knew by the shape. 
Now I can go anywhere in the store, pick up what I want. With banking Id always let 
the cashier do it and I'd sign it. Now I take my cheque book out, I fill out the forms if I 
want to deposit money in the bank. I can do it.  

Heather 
 

 



I learned how to read. That was the most important thing in my life. I can read. Read a 
book and not a picture book neither. I feel good when I can read. I don't know why but 
I just didn't feel that good about myself. But now I feel fantastic. And now that I know 
how to read, I'm reading all the time. I still have trouble, but I'm learning. I break the 
words up and run them all together. And its fun. I bought a book- It's a novel and a 
mystery. Before I couldn't pick up a book. Now I have a book with me wherever I go. 
Before I used to read for simple pleasure, now I find that I read books about stuff that I 
want to learn about, so it made quite a difference there, because I do read a lot of 
books.  

Betty 
 

I can pick up a newspaper now and read what it has to say. It makes me feel good. 
Instead of just looking up the pictures I can read what it says. 

Anders 

Many improved their writing: 

I learned a lot, though. How to do writing for work, report writing... I went to the 
Convention and I applied the principles that I learned from the report writing seminar 
and I wrote my report and I gave my report verbally at the Union meeting and I got a 
standing ovation at the Union meeting because of the clarity and accuracy of my 
report and the manner I gave it in... The report was so organized and so clear and 
everything... was a direct result of the course, no doubt about it.  

Peter 
 

I still write a little bit. Eventually I want to write a book. I would have liked to continue 
doing another English course, but my husband keeps telling me that I'll be okay, and 
that maybe I could do that through correspondence. I wrote an essay for my English 
51 which is going to be part of my book, and that is sort of a dream of mine that I 
wanted to do, so eventually I would just want to continue and keep fixing it up and 
keep going.  

Donna 

 

 

They learned numeracy skills: 

I now know how to count.  
Corrine 

 

I wanted so bad to learn the metric because that's what we're into now, and I just 
didn't know anything about it. I hate it, but I didn't know. Now I can go into a store and 
I know that 2.2 pounds is a kilogram. 

Shilona 
 

 
 



 

Well, my math improved a bit. I could do a little more work on my English yet. I saw 
myself gaining some. Not as much as I would have liked. I might go back, whet my 
appetite.  

Jason 

Many had never known how to study before: 

This is something I have learned, how to note and write things down. 
Heather 

 

Given all those advantages and abilities and given that background already, it was 
entirely necessary for me at that point in my life to go to ABE if I were to be successful 
at college. I say that in hindsight now because I was quite confident in my ability to 
study and learn, to achieve in that arena when I went to ABE. But I didn't realize until I 
was in the college technical program how important ABE was. I didn't realize how little 
I knew and particularly not just the contents of the textbooks. Study techniques kept 
me organized, so that I was not able only to get through but to excel. And wound up 
having the good fortune of winning a scholarship every semester and of being invited 
to participate in certain college functions, activities which left me very well connected, 
basically.  

Cameron 

Many are now able to communicate more effectively with other people: 

To sit down in a room and look somebody in the eye and to make a point, to make 
them hear your point, to make them understand your point, that is an accomplishment 
that more and more people should experience. It's a good feeling going from nothing 
to that.  

Tom 
 

I think I can see things a lot clearer. Looking back I think I was very scattered in 
thought, and I couldn't communicate properly. With my family I could because I feel at 
ease, it's fine. But as soon as we go out to a function, my husband works for the 
school board now, I found that particularly hard. Had I not gone to school, I would 
have been freaked right out. You go to functions, and you can't just listen.  

Donna 

They became aware of broader issues and other points of view: 

I remember one story I was writing, and I was just ticked off with him. "Nothing is ever 
right, you're always picking at my story!" After I had finished it and read it, the final 
version, the final draft, I realized that it was great that he did that. There were things 
that I changed in there. He sort of made me see things from a different point of view, 
and those things are priceless. The more of us, if we can put a different hat on, see 
things from a different point of view, as many point of views as we can, I think we're a 
better person for it. I think ABE has done that, and the instructors have done that. It's 
not the ABE program, it's the instructors that teach you, either make it or not make it.  

Donna  



 

Some were shocked to learn about how other people live: 

I was personally shocked by this because of my upbringing. How many women don't 
realize that they are, to a certain point, being controlled by men? There was a couple 
of women in our class who had very abusive husbands. And there was a few married 
women in the class who I thought their lives were being run by these men. Since I've 
been on my own since I was 18, I've made all the decisions for myself and my child... I 
think why is this happening? Is this really a serious problem? And I find out it is. This is 
acceptable. This is normal. It's normal for these men to be verbally abusive. It's normal 
for women to do all the housework, all the cleaning, all the cooking. I was in a barn 
half my life. It's not normal for me. So it really has made me aware of women's issues 
because they were just not there for me before.  

Ruth 

Many found out it's all right to have an opinion and express it: 

At the end of the Socials course, by about three or four sessions we were already 
hollering at each other. It was good. So that brought out the whole, it is okay to talk, it 
is okay to say because you have an opinion, and it is alright to have an opinion. It 
taught us that not everybody is going to agree. It's fine, everybody is different, that is 
what it taught us. Everybody has a point of view, and we should respect to listen to it.  

Donna  

People discovered they loved to learn: 

I really liked learning. Made me get up in the mornings and have some place to go, felt 
good about learning something.  

Jane  
 

Now every day I think I learn something or I try and learn something every day 
because I've learned the value of learning. I love education. I love education. Just 
learning. And that all came about as a result of my Project Based Training course that 
I took. Before I took that I hadn't been to school. I hadn't. I had worked but never 
worked in challenging jobs. I never worked at learning anything new. They were all 
repetitive. Just getting into that course and starting to learn and challenging myself 
really opened up a whole new world for me. I started learning. I'm continually learning. 
I love learning.  

Ruth 

Many accomplished their educational goals: 

Before I was just someone to bug, someone to get a laugh from. Now that I have 
achieved my GED and a few other courses too, I am able to apply for and receive 
respectable work and do it well. And that's a plus. And I have received comments from 
people saying I am doing a good job. Now that I like, that I am not just taking up space 
and filling in time.  

Winston  

 

 



 
It's like I'm on a roll now, and getting that diploma was a good thing. I said to myself 
many, many, many times over the years, I should go back to school, I should go back 
to school, but then year after year goes by and you don't do it. Now I have something 
to show for it, and that makes me feel better.  

Pierre 
 

I just had so much fun doing that, and before you knew it, I finished it! My provincial! I 
got this certificate in the mail that says, "Congratulations! Here Is Your Provincial 
Certificate," so I had gotten my GED and my provincial certificate, so that was that.  

Sita  
 

I think the Project opened areas for me that I didn't know that I could access - more 
education. I never ever thought I could go back to college. Stuff like that - or how to go 
about applying for certain jobs, making contacts, networking. It did provide me with 
needed skills.  

Becky 
 

I'm not afraid of SFU anymore. I have all the confidence in the world that I can make it, 
that their program isn't any different than doing five or six courses a semester in this 
school.  

Colleen  

2. Discovering Themselves (Psychological and Social Impacts) 

Learners described the psychological and social impacts of having participated in an 

ABE/Literacy program as equally important as, or more important than, the educational 

impacts. While they had entered a program with the hope and plan of gaining skills, they 

were surprised by the changes they experienced within themselves and how they related to 

the world.  

People gained a great deal of self-confidence: 

I used to be a quiet person. I'd sit in the comer and you wouldn't even know I was 
sitting there. Now I'm able to talk to other people and communicate with them. Really 
exciting. I haven't lost anything, just gained. Before I wouldn't be able to talk to 
anybody, it's really a great experience for me.  

Randy 
 

Being out of school for so long, my confidence wasn't at the highest. Now I feel very 
confident, that I can get into any kind of course and be successful at it. And I think it 
helped train my mind to do that now because I did start there in August, and besides 
studying for the GED, I was involved with the newsletter, the magazine they have 
there... I contribute to that, writing some poems and also putting it together and doing 
a little tutoring. All those things combined, they just build up your confidence, and I'm 
ready, I can't wait, I'm very eager for this thing to start.  

Pierre 



 

 
When you are going to school you get all these wonderful ideas of, "OK if I do this 
then I could go off into this area and do this." I always tried to keep all my doors open 
so I can go to any one any time... It gave me a sense that I can do better. I have done 
better.  

Milton 
 

People are looking at me a little differently now that I have that education. It's a good 
feeling... Before I would go into a group of people I didn't know, I would get stomach 
cramps like you wouldn't believe. I am able to enter into that same group now with a 
different outlook. Yes, I would put that credit towards ABE.  

Winston 
 

I wasn't secure, never reassured myself on things, I always felt I couldn't do this and I 
couldn't do that... Now I'm more secure, I don't stop and think that I'm not as good as 
she is. In fact I know more than they do, because I went to school. Given me more self 
confidence. That's why I was able to try for a job [which she got and kept for 3 or 4 
months,] Gave me the courage to at least go and ask for a job and see if I was 
qualified.  

Shilona 
 

I think it gave me a lot of courage, and that whole experience of going to ABE said to 
me that, "Yes, you can do it, you just have to set your mind to it and pursue it", which I 
never had before. To me, that was an example of what a person can do. When I 
started and when I finished, that's two different people. This whole path of that 
fourteen months showed me that I can, and that I'm not dumb. If I can, the way I felt 
here, if I could have done that, anybody can do anything.  

Donna 
 

Even after treatment my self-esteem was pretty low. I was beating myself up all the 
time and stuff. And just being here, and achieving so many things, and just - small 
achievements and stuff, but they mean a lot - speech crafts, just winning an award, 
and stuff like that.  

Sam  

They now have the ability to assert themselves: 

It's just unreal how I thought that I could never do that. I just phoned her everyday and 
told her that I need this job, I need it and I can't do without it, and she called me! I was 
surprised. Even right now I went to the recycling center, and they told me they would 
call me, I told them I need a job, and now I have even hope for that job.  

Melissa 
 

I was a loner. I'm not a loner now. I talk to everybody. If they stop and ask for 
directions, have a problem, I'll help them out with it.. Before taking those courses you 
couldn't get me to open my mouth for nothing. 

Heather 



 
I credit the instructors - the gentleness, the way that they take you through it. You 
have to be a certain type of instructor. You can't overly mother and you can't under 
mother. We are like lost souls, lost souls who have lost our identity. If it hadn't been for 
Adult Basic Education and being allowed to go to night school, for the education world 
to open up to us people who never could finish school, it has been a miracle. We have 
become assertive people.  

Barb  

ABE has given people the confidence and motivation to learn: 

From that point on it just felt great. From that point on I felt I'm somebody. I always 
remember the person who said that but it was really a combination of a lot of people 
that made it happen. It made me want to do more...  

Jarrett 
 

I almost find learning addictive... When I first went to ABE I found that there was 
almost a blockage in my mind. There was just a wall and I kept banging into it. "Why 
can't I remember? Why can't I understand?" I would read a paragraph and I couldn't 
remember what I read. I think you have to break a barrier in there somewhere. It was 
so frustrating, you can't remember anything. You read a paragraph, if you have 
questions on it, you can't remember what the paragraph was about. I think it was the 
whole combination of low self-esteem, being afraid, the whole combination of things, 
and I think that interferes with your learning.  

Donna 

They have the strength to accept their own and other people's mistakes: 

I know what I do I do well. I don't have to think, "What if I make a mistake?" If I make a 
mistake, fine. Its not the end of the world. Before if I made a mistake I would say the 
hell with it and forget it.  

Jarrett 
 

Before I couldn't recognize the mistakes I was making, it was always the other person 
that was making mistakes. Now I recognize there are mistakes I make, that I have to 
realize, and I have to listen to that person tell me the mistakes I make, whereas I 
would never listen to that. "No, I don't make mistakes." That's all there was to it. Now, I 
listen to them, and that was one good thing too about the course because the teacher 
always almost everyday took out half an hour, maybe an hour just to give us that 
training. I thought that that helped me quite a bit. I never used to recognize that I have 
mistakes too.  

Melissa 
 

After I took the class I knew what other people were feeling. I am more understanding, 
don't ridicule people when they make a mistake. In the position I have now I manage 
people. I will allow them the ability and opportunity to solve the problem themselves, 
and if they can't I will help them. They experience the satisfaction of having that when 
I was in ABE. I do it for other people and I find it gets far better results.  

Tom 



 

Many are now self-assured enough to try new things: 

[ABE] helped me take on challenges. A lot of times fear held me back. Even though I 
am still fearful when I go into things, every time I do something new I get less fearful. 
Just learning about myself and learning that I can do things. Knowing that I am a 
valuable person helps me constantly achieve new things and allows me move forward 
and take new steps I would never have taken before.  

Ruth 

 

It got me more motivated, going out and trying new things.  
Jason 

 

I guess what's most important to me is not being afraid to do stuff, and just the 
confidence it gives you.  

Betty  

People spoke of increased awareness of self and identity: 

Adult Basic Education seemed to be set up in a psychological way. Because it had 
some psychological stuff in it, like some of the material we read. I was reading this 
material and I was starting to think, "OK, these people live like this and this is the way 
I live and I was exposed to different people and seeing how their lives were like, and 
them being in relationship or being married, and how they were interacting with their 
spouse, and I started looking at my own life and seeing where I was at in my own life, 
and where I was at with this person. And then I started realizing that it was not too 
good. I guess ABE helped me in that way. 

Agatha 

 

It wasn't just learning math and English. It was a lot more. Deal with this part of your 
life. I think that is why that English course was designed for that. I think the instructor 
was really good. She sort of led into certain parts, and she could sense what the soft 
spots were, and she'd open that up, and you'd go, I didn't know I felt that about that'. 
That's priceless, that kind of stuff. You don't get that in school. I think it is a lot more 
than just going to school, [more] than learning academics.  

Donna 

 

I think I learned more from the lifeskills courses than I learned from anything else in 
the course. I learned about me and that I am a valuable person and making myself 
feel better about me has done incredible things... It was hard for me too because I 
didn't want to talk about myself. I didn't want to know or admit things about myself. I 
didn't want others to know things about me. There were a few times when I refused to 
take part in things. And that was just fear. Just learning about myself and learning that 
I can do things. Knowing that I am a valuable person helps me constantly achieve new 
things and allows me to move forward and take new steps I would never have taken 
before.  

Ruth 



 

It made me realize a lot of things I did not know about myself. For instance, I was not 
confident at all. I was a nervous wreck before... I know if I hadn't taken the course I 
probably would still be waitressing. It just made me realize that I can go back to 
school. It gave me the boost I needed to re-educate more. I'd have to say it opened 
the door... I didn't really know what I wanted to do, and to tell you the truth, I probably 
wouldn't have ever known if I hadn't taken that project. The people were really 
supportive.  

Becky 

 

The part that was really beneficial to me was the cultural classes. The drum making 
and the beading, and all those things. Being brought up in the city, I was in between 
cultures, I didn't really have one. I knew I didn't fit in with the white culture. I was told 
that from the time I was born here. And I really didn't have any Native background, 
except for my father, but he talked about growing up on the trap line, but it wasn't 
particularly about his people, it was about the trap line. I didn't know anything about 
that. In fact I've learned more about it, well obviously since I've been here, I've had to 
do research for a button blanket, and plus my interest was peaked about my own by 
coming here. How I found out was through an anthropologist at UBC. I asked him 
about our creation story, and I was kind of resentful, but I had to ask him these things. 
I was glad to get that information, and I used it on my button blanket And the fact that 
they taught us how to do so-called Native things. Then I felt more like I belong 
somewhere. If not with a particular tribe, at least with the people. I belong somewhere. 
I'm one of the group.  

Colleen  

With confidence, people often regained their personal integrity: 

It is really important to come back to school. It is nice that they have ABE. If they didn't 
have that, people like me wouldn't get confidence out there. It gave me confidence. It 
let me be me. It let me be honest with myself to just myself. I know that before I used 
to go in a bank, and I would try to pretend. I never told the truth, that I couldn't write, 
and now I am very honest. I go there and say, "Could you please help me, I have 
problems. I have problems with my spelling." Before I came back to school, I wasn't 
honest with myself. I tried to hide all the time. That is what ABE gave to me, it gave 
me confidence. Because I've seen other adults like me that never went to school that 
are trying. I've seen that there were other adults that were worse off than me, that 
couldn't even read, and I was well ahead of them in that area. I read very well, I 
understood what I was reading, so I guess it gave me confidence.  

Nina 
 
 
 
 
 

 



For the first time, some people have developed a sense of well being: 

Without ABE the writing would have happened because I had to write, but all the other 
changes I don't think would have happened. Again the understanding instructors were 
just great, the support you get from them. It made me want to learn. I should have had 
this long ago... I feel great about me. I can go home and go to bed and sleep... no 
problems... It's just a different way of life and its good.  

Jarrett 

 

I have a great time. I get along with people a lot better. You don't have to fight with 
them everyday. Taking these courses sure helped a lot. They got me into reading and 
writing and taught me who I am. And made me feel a lot better.  

Martin  

  

I'm pleasantly busy. I'm achieving. I'm working. You know I'm working toward 
something I feel like I'm constantly growing and working towards it. Becoming a better 
person.  

Ruth  

People have overcome some negative habits and learned effective strategies for handling 

their feelings:  

It brought me out of some bad habits, I don't smoke any more... and I don't go for a 
drink anymore... How? It made me think.  

Shilona  

 

[ABE] taught me not to drink as much.  
Milton 

Now if I get frustrated I can work through it and come home and deal with it or deal 
with it there. Not let it effect me so badly. Or come home and talk to friends. I don't 
have to stop that very second and get out of there. I've learned that I can work through 
it and wait and deal with things when it's appropriate to.  

Ruth 

 

We used to do assertiveness training in the class with each other, and that helped me 
a lot. Just for no reason at all, I want to be alone, and I tell the person there is no way I 
have time for you. That's it. Even that helped me. I couldn't believe it but that helped 
me quite a bit. 

Melissa 

 

 

 

 



I think the upgrading program [ABE] made me more aware of how people deal with 
things. Some of the people within the class, including myself, didn't always deal with 
things on a positive level. Like my biggest problem within myself was anger, 
confrontation. So I was learning a lot of social skills within the class and I was also 
lucky to have an instructor who was really a caring person.  

Agatha 

 

Thinking good has come about because of the upgrading. Because you just don't 
jump in anger because now you know a little more. It's a great feeling. I could have 
responded in anger. But a lot of these people have helped me. It did help my attitude 
in up-grading. Confidence, self-esteem, assertiveness, all these come about without 
having the anger. They all had to do with going back [to school]. Learning how to 
behave in the world.  

Jarrett 

 

Even in that English, it is amazing how many frustrations through life a person has, 
and they're brought out. Some of them would surprise us. I didn't realize that it 
bothered me that much. They helped me bring it all out. The English instructor did 
that, and it was great. There were one or two students that were a bit angry with that 
English. I don't think they were ready to explore themselves deeply. That was a real 
exploration of self, I think that was fantastic.  

Donna  

 

 

The ABE experience also had impacts on people's relationships with family and friends:  

I always used to be angry about the native and the white issues, but I noticed that I 
had something to back my anger up with. Then I started to look at things from all 
different aspects, because that was what they were teaching us to do. I stopped being 
so angry. The program also helped me with that because I got to know white people, 
and I thought, "Oh gee, they're human too." Before that my life did not involve white 
people. The only white people that I knew were social workers, and teachers. They 
were a part of my life because they had to be, not because I wanted them to be, or 
because they wanted to be. I did have one white friend that I had grown up with since 
birth, and that was the only one. Actually I have a white mother and a white sister, who 
is totally white. I didn't consider them in the picture. So that dissipates what I was 
learning in the program. They actually weren't out to get me. I can now see them as 
individuals, where before there was one big mess.  

Colleen  

 

I started realizing what people I wanted in my life and what people I didn't want in my 
life. Before I was feeling a need for people and just sort of being with anybody...  

Agatha 
 
 
 

 



Friends, definitely. When I was with her dad for 8 years, I didn't have any friends. And 
then I was finally able to leave him and I didn't have anybody. Then I went to school 
and I have lots of friends now. I have lots of support. That was a big thing for me.  

Debbie 
 

When you change a lot there are some things you have to let go. And I still love them 
and they are still my friends, but I don't think I'm better than them, but I think myself... 
You have to go on and sometimes make new friends even though it hurts and it's hard 
to do. It's hard to leave these people that you love behind, but I think I had to do that 
for myself. It's very hard when you are vying to grow and trying to achieve things to 
surround themselves with people who are comfortable with where they are and don't 
want to keep on. I don't maintain a close relationship with them anymore. I've built new 
relationships with people who are also themselves vying to learn and achieve and are 
doing the same things that I'm doing. It's easier when you have that support there; 
have the same things in common with those people and have a support system there. 
None of the old friends have followed suit and changed their lives. That's been a very 
hard part. But I know that I can't live to be the way they want me to be or for them to 
be comfortable with... I can't stay the same person so that they are comfortable with 
that.  

Ruth  

While some marriages fell apart, other spousal relationships were strengthened: 

I feel really good now. At least I am not staying in a relationship that is abusive 
anymore. I'm out now. I know I can do it on my own... I feel great. Things started 
changing when I went back to school. If I wasn't back in school I don't know if I would 
have made that final step. 

Cynthia 

 
He thought that with me going back and getting educated that I would leave him in the 
wind somehow, like you're getting to smart for me and you're thinking you're better 
than me. He's gotten over that hump now... He was worried, "You're going to get a 
better job, you're not going to want to be married." I think my husband knows that I 
could take him or leave him.  

Becky  

 

I still have a relationship with my daughter's father. We've known each other since I 
was seventeen. I don't know what his idea of me was before but I'm starting to get a 
little view of it. But it seems to be changing and he can't believe how smart I am, and 
he'll say that. He hasn't read any of the essays I write, but he's read one letter that I 
was forced to write to my Band. He thought that somebody wrote that for me, and I 
told him that I wrote that myself. He said, "The school really helped you, didn't it?" I 
said, "I used to think the same way, I just didn't know how to write it down." Our 
relationship is changing. He is sort of listening to what I have to say now. He thinks 
that it might be something worth listening to. Not that we are really tight or anything 
but I see that he is being a bit more respectful towards me, which helps with him and 
his daughter.  

Colleen 
 



  

Even my husband, he loves to volunteer. Before he had no idea of what he wanted to 
do. The course helped him like it helped me and he wasn't even going to it. When I 
would study and tell him what happened and everything, he would get to thinking, you 
know... We never opened up before. He never talks all day. Now he really has an 
interest in everything: what I'm doing, what the kids are doing, where we're going, why 
we're doing it. And then he'll want to go along and see if he likes it.. With the kids, 
before we didn't take them anywhere... [Now] we go to picnics and museums and stuff 
like that we never went before. That was because my husband didn't want to go, and I 
didn't know how to get him to go. Then I just decided I was just going to get and take 
the kids. Then he decided that he wanted to come along! The course helped me in 
more ways than I can tell you.  

Melissa  
Often children benefited from their parents' ABE experience: 

I have only gained. I haven't lost anything. I have gained everything. I'm still gaining. 
I'm glad I went back. I really am glad. It was hard, but it was good. Now I can help my 
kids higher than I ever could. I keep telling my kids it's important. You have to have 
your education.  

Hilda 
 

It helped me quite a bit because it helped them quite a bit. Before they thought 
studying just wasn't "in" these days. I have an eight year old, and he is really slow. In 
the evenings when I settle down to study, he is going to settle down with me to study 
on the table, we are going to study for an hour, no matter what happens. All the TVs 
are off. Even my three year old and five year old, they are going to write ABC or 
whatever, but everybody is going to do something.  

Melissa 

  

I would do that with my children... the encouragement, it doesn't have to be telling 
them how to do math, or do something else, it was just in everyday life, a different 
approach to something. I use it still. I use it anywhere I can. It has just sort of become 
part of me. 

Donna 

People have become role models and are influencing others: 

There's two or three other friends that got started in it [ABE] since. So by talking to 
other people I actually got other people interested enough to get into it. Even my 
sister-in-law got into it.  

Hilda 

 

My family started to notice it, my children picked up on it, and we all did homework 
together, and I can remember someone asking me something about algebra, and 
being totally absolutely amazed that I could do the calculations, and demonstrate the 
steps and everything, They were so impressed.  

Sita  



 

3. Acting in the World (Community and Economic Impacts) 

Former students described a growing awareness of their neighborhood and community. 

Some became active about social issues or participated in the political process for the first 

time. Some got jobs and others started doing volunteer work. Upgrading their skills and 

increasing their confidence has affected many students economically. Many discovered 

that they had something to give: 

I find that I can speak up. I've got myself into a hospice society, which before I don't 
think I would have. I've always been inclined, sort of fascinated with certain aspects of 
life, and through hospice society I'm sort of fulfilling that for me and giving of myself, 
which I don't think I was able to... I wasn't able really to give of myself... Before I don't 
think I'd be able to do that because I feel that I couldn't express myself. 

Donna  

 

Many people started doing volunteer work: 

In my life right now I'm a member of a number of different things. It's all volunteer work 
through the Union. They are varied activities... Also I'm preparing for a presentation to 
the Workmen's Compensation Board on their proposed changes to safety regulations. 
Also I'm getting dollars for diabetes campaign organized by Canadian Building Trades, 
taking place across Canada on the same day. Also I'm active politically, two ridings, 
for provincial and federal.  

Peter 

 

 
I had the long term goals and it just seems like being here I have been in touch with so 
many different programs that are just part of my stepping stones to my goal, things 
just seem to keep happening. A few of the street workers approached me about 
setting up a dance group for the young kids in the area, because there are a lot of kids 
interested, and that is a field I want to get into, working with youths and stuff.  

Sam 

 

When I went to [ABE], I got so I wasn't scared to ask questions about different things, 
which I was before. I would never have joined the Legion and do volunteer work until I 
went to college and that. 

Vera  

 

 



 

 

Some have become more aware of community issues and politics: 

I have become more interested in politics... Knowing what's going on in politics and 
what's going on in my country. I have become more aware of it. I haven't been 
involved or done anything... I'm realizing the importance of participating as a person. 
To see what I want done I have to participate and become more aware of things and 
go out and vote which I did this year too... which I've never done before... Children's 
laws really need to change, more so than women's. I'm absolutely shocked and 
disgusted by the rights that children don't have... the way children are treated. I've 
been learning a lot more about that lately. My beliefs of that have become very strong. 
Whereas before they didn't matter because I didn't think about it. I'm a sit in the 
comer, let somebody else do it kind of person. I have been. Just being right in my face 
is almost forcing me to say this is what I believe. And that's great.  

Ruth 

The ABE experience affected their relationships with their children's schools: 

A year after I left [the college program], I did a reading program at school. My kids 
were in elementary school, they had a lot of kids that just needed one-on-one reading, 
and I don't think I would have ever done that if they had asked me before I went to 
school. Just because I didn't read a whole lot before other than kids' books. I wouldn't 
have been confident enough.  

Rachel 

 

Before they never told me what happened at school, what they did. Now they can't 
wait to tell me what happened at their school. I wasn't as interested in their work 
before either. Now I want to know, sit them down, even at supper that is what we talk 
about. What happened at your school? What did you do at your school? It helps the 
kids to open up. I never did that before... [We asked her if her relationship with her 
daughter's teacher had changed since she went back to school]. Yes it has. Before I 
only saw her as a teacher, now I see her as someone trying to teach my kids. I don't 
know actually how to put this in words. I can't say I see her as a friend either, she's a 
teacher, but then again, I'm a teacher too, right? Our relationship has changed quite a 
bit... When I go there, now I talk to her about my daughter, the other children, and I 
know what is going on in the school. I never knew that before. I never went to the 
meetings, I never did any of those things. All of this and I was raised here in Canada.  

Melissa  

 
I felt very young and was a very young mother and wasn't confident. I was even scared to go to 
her school. I was scared to talk to her teachers. I never went to talk to her teachers. I never did 
anything, I was scared. I cared about her schooling but I didn't care about the school. It's helped 
me become more aware of what the schools are doing and put a lot more value on them. I've 
actually been to her school a few times and done things - met the teacher.  

Ruth  



 

 

People feel the ABE experience has prepared them and given them access to jobs: 

Having a GED, I have a better chance of getting a job now. To me this is the biggest 
thing. Now I'm more secure.  

Vera  

 

I think the Project opened areas for me that I didn't know that I could access - more 
education. I never ever thought I could go back to college. Stuff like that - or how to go 
about applying for certain jobs, making contacts, networking. It did provide me with 
needed skills.  

Becky 

 

I went out looking for jobs on the bulletin boards and I could read what it said on them. 
And that made a big change, like I couldn't read those before.  

Martin 

 

I never knew how I could get a job... I knew that everything I was not doing, for once, 
when I went to an interview, I was a nervous wreck. They asked me what was my 
name, and I forgot even that. This mining course helped me quite a bit. To learn this, 
like what I wanted, to tell the employer what I am looking for, this is what I can do for 
you, and this is what I want done for me. Whereas before I would be thinking, "What is 
it that I want?" I had no idea what I wanted. Now I know exactly where I'm going, and 
when to get there, and how to get there.  

Melissa 

ABE has given people a start: 

That was the first step to my education, and for him [my son) to see me finally getting 
an education, I mean education is something. When he said that I had only went to 
grade 8, that was like he was trying to shame me, and it worked. I was ashamed, I 
was embarrassed that I didn't have an education. I wasn't qualified to do anything and 
he knew that. The fact that it would get me off of welfare, and the fact that I achieved 
it in ten months, I got those certificates, and then to go on and to do it again one more 
time, this year I made it again. But if I hadn't have, it would have been quite 
devastating for me. But, yeah it has changed because he can no longer say that you 
only have grade 8, you are going no where. The fact that he is finally proud of me, 
that he doesn't try to hide, he doesn't tell me how to dress, if I feel like wearing jeans, 
it doesn't bother him, and he seems to be quite comfortable with bringing his friends 
over now, he doesn't tell people that he lives in the houses over there. The fact that 
my income had gone up a bit, not terrifically, but a bit compared to welfare, that I have 
been able to make the house look a bit better. 

Colleen  

  



 
 
 
 
 
For the education world to open up to us people who never could finish school has 
been a miracle. We have become assertive people. We are no longer the mothers our 
mothers were. When her husband died my mother was devastated. When Daddy died 
he was 52, she was 42. When he died there was nothing for her. She didn't have an 
education and she still had all of us to care for. There was no way for her to raise 
them except to go on social services because there was nothing. And my generation 
was following into the same track and then somebody, whoever that person was, 
decided that adults can come back to school to be retrained, so they wouldn't fall into 
the crack of going on to welfare because they have lost a partner.  

Barb 
People have became participants in the economy: 

I have stuck to my decisions that I made while I was in the course. I told them that I 
was going to open my own company. I did. I have my cleaning company I opened. I'm 
doing contracting, cleaning, taking buildings for cleaning and stuff like that. I've come 
a long way. Before I never would have been able to do that.  

Melissa 

 

I got a job shortly after completing [the program]. My husband was laid off and our 
family needed my income for the extended period of time... I got a job at a flower shop 
after completing my grade 12. So yes it made a difference. Maybe it wasn't necessary 
to do the job, but it was the deciding factor for the employer.  

Rachel 

 

My son John also got his GED and is now working as a fireman at an international 
airport.  

Barb 

 

[I wanted to] do something other than waitressing because that's nowhere, that's 
straight to nowhere really. I make $120 a day now, and I'd have to work how many 
days for that? Id get more tired, I'd work as a cashier at that candy store at the mall, 
and I would get so tired I would come home and just collapse for $40 a day. This is 
ridiculous. Now I get tired at work, it's heavy work. I come home sometimes and crash 
out too, but it is really rewarding. I learn something new, I meet different people, I 
learn new skills, I learn something about medical problems everyday. To approach 
patients you have to have communication skills, you have to speak with the head 
nurse, I just love it. At times when I'm working and I'm so peaceful. I'm doing my own 
thing, I'm concentrating on what I'm doing, and if I have to report something, I'll be 
afraid, but then I'll just go do it. I think that will always stay there always.  

Donna 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Some people are making more money: 

I could have made a lot more money by getting a job rather than going into ABE. But if I 
hadn't sacrificed roast beef for peanut butter and jelly I wouldn't have got through 
marketing, wouldn't have got my degree or the job I've got today with the possibility of a 
better job to come. How can you lose by learning? I'm 28, I'm making relatively good 
money, in a home, everything that I should want. My abilities have paid me. I ran into 
somebody I used to chum around with when I was 18 and he hasn't changed one iota. 
He is going on 30 years old and he is no where. Being able to drive down the street in 
my car that I paid for by going to ABE, getting into college, is a good feeling.  

Tom 

For others, ABE has had little impact on their income: 

There has been no major increase in my income. It's still under $20,000. I was getting 
$12.00/hour moving furniture in Fort St. John. Wages are lower down here. I'm still 
doing laboring jobs. I'm still the same person. I just have a piece of paper that says I 
have a grade 10 now.  

Milton 

For some, entering the mainstream economy has even meant a decrease in earnings: 

I lost a lot of stuff, but it is positive. I had to lose it. At this time I find that I am struggling 
with bills, and everything else, and it would just be so easy to go back into selling dope, 
and there are times when I think about that. I'm even making new friendships. All my 
life all I knew were ex-cons and drug dealers and addicts, and it is a big change, I 
mean I'm making friends now with people that I thought I'd never hang out with. It is 
real different, but it is good... a whole change of attitude basically. I've got less money 
actually like where in the last seven years of my drug addiction...  

Sam 

While still others have learned to place less value on material success: 

To me, right now, material success doesn't mean as much to me as educational 
success. I still want to succeed and I still want to be rich, but being rich isn't one of my 
priorities - helping other people is important to me now. These students helped me 
realize it.  

Kevin 

 

 



 

 

Many people have increased expectations now and a new sense of what is possible in the 

future:  

Yeah, I want to be a teacher's aid. One of my dreams, well a couple of my dreams. I 
really want to be a librarian. I'm working in the library. I was volunteering for four 
months, and now I am working. They started paying me. They thought that they 
probably weren't going to get rid of me, they might as well start paying me! I thought it 
was really thrilling to hear. To me it was never like I wanted to work for money for them, 
because I was getting just as much out of it as they were.  

Melissa 

I can't just stay at home and be a mother anymore. I have to get a job now. After I finish 
this massive education thing, I have to go out and get a job, and that means that I won't 
be able to spend the time I enjoy spending at home. I can't go back. Hopefully, I haven't 
done all this for nothing! If it doesn't get me a job, then something is seriously wrong. 

Colleen 

 
 
The biggest effect for me is that I'm actually eager to get to school and start this course. 
I've never been like that. I'm one of those guys that could make my living with no 
education if I really wanted to. For instance, I could be a salesman. I do once in a while. 
I will go buy something and resell it. I often do that, maybe scope out something in the 
paper, and make some quick money. I could talk my way into a job, but now I am 
actually looking for a career rather than a job. I actually feel that I am part of the driving 
force now, whereas before I kind of felt that I was a burden on society.  

Kevin 

B. Those Who Were Not Well Served By The ABE Experience 

Almost all of the former students interviewed described their experience of participating 

in a program positively. As expected, many also had some minor criticisms and 

suggestions to offer instructors and institutions. 

Two of the people interviewed, Arlene and James, described experiences of not being 

served well at all. In Arlene's case, after multiple efforts to continue her education, she is 

frustrated, depressed and yet still searching for an opportunity which fits her goals, 

learning style and financial needs. On the other hand, James remains confident in his 

management abilities and successful life. However, he continues his search for someone 

who will help him overcome his learning disability and help him learn to read. The 

following presents their stories in more detail. 

 



Arlene 

Arlene saw a TV announcement about this study and called to make an interview 

appointment. She wanted to express her frustration and hopefully find out where she could 

get some help. Arlene has made several attempts to improve her reading and gain the 

knowledge and skins she needs to get a job and enhance her life. Because of her situation, 

she requires financial support while attending an ABE program. Therefore, she went to an 

Unemployment Insurance office for advice and support. The counsellors there advised her 

to attend Canadian Job Strategies programs because she could gain a marketable skill and 

receive a living allowance while attending. She tried three programs. None of the 

programs she attended responded to her individual style and needs. She is presently on 

welfare. When we tried to help her get into a more appropriate program after the 

interview, all the programs were either full or closing for the summer. 

 
I find school real real difficult. I'm one of those people who find it too formal a situation a 
lot of times. I don't think that I'm stupid but I know that I have a memory retention 
problem. I can grasp a lot of ideas real real quick when it's a hands-on situation. 

[As a child] I must have wanted to go to school. I quit Grade nine three times. When my 
initial classmates finished, I just couldn't understand how they could do it. I just couldn't 
keep it together. I wasn't patient enough. I couldn't speak my mind. Finally I decided to 
quit. 

About eight years later I decided I wanted to take up woodworking. When I was in high 
school I wasn't allowed to do stuff like that. I quit drinking and did the school thing. 
There was a two year waiting list for woodworking [a Canada Employment Centre Job 
Training Program]. They thought it would be much better for me to go into upholstery. 
They said I would be working with fine furniture, but that meant upholstery. It was 
basically a line to pacify me, I realize that now. It was just to get me into a course. That 
didn't pan out real wen. I never got a job with it. 

I took Grade 9 science, math and English with the upholstery course. They did teach 
me that if I had a question that I should ask it. 

I took the pre-apprenticeship auto mechanics course. I lied through my teeth to get in. I 
told them that I got higher grades than I got and that I knew something about cars and I 
didn't know nothin' about nothin'. 

I had done a lot of work in the social service area looking after blind people, handicap 
people, half-way houses. Volunteer and paid work. [There were] no training programs 
at these types of places. So I attended an upgrading/work training program [a 
Handicapped Services program at a college]. 

All three programs Arlene attended were funded through the Canada Employment Centre. 

She could not afford to attend without the financial support. In each situation she took 

ABE upgrading, lifeskills and job training. She is bitter about the experiences. Her 

previous work experience was not valued. No relationship developed with the instructors 

or other students.  

 



I wanted formal training, my grades. I wanted to know that I could speak out my 
opinion and make it stick. I wanted to know how to express myself the way that they 
do but not have the same opinion as them. 
 
[At the college] that was the first time I really saw people getting a formal education. I 
had wondered, where do people come up with this jargon all the time? You don't hear 
these words on the street. Where are these people getting these words? It dawned on 
me that most of the people I worked with were formally educated people. What is 
really fascinating is that they use the words and all think they all understand what each 
other mean. And I'm sitting there like bobbing in water, but nobody really knows what 
each other means. There are a lot of things that don't get discussed -- real issues. 
 
I read probably a total of five books in my lifetime. I looked at a lot of pictures. I do 
some writing on my own, but as far as school stuff, no. In my mind the interest is 
there, but try to sit me down to do it. It stops there. For me to sit down to a book is 
really a strange thing. When I told myself I had to, I'd be up till two o'clock in the 
morning. 
 

When you get a picture that's done in black, and crisscross lines and white, and you 
look at that, I don't see how people can see just one thing out of that. It boggles my 
mind that they can only come up with one image of what that is. It's like looking at a 
cloud. I can see a whole lot of different things, just like when you're a kid, and it has 
never changed. 
 

[We asked her what she was doing now] Nothing. Actually my life is going downhill in 
a real big way. I'm sort of walling a fine line right now. I'm really not in a safe place 
now in my life, with my work or with my attitudes and with my health. Everything is just 
sort of slipping out from under me I guess. 
 

There are two things in my life as far as work that I've always wanted to do. One of 
them was music and the other was work in stain glass. I've never done either because 
I know I won't involve myself until I know I can keep going. I've never felt that secure 
so I don't start. Because I think that would really rile me if I had to quit those things 
once I got started. 
 

[I am frustrated] not being able to get a job when I did get trained. Having my training, 
a lot of times, you end up bucking the system. [1] would like to see schools open 24 
hours a day to accommodate all moods for learning. Also separate classes for quiet 
book learners and others for social interaction while learning. 
 

The only thing you know about where you are going is that you are going to have a 
certificate when you're finished. But you haven't necessarily discovered where you as 
a person would go, and that is what we are all here for. It's not individual enough. And 
it wouldn't take that much to have people follow their own little streams. 

[I am] still motivated to learn but tired of it all. When I finished the course it didn't mean 
a thing. Not a thing. I was glad I could fix my own car but even that only lasted for a 
while because cars change and stuff It's really been a big pacifier in a way. People felt 
I was doing something. I felt like I was doing something. It didn't go anywhere. And I 
couldn't care because there was nothing I could do with the caring... There's no point. 
It was wasted. 



Feeling comfortable with reading, I've been hoping to feel that for an awful long time 
and what I have done is I've been collecting books that I know I'm interested in. I've 
got a shitload. of books that I've never read. Whole bunch on glass. Whole bunch on 
woodworking. English I really like words. I like what a lot of people can do with words. 
Drama and art forms. There's a part of me that is so outside of that it's always 
something I'm looking at rather than something I'm in. Coming to some understanding 
of that would be nice. And if you keep in mind that I don't have that and you put this 
person in the school system, it isn't fair to the teacher or to the course or to the 
situation. And I guess that's why I harp on the fact that things aren't flexible enough for 
so many. 
 
[There are many] different kinds of people. I know I'm not the only one. [I] think 
courses provided students with superficial benefits, but not with outcomes more 
relevant to their deeper lives. 
 
I don't know how people have a chance anymore that really need help, and when 
there are people who want to help out there, how to get those two to meet in a way 
that works. For the most part it was real damn depressing. 
 
If I returned to school, I would like a whole gamut of courses like in high school, not 
just adult education English, science and math but music etc. Key thing though is the 
whole environment, not sure though. It would be scary to go back to school again now. 
 
The answer doesn't come from me and doesn't come from the education system, so 
what do you do shy of going to work for someone six days a week for nothing. 

James 

James immigrated to Canada in 1969. English was his first language. He had completed 

Standard II (about grade 8) in an English school system. His math was good but he always 

had problems in spelling and English. When he came here as an adult, he took 

correspondence courses for grade 10. Again, math was no problem, but he struggled with 

writing and English. In 1971 he passed the tests for grade 10, but still had problems in 

English and reading. In his opinion he basically guessed his way through. So he quit 

because he felt he was not getting any real help. Later he registered for a literacy tutor 

program, hoping that the one-to-one relationship would help him learn to read. After 

participating in the program three months, he still had not been assessed for a learning 

disability. He liked his tutor, but needed more specialized help. He left and is still hopeful 

that he will one day find the help he needs. 

 

James is a capable, articulate and confident man in his late thirties. He is married with 

three children and manages a manufacturing plant. During the interview it became 

apparent that James has a learning disability. He has always written letters and numbers 

backwards. The interviewer gave him the name of a professional service for dyslexic 

people in his community.  

Quite simply, James cannot read well. He has been promoted to manager a number of 

times but has had to give it up because of the paperwork. He has never hidden the fact that 

he cannot read well. When accepting his most recent management job, he made a deal. He 
manages the operations, others do the paper work. 



I always had confidence with what I know. What I didn't know is what I had problems 
with. I think that's what helped me quite a bit. I didn't bullshit my way around. I always 
said, "This is what I know and this is what I am capable of doing. Take me for what 
that is." That's the way I operate and that's what got me so far that I am today. 

 

I don't try to hide the fact that I have a problem reading. I never did. I know I have a 
problem but everybody else in the world has problems and this was mine. All the guys 
I work with know I have a problem. When I pick up a report at work and can't read it I 
turn to one of the guys and say, "You read it because I can't read it." 

 

I don't believe in bullshitting my way around. I shoot right from the hip. That's what I 
can do and that's what I am capable of doing. I don't see going around tying to do 
something you don't know how to do. I see a lot of guys even with a good education 
trying to do things that they don't know what the hell they're doing. If you don't know 
how to do it, just say you don't know how to do it.  

 

James' main goal in getting tutoring was to improve his reading and writing skills to be 

able to get trade papers and sustain management positions to which he has always been 

promoted. He is extremely frustrated with his personal situation regarding his reading and 

writing skills. 

I think I would be very nervous going back to the classroom. But I'm getting to the point 
right now that I'm feeling strongly enough about it that I think I have to do that. 
Because everything else I tried didn't work. I'm at a crossroads and I have to do 
something. 

 

I'm not even reading newspapers. I pick it up and can read about two lines and then 
my eyes go blurry on me. 

Driving is all right, but he has a problem in new cities reading signs. Luckily he feels he 

has a good internal compass. He has some difficulty with family business paperwork, but 

his wife handles most of it for them. He owns a lot of property and has had a number of 

business ventures. He depends heavily on his wife to get along. He has been very 

successful economically and socially. 

The only thing that is really holding me back is the one problem that I have. I'm not 
afraid to admit that I do have a problem. It would be nice to find somebody that I can 
talk to that understands what I am going through and what I am doing. When I took 
this last course here I got pretty frustrated because it wasn't helping. It was going in 
but it wasn't registering. It didn't do me any good. I figured it was wasting my time and 
her time. 

 

 



C. The Impacts As Expected By ABE Instructors 

The study was interested in comparing what former students said the impacts in their lives 

have been with what instructors' thought the impacts would be. Instructors' expected 

impacts also clustered into areas describing educational and functional gains, 

psychological and social changes, and community and economic participation. The 

following instructor comments were typical:  

 

1. Educational and Functional Gains  

For the most part, if we are talking Grade levels, we would expect they might go up 
two years. Now, not everybody does, but some it is astounding how far they will go. It 
depends on what their experiences have been and what their needs are.  

Jeannete 

We have a fairly high proportion of the group that will go and take their crack at the 
GED, the majority of them will be successful, either totally or partially, in terms of that.  

Wayne 

For my students, some of them are working toward a certain goal and a certain level 
so that they can progress into a training program, maybe BCIT or community college.  

Margaret 

My definition [of success] would be the ability to work and live using reading and 
math skills the way you wanted to. If you wanted to find out what was happening in 
the world you could pick up a newspaper. If you wanted to go to the store, look at the 
labels, you could handle the money. For different people it is going to be very 
different goals. 

Jeannette 

The people who say "I went to the bank today". I feel just as good about that, in 
having helped them learn how to write a cheque, or add and subtract, so they don't 
get ripped off when they go to make change. I mean, to me that is just as much as 
success as the person who gets into job training, or moves ahead in their job.  

David 

When I really feel success in literacy is when I have turned someone on to reading, 
when I can see kind of an excitement and kind of a world opening up, and to me 
that's what my goal is. And it's happened and it's wonderful. Once learners get that, 
the rest of it is easy, because they're excited and they want to learn. That's always 
been my goal and is a measure of my success and theirs too. Nancy 



 

I find that the rewards from teaching them really good study skills are enormous. 
They are getting ten and fifteen percent better on all of their exams. They are more 
efficient learners. They are more efficient studiers. And I think it is worth the time to 
make them good students first and then give them the academics to work on.  

Sally 

Where the learner feels that he/she has gained the skills they wanted. That's one of 
the major difficulties in accountability and all the measurable data that places like the 
Ministry wants to see. They determine success by how many students, or they would 
like to, completed a fundamental level, and went on to get intermediate. Or how many 
took a course and went out and got a job. If somebody comes in and signs their 
name with an X, and after 3, 4 months, however long it takes, goes out of there and 
can sign their name and address and phone number and use a phone book or 
something, I mean, why shouldn't that be regarded as just as successful? Or the 
person who wants to write a letter or read a book to their grandchild or, I think one of 
our difficulties is in making people who look at data understand that in literacy you 
can't say success is only this.  

Giselle 

 

 

  



2. Psychological and Social Changes  

I think people feel that they have more control in their lives, because they have 
improved their skills. Very often people have low self-esteem, you start working with 
them and maybe they realize that they can learn. That they are not stupid the way 
they were told they were, or the way they felt. And you literally see this person change 
in front of you because the confidence then allows them to move on even more quickly 
because they start to believe in themselves. I have seen a lot of that.  

David 
 

I'm dealing with the kind of student who hasn't had a lot of success in academics and 
part of it is they have always been told they'll never be successful at it So you have to 
build from the inside out. Over the years I've watched students and when we've done 
the building from the inside out they are really successful. I can see a big change in 
them from when they have walked through the door and when they leave at the end of 
the year. And sometimes I think that change is more important than having finished a 
math course or that kind of stuff.  

Sally 
 

I guess when they're shining. They shine, that's the first one, that's feeling, I operate 
by feeling, of course you could get laughed at but... A young man today showed me 
stuff he wrote about fear, and about feelings, and about recovery because he's going 
through a lot of alcoholism, a lot of places, construction is no exception. He wrote it up 
and put it through a word processor, and it's beautifully and well written, and it 
wouldn't have been even six weeks ago. He's so proud, that is like immediate 
success, even though it might level out, these kinds of things, that's what I look for, I 
look for excitement or enthusiasm, it doesn't have to be loud, but it's there.  

Linda 
 

Things like I was saying this morning, where you can see people just, they're 
changed. I read somewhere that the product of a non-profit organization was changed 
people. You can see that happening. You see this happening, and you think, "Hey this 
guy, we might not see him tomorrow," but he's changed because of that experience 
today. That is success to me. Another fellow that he's burned himself out on dope, but 
hey, he gave his speech today, he came in late, but he came in, got up and did it, and 
talked about being a foster child, and this is the longest he's talked where he has 
made some sense, and didn't just disappear half way through it. That was success. In 
a way, it is just opening the door on a lot of painful stuff, which is probably holding him 
back. But still that was a tremendous success. He knows it, everybody was saying, 
"Hey, great speech," so that's success.  

Wayne 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



A lot of them live very, very lonely isolated lives that have been very difficult. And 
everywhere they have turned the choices they have made have not been the sort of 
positive ones somehow. And several of my students are really starting at base level 
again to try and do something, as they say in quotes "do something with their lives." 
So that "doing something", to them, is really measurable and then changes that I see 
are measurable, but I'm not sure outside the walls of the classroom. I don't know if you 
could say to a funding body "Oh, well so-and-so can, - he can actually carry on a 
conversation and pay attention and be polite and be there on time consistently, 
remember things." Well, we expect 10 year-olds to do that and so from society's point 
of view I don't know how valuable that is for saying that a program has been 
successful, but I count it as a lot. I think the students see that, and their outlook on life 
becomes much different.  

                                                                                                                Anita 

I have a couple of students right now reading works in psychology, Wayne Dyer, how 
to talk to people and listen because they are interested in improving their 
communication skills. They are interested in psychology too because of what has 
happened to them. A lot of them are inspecting their lives and deciding how they can 
change it for their children and I think that is very important for society. 

Jeannette 

 

Right away I would hope comfort about school. Confidence in themselves and have 
belief in their own intelligence in that environment I would expect that to happen 
reasonably soon. I think that would be first. Then just awareness of learning, their 
awareness and ours of what's been happening in their lives. So then becoming aware 
too of how their lives with - one guy told me that when he took his little kid to the 
hospital, for the first time he read the word emergency, and knew what door without 
asking somebody, so those impacts, they happen quite quickly some of them, and 
that's neat to watch for.  

Linda 

 

I have witnessed it happening where wives have taken more control over some of the 
things happening in their households and not putting up with some of the things that 
have been happening, and not putting up with the things that I have watched them put 
up with before. Once the persons began to feel better about themselves, there was 
shift in how they were dealing with people and at times the family may not benefit 
positively from it but the person does.  

Sally 

 

Sometimes, by gaining power and there is no doubt about it, you are empowered 
when you are able to read and write. For primarily women, but it works that way for 
men as well, be completely dependent on their spouse, write cheques, banking, drive 
the car. And there's a lot of power involved that the other spouse has to give up. And 
changes in personality that are positive from my point of view, and hopefully from the 
student's point of view are very threatening to the other person. For the most part that 
is what I have seen.  

Jeannette 

 



 

Public speaking, if you've been a per son who has been afraid to open their mouths 
and paid the price for not being able to do that, in terms of a job interview, or talking to 
your children, or your spouse, your children's teacher, or whatever, then you are 
functionally disadvantaged. If people gain as they are doing out there this morning, 
then it is really neat.  

Wayne 

 

3. Community and Economic Participation 

I see it as both the means of communicating with and participating in the larger 
mainstream society. It's obviously reading, writing, comprehension, communicating, all 
of those kinds of skills, but it is one of those things in which I see literacy as more than 
a sum of its parts. It's participation, it's feeling that you can participate in an equal 
basis with the rest of society. It's being able to formulate and articulate and express 
ideas, develop points of view, articulate points of view, it's access to a lot of what goes 
on in society.  

Susan 
 

I'm hoping people will come out of our program as better community people - more 
interested and a more vital part of the community. But that works in different ways. 
That's not an academic thing for most people. Its a much more informal thing and has 
to do with developing evaluative skills and perspectives which come up more in 
discussions rather than course work. That's a less tangible thing in this program and 
again its not something that people want to focus on in an academic area.  

Bob 
 

Tens years hence... I'm hoping that they are employed if that's their goal. I also hope 
that will still be learning in some capacity. I look back at some of my students of ten 
years ago and see that is true. I guess I hope that they are all good people.  

Sally 
 

To get them back in the workforce. I think that we can never ever lose sight of that 
fact. That being an employed person does great things for our body and our soul. To 
help a person get into the workforce, to feel part of society and a contributing member 
and all that. To use education as a stepping stone is a very strong part of my agenda.  

Marg 
 

In a way it almost seems slightly dishonest at times that, maybe that's not the right 
word, but it's maybe unfortunate that you see these people lining up for courses, and 
doing this and that, and for some people that is the first step in the way they go, but for 
most people it must be really disappointing to realize that they struggled and sweated 
to get to Grade 10 or whatever they did, and they are still unemployed. Hopefully they 
feel something in here [taps heart], you can't underestimate that. That is a contribution 
to society as well.  

Wayne 

 



Go back to school and you will get a better job. But what happens to students with a 
lot of fairly low skill levels that come in, they don't intend to spend the rest of their life 
going back to school, and they get discouraged. You can be here in a literacy program 
for a year or two years, and really your marketable skills aren't any better than when 
you came in, and that's pretty discouraging for a lot of the students, and so they leave, 
and their lives - maybe they're better in the sense that maybe they have better access 
to some of the things that they didn't have before, and they feel more a part of the sort 
of the literate society, but in terms of their employability, they're not necessarily better 
off. 

Susan 

 

  



CHAPTER III - DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS OF THE FINDINGS 

This chapter is divided into three parts. Section A provides a summary of the impacts of 

the ABE experience on the lives of participants as they have described them. Comments 

on how those results compare to other outcome and follow-up studies have been included. 

The impacts reported by former students are briefly compared with the instructors' 

expected impacts. Section B contains the researchers' distillation of the impacts out of 

which evolved the essences of the participants' experiences. These essences are discussed 

in a conceptual framework- Section C considers the implications of what we have learned 

for the practical aspects of organizing and delivering ABE/Literacy resources. 

A. Summary And Comparative Review Of The Impacts 

As described in Chapter II, the impacts fall into educational, social and psychological, and 

community and economic categories. Essentially these same impacts are discussed in the 

three studies found to be most similar to the present study (Charnley and Jones, 1979; 

Darkenwald and Valentine, 1984; and Malicky and Norman, 1993). 

1. Educational Impacts 

In the area of educational impacts, people in this study generally learned many skills, 

among them reading, writing and mathematics. The other studies reported an increase in 

basic reading, writing, numeracy and communication skills, as we did. Actual grade 

increases have been reported from prepost standardized tests (Malicky and Norman, 

1993). 

The present study results resembled those of the other studies as well in that those 

participants who were previous non-readers were most broadly and profoundly impacted. 

by their new found skill. Many learned job related skills, not least of which was the ability 

to cope successfully in a work environment. Public speaking skills were particularly noted 

by a variety of people, especially by Aboriginal interviewees. In this study people gained a 

great deal of knowledge about the community and the world. Many people were streetwise 

before participating in ABE. They were fully "literate" in the limited context of their 

particular sub-culture. Others had developed ingenious ways of coping with their 

immediate and often tragic circumstances. Still others were very capable family and 

community members. However, many had had very little previous knowledge of how 

mainstream society is organized and functions. Former students appreciated this new 

information and have since applied it in their daily lives. In addition to the skills and 

knowledge gained, ABE participants learned strategies for processing information. They 

learned how to study, how to communicate ideas, how to solve problems, and how to 

transfer such strategies to their particular circumstances. 

 

 

 



Many participants gained a new or renewed love for learning. Others had their curiosity 

piqued. Importantly for some, their experience resulted in certification of some sort, such 

as a GED or a Grade 12 Certificate. 

2. Psychological and Social Impacts 

In this study the most profound, positive impacts of the ABE experience have clearly been 

psychological. Many people would seem to have overcome debilitating self-concepts and 

dysfunctional behavior through their ABE experience. Participants gained confidence in 

many areas. They learned to speak out, to express an opinion, to ask questions, to accept 

mistakes, and to present themselves to others. They have enriched their lives. In some 

cases, they have turned them around completely. Clearly, under the right conditions, ABE 

can be a transformational experience for those ready to fully engage in it.  

Many discovered and began to nurture a positive identity. They were able to develop a 

positive personal mythology replacing the negative one that had guided their lives for 

years. They began to discover their inherent self and self-worth. Through their 

accomplishments, they gained self-respect. Some spoke about living with integrity for the 

first time, no longer finding it necessary to hide their inability to read and their associated 

sense of shame. Some became self-motivated and self-determined. This often led to other 

positive actions such as removing themselves from cycles of dependency and abuse. 

Some participants, having overcome their fears about engaging in ABE, found the 

experience validating. They realized they were not completely odd and alone in the world. 

Participants often discovered a growing excitement as a positive picture began to emerge 

from their efforts. Most gave a great deal of credit to sympathetic and patient instructors 

and a nurturing yet challenging learning environment. 

The sense of well-being that often evolved included a more positive view of the world 

with a more hopeful future for the participant. A world began to emerge that had positive 

possibilities, often for the first time. There was a greater feeling of personal security and 

sense of belonging. This change seemed to enable creative pursuits, empathy for others 

and the desire "to give, rather than always receive." 

Participants learned successful lifeskill strategies. Chief among them were anger and 

stress management. They learned how to handle strong emotions and turn them into 

positive forces in their lives. Though often painful, self-reflection and analysis became a 

part of everyday life. 

 

  



It was in this psycho-social realm that all the impact studies were on the same solid 

ground. Charnley and Jones (1979) made a strong point with which we, agree: 

It is debatable, however, whether mastery of literacy skills is to be regarded as the 
measure of progress. In their view of the raw evidence, all three research associates 
concluded that the mark of the successful student was a gain in confidence, without 
which progress in the skills would not take place. What the students gained was a 
feeling of being made worthy, of being not an isolated instance of poor ability in 
literacy but one of many with similar problems. In the process of interaction with tutors 
and fellow students they were learning to value themselves, and to accept 
themselves, as never before; and this access of confidence was basic to any advance 
in the skills of reading and writing. (pp. 110-111) 

Darkenwald and Valentine (1984) indicated that nine out of ten respondents at follow-up 

12 to 18 months later, said that they felt better about themselves as a direct result of 

participating in ABE. This was the result from a feeling of improved academic skills and 

of personal accomplishment. According to these researchers: 

In view of the generally low levels of self-esteem and self-confidence among this 
population, these affective outcomes are of major significance. Not only are they 
important as ends in themselves, but they are requisites for continuing personal 
growth and accomplishment both in the classroom and the world outside. (p. 87) 

Malicky and Norman (1993) found that the most common affective outcomes of ABE 

program participation mentioned by participants were increased confidence, coupled with 

increased selfesteem, being more comfortable in a range of situations or feeling proud of 

what they were doing. These sentiments echo the kinds of psychological impacts we have 

heard in the present study. Unlike our findings, however, Malicky and Norman (1993) 

reported that their changes in self-esteem did not result in lasting or significant life 

changes. 

Why these differences? Our study was a retrospective follow-up with a basic entry 

criterion of at least a year away from a program. Many of the people who agreed to be in 

our study had been away from ABE programs for at least three years. Their stories often 

spoke of significant changes in their lives. There was also a sustained increase in self-

confidence that enabled them to keep succeeding and expanding their possibilities. 

Malicky and Norman (1993) conducted a systematic, prospective one-year intake and two-

to-three year follow-up. They followed all of the people from one year's ABE 

registrations. Perhaps this diminishes the possible picture of success compared to the 

present study's approach of contact with self-selected participants from various years. It 

may also be that Malicky and Norman's use of "drop-out" as an indicator of negative self-

concept was not entirely wan-anted. This point will be explored further in the discussion 

of the high rate of ABE drop-out. 

 

 

 



In the present study, it was found that all of these psychological changes, combined with 

new information and experiences, impacted social relationships. As might be expected, 

many people found that old friends dropped by the wayside and a new circle of friends 

developed. Often this included an expanded and mutually supportive social network. 

It also became evident that some people had gained the ability to be more empathetic and 

tolerant of differing views, life-styles and cultures. 

This study also found that families were impacted both positively and negatively by the 

participants' ABE experiences: negatively in that a number of spousal relationships fell 

apart; positively in the enlightened sense that the ABE experience often provided a spouse 

with the inner resources to grow and move beyond an oppressive situation. 

Children, who are often barometers of family health, appeared to benefit in a variety of 

ways from the direct positive impacts on the life of the parent participant. In the cases 

reported, the children apparently experienced less shame, more confidence and greater 

achievement. The parents interviewed often began to take an ongoing interest and became 

active participants in their children's education. This ranged from reading stories to them 

to assisting in local school programs. 

 

ABE participants often became models for others to emulate. Family members and friends 

noticed the positive changes in their lives and liked what they saw. As well, many of the 

participants began to reach out and assist others during the experience, such as by tutoring. 

3. Community and Economic Impacts 

In the present study, a number of the ABE participants became volunteers in a variety of 

community organizations for the first time in their lives. Due to a sluggish economy, some 

could not find work and resorted to volunteering to "try their wings". (This has led to 

paying jobs for some.) Still others were simply acting out a more balanced and healthy 

view of community life. 

Community participation was also addressed by Malicky and Norman (1993). However, 

they found social isolation in students because of the time and financial pressures of being 

back in school. In our study, for some students, gaining knowledge, understanding and 

confidence meant that they began to exercise their role as citizens. They began to pay 

attention to political and economic news. They voted for the first time. They became 

politically active in their community in formal and informal ways. Having learned about 

the plight of others and having experienced tragedy in their own lives, some used their 

newly discovered capacity to act to become advocates for those less fortunate. There 

seemed to be a long pent-up feeling of being a burden that needed to be released in the 

positive act of giving, of contributing to family, friends and society. 

 

 



With regard to economic impact, there appeared to be some differences among the various 

studies noted. This may have been the result of the wide differences in target groups as 

well as the economic era in which the studies were conducted. 

The present study did not have the kind of random sample of the ABE population that 

would have been needed for absolute evidence of increased employment opportunities as a 

result of ABE. The study was not designed as a statistical look at pre ABE to post-ABE 

economic gains. We did record the participants' employment status at the time of the 

interview and their level of ABE involvement. (For details, see Table 9, Appendix B.) We 

found that about one quarter of our former ABE participants had employment of some 

kind; one third were still students; and one quarter were unemployed. However, the 

proportion of people who were unemployed dropped steadily from the fundamental to the 

advanced level. 

Charnley and Jones (1979) did a study of the implementation of a nation-wide literacy 

campaign in the 1970s in Britain. They cautioned that their research period may have been 

too short to document great changes in the subjects' economic situation. According to 

them, "a few students got better jobs, a few took up new activities or interests, but these 

were the exceptions. " (p. 111) Similarly, Malicky and Norman (1993) concluded that: 

there was no evidence in this study that increased literacy and education lead to 
improved employment opportunities. Individuals generally returned to the same low 
paying, temporary jobs which they had before they entered the literacy programs.     
(p. 39)  

A much brighter picture was reported by Darkenwald and Valentine for New Jersey 

(1984). Sixty percent of those who were initially unemployed and seeking employment 

obtained jobs. Forty-five percent of those who were initially employed obtained better 

jobs. 

 

In the present study, a number of participants were able to "get off welfare". In some cases 

they broke a cycle of dependency that had continued for two and three generations. Some 

became self-employed. While some people were able to find their first job, others were 

able to change occupations and increase their earning power. Interestingly there were 

others who, having changed their economic life-style from criminal and "street" activity to 

the mainstream, sacrificed considerable income.  

For those beginning at the fundamental level, learning to read definitely enabled them to 

access employment opportunities previously "hidden" from them. However, it would seem 

that the person who has spent one to five years moving from a basic reader to grade 8 

equivalency, for example, has not yet reached the stage where significantly improved 

employment becomes accessible. 

 

 



In addition, it is important to note that there were many who, despite the sacrifices, efforts 

and sheer determination to improve their lives through more education, were unable to 

report increased financial rewards, or even employment, directly related to their ABE 

experience. For them, it has become abundantly clear that the cultural myth - more 

education automatically leads to a better job-is heavily dependent on a vibrant economy 

that includes a full employment value system and strategy.  

The change in expectations related to the economic climate is reflected in the words of one 

of the ABE instructors interviewed in this study: 

I think the long-term goal for most students is to get a job or get some further 
education so that they can get a job. But I don't think that is a reality any more at this 
point. I don't think we can make people believe that they are going to get a job if they 
get more schooling. I don't think that is fair to them because it might not happen. And I 
think it is a false hope if we are preaching that. And I don't preach that. I no longer 
believe that they are going to get work. I'll say, "Your chances are better, but there is 
no guarantee you'll get more work." 

 

The last point in the comparison of findings in our study concerns the impact of the 

students' struggles and triumphs on the instructors. Charnley and Jones (1979) have 

described it as "the learning of the tutors". 

Very many of them spoke eloquently about their discoveries in their dealings with their 
students. They learnt about fellow men whose difficulties they had not previously 
imagined, about the remarkable resilience and adaptability with which those difficulties 
had been borne, about the shortcomings, of an educational system from which they 
themselves had generally done well (some of them became very angry over this), and 
above all about their own reserves of tolerance and understanding. (p. 112) 

Very similar sentiments were expressed by the instructors in our study and by one person 

particularly powerfully: 

Oh, it's been frustrating, but very rewarding personally. I work with a very special 
group of people. I have learned an incredible amount. Not just about literacy, but 
about my values. I think when I first started teaching, I had taught, but I think the world 
was fairly black and white before I got into literacy. I think the biggest thing I've 
learned is that the world is kind of grey. I may make judgments from my values, but I 
think I've learned not to judge people, and certainly never to judge students because 
you never know the circumstances they have been in. I know my thinking has 
changed and it continues to change. I think there is a lot of respect for all the people 
that I work with. I think we make each other think about things. You have to develop a 
social conscience working in this field. You cannot be affected by people's lives that 
may be totally different from the life you live, that you've always lived, from the values 
that you've grown up with. You have to be affected by the experiences that these 
people have. I mean most of the literacy students I have worked with know a lot more 
about life than I hope I ever have to learn. I don't know if I could cope tomorrow if I 
were suddenly on welfare, and these people do it and survive. We don't even stop to 
think about not being able to read a sign. And most of the public out there can't 
imagine what that is like. Unless you are working in the field, it is hard to help people 
understand the effect on people's lives, personally, their home life, work life, however 
they want to contribute to the community. 



And further by another instructor: 

I thought I was respectful. But I've learned... like, try to be more respectful. We go out 
there thinking that we are being respectful, but we're not. That has been the biggest 
thing for me. You don't get training in that. 

 

4. A Comparison With Instructors' Expected Impacts 

It was interesting to note the instructors' comments about the impacts they expected to see 

from the ABE experience clustered in similar categories as had the impacts mentioned by 

former students. 

The instructors placed particular emphasis on providing students with a place of safety and 

support They also bolstered the students' sense of themselves as worthwhile and 

competent individuals. This emphasis was mirrored back in terms of the pervasive 

improvements in skills, self-confidence, and risk-taking reported by the ABE participants. 

The former students noted the tremendous difference these abilities had made in every 

facet of their lives.  

The comparison of former students' and ABE instructors' comments showed that the 

impacts reported by the successful students were consistent with those expected by the 

instructors. 

 

B. The Essence Of The ABE Impacts Set In A Learning to Learn Model 

1. Learning to Learn: The Essence Of The ABE Impacts 

Through all the educational, psychological, social, community and economic impacts, 

there are consistent fundamental threads that constitute the essence of the ABE experience 

for participants -- people are learning to learn.  

Participants reported many instances of having learned concrete skills that they could 

apply and find helpful and practical. Perhaps of greatest psychological importance in the 

long run is that people have learned that they have learned. They now have the confidence 

that they can keep on learning on all kinds of levels throughout their lives. 

 

 

 

 



This increased confidence has encouraged many individuals to enter into a spiral of 

successes in which "die essence of literacy is not language, but participation; only 

participation can develop a person's literacy" (Murphy, 1993, p.4). This seems to have 

been true of the people in our sample. For example: 

a. Social literacy develops with social participation - People have described how wonderful 
it was to go out to dinner and hold their own in the conversation after keeping quiet for 
years and being afraid to make fools of themselves. 

b. Political literacy develops with political participation - Other people found that they were 
interested in politics for the first time and voted. 

c. Economic literacy develops with economic participation - People who had had 
intergenerational histories of welfare have begun to support themselves. 

d. Cultural literacy develops through cultural participation - This was especially evident in 
the stories of native students whose exposure to native traditions, native playwrights and 
history from the native perspective has helped them find themselves, their roots and 
their identity. 

e. Educational literacy develops with positive learning experiences - This has been 
illustrated amply in all the stories of those served well by the ABE experience who went 
on to further training. 

What also seems to have been essentially and profoundly occurring across our study 

sample is that people are gaining greater access to their own physical, social and inner 

world. This is enhancing their capacity for reflection, meaning and action. The most 

obvious and dramatic examples of this process can be seen in people in our study who 

began at the fundamental level and who have learned to read for the first time. 

 

Enhancing the capacity for reflection, meaning and action in people is what makes the 

potential impact of adult basic education at any entry level so profound. There are some 

who would say that better access to one's own inner world is at the heart of literacy. The 

stories we have heard reveal that the ABE experience has encouraged people to learn and 

reflect on their learning; to feel and reflect on their feelings; to act and reflect on their 

actions. All of this allows them to imagine other and future learning, feelings and actions 

for themselves. 

For example, participants learned to capture and act upon their inner intent by making 

notes to themselves, i.e., planning. One woman came to the interview with a page of notes 

to cue herself about the things she wanted to say. This was a new and treasured skill for 

her that she was also using in many other situations. Another woman was enthusiastic 

about the benefits she was getting from keeping a journal of her feelings and ideas. She 

was learning a lot about herself that way. 



 

The essence in both cases was that the ABE experience had expanded the realm of 

possible choices that the people could make, to have more control over their lives. 

When we can name the world and see it in print, it helps to hold it in our minds. Seeing 

the world in print allows people, in Freire's words, to "achieve some distance from their 

world and [begin] to recognize it." (Berthoff, 1987, p. xvii) Recognition is part of the 

knowing and understanding of the links and the relationships through which we make 

sense of things. This was particularly evident for those students whose ABE experience 

involved sharing their awareness and recognition with other students in the group. For 

example, one woman spoke of her shock as she "recognized" how different her experience 

as an individual female was from the experience of women around her. The lives and 

behavior of those women seemed to be dominated by their husbands, while she had a 

much more independent life-style. In another example, a native woman previously in 

conflict with the law began to read novels and plays written by Native writers. These 

offered her a new perspective and helped her to recognize threads in her own life. 

 

Once we see something, we are able to evaluate it for Ourselves and decide what to do 

about it. In Freire's words, we have the opportunity for "reinvention" of that something 

(Berthoff, 1987, p. xviii). This is an opportunity for new thought and action. It is a chance 

to exercise our capacity to change our situation In our study, for example, reinvention was 

seen in those former students who began to use writing as a way of handling anger. 

2. Developing The Learning to Learn Model  

It is significant to know that the essence of a positive ABE experience is one that expands 

the possibilities for informed choice and action in the participants, lives. However, it is 

important to move beyond simply knowing what happened to try to understand why and 

how that process took place. It is with this conceptual understanding that program design 

and instructional practice can be improved. 

A conceptual framework can be very useful: if it contains a good blueprint of those factors 

that are relevant to facilitating and nurturing learning and informed choice; if it fits the 

observations in the present study-, and if practical implications for real world 

programming can be drawn from it. Our findings have suggested that the essence of the 

positive impact of ABE experience, ie., learning to learn, is in fact made up of a number 

of important elements. Their relationship is not linear, but interactive. 

Figure 1 depicts a model of learning to learn using the idea of a molecule. This molecule 

illustrates the way in which all of the important elements affect and are affected by 

everything else. 

 



Particularly important are the three elements of self-confidence, self-esteem and self-

efficacy and how they affect the desired outcome. Self-confidence ("I believe I can do it") 

is nurtured and affected by a caring connection with an instructor and peers who believe in 

the students and help them to acquire and use skills that they are looking for These same 

elements also foster self-esteem (I believe I am worthwhile and I like myself). 

Contributing to others and having something to offer also build self-confidence and self-

esteem and in turn are affected by diem. Both self-confidence and self-esteem are 

important for self-efficacy ("I believe I am capable of the behavior that will produce the 

outcome I want"). A separate but related idea is Bandura's (1982) concept of outcome 

expectation (I believe there is a connection between implementing this behavior and 

reaching my desired outcome"). A solid belief in one's ability to do something that is 

logically connected to achieving what one wants can help achieve those skills and use 

them. Achieving one set of skills will bolster the belief that another set can be mastered 

and the expectation that the cumulative effect of building those skills will lead to one's 

desired outcome. In terms of overall impact, the more elements that are missing in a 

person's situation, the less positive the experience and impact is likely to be. 

 

For most people in our study, the model of learning to learn ran as follows: the impact of 

acquiring reading, writing and numeracy skills enhanced self-confidence and self-esteem, 

which influenced the ability to separate from past negative influences, to greater reaching 

out, and to independence and participation in the world. This in turn facilitated greater 

awareness of self and others, and offered choices which led to greater self-confidence. 

This enabled risktaking and successful life-style changes. That is why the results at 

follow-up do not appear to be drastically different in content, if not in depth, from the 

results during participation. The positive impacts of ABE are radical in the best sense. It is 

like turning on a light., things are never the same. The nature of a positive impact from 

the ABE experience is that it is a truly "continuing, powerful influence" . 

 

  



 

 

Figure 1: 
The Interactive Nature of the Elements in the 

Learning to Learn Model of ABE Impacts 

 

 
 

  



Chapter II included the stories of two former students who felt they were not well served 

by their ABE experience. A good model should help explain all of the results, positive and 

negative. It is of interest to apply the Learning to Learn model shown in Figure 1 to 

Arlene and James's stories. If we understand what was wrong, we may know how to 

correct the situation. 

Arlene's original desired outcome was getting training for a job in woodworking. This was 

never supported by the ABE system. For purely financial reasons, on the advice of 

professionals in the system, she took a series of courses that were not related to her 

interests. None of them led to employment. Arlene described herself as a personally 

challenging individual with a unique learning style and a mind of her own. She expressed 

considerable frustration at not getting the course she wanted. She found that she did not 

really connect with either peers or instructors. This deprived her of important 

psychological support for herself, and the opportunity to contribute to others as a way of 

overcoming her negative self-image. The skills she did acquire in her courses did not 

bolster her self-confidence because she did not value them. Her sense of self-efficacy was 

not being developed because of the lack of connection between the skills she was learning 

and her desired outcome. She never got the chance to experience that she was capable of 

the upgrading and woodworking skills that would lead to employment in woodworking. 

She became more and more discouraged in a position of doubting herself and doubting the 

system. 

 

What is needed for individuals like Arlene is an individually-tailored learning situation 

based on a comprehensive assessment of not only entry skills but a sense of how to 

capitalize on her learning style, strengths, creativity and needs. The assessment should 

also include how her needs are being met in other important areas of her life, especially 

those covered in the model. She would likely benefit greatly from a strong 

mentor/instructor relationship in an apprenticeship-like situation in her desired field to 

provide a challenging but nurturing and supportive environment. 

James was in a very different situation. He already had a solid sense of himself as a result 

of a successful career and a strong marriage. He was clear about the connection between 

being able to read and achieving even higher levels of management of which he was 

capable. The ABE system did not provide proper support for increasing his self-efficacy-

actually being able to read. The ABE system is not set up to routinely assess, assist and 

refer students with learning disabilities. What is needed for people like James is a 

technical as opposed to a sociallpsychological intervention. They need to have access to 

appropriate professional assessment and assistance to help them get on with the 

experience of learning to learn. 

 

 



3. A Context for Learning to Learn 

As we examined our findings in the fall of 1993, we were looking for key variables to help 

discern the nature of ABE impacts. We were also interested in what the catalyst was that 

sparked the whole cluster of life-changing factors. We realized that the kernel of possible 

change was sown when a person decided I want my life to be better." We saw that 

returning to school was only one of many options that people could choose (e.g., 

marrying, moving, joining the military, etc.). We also realized that the probability of that 

kernel sprouting and growing depended upon a myriad of social and economic supports. It 

needed a friendly environment which would be essentially "the right people at the right 

place at the right time." However, for those who chose the ABE route, we were struck by 

the consistent expressions of courage, focus and determination in the stories of many 

students. They faced and overcame their fears and various obstacles in the process of 

returning to school. These phrases that dealt with "really wanting to" and "sticking with it 

no matter what" emerged as a variable we called intentionality. 

 

We were very interested, therefore, when a short time later, a colleague directed us to a 

recent study on "living intentionally" (Balshaw, 1993). Balshaw's model was developed in 

a completely different domain. This was the area of family violence, with adult men who 

witnessed spousal abuse in their childhood but who remained nonviolent in their adult 

relationships. Balshaw's proposed theoretical model suggested that "men who successfully 

break the cycle of violence are living intentionally. They are becoming aware of 

themselves and their environments; they are resolving to be different from their fathers, to 

live positively, and to contribute to the world; and they are acting on their decisions by 

separating from their past, making new connections, implementing their plans, and 

contributing to others." (Balshaw, 1993, p. iii) 

The participants in our ABE study were living intentionally as Balshaw describes it, 

through the process of becoming aware that they wanted to change their lives, resolving to 

re-enter a formal educational experience, and acting in ways that lived out that decision. 

In the present study, the researchers tried to examine the impacts and essence of the ABE 

experience from the point of view of the participants. We realized that what is needed is a 

way of seeing and illustrating the systemic, circular and interactive nature of ABE impact-

how one thing enables and builds on another. Balshaw's discovery that there did not 

appear to be a simple linear progression that began with awareness and ended with action 

seems to be appropriate for the former ABE participants as well. 

 

  



As individuals act on their resolutions, their successes seem to alter their perceptions 
of themselves and their environments. They seem to become increasingly aware of 
the power they have to make choices, to act on their choices, and to influence their 
environments. (Balshaw, 1993, p. 65) 

Instead, Balshaw suggested an ever-opening-spiral in which the process of living 

intentionally loops from becoming aware, resolving, and acting, back to an increasing and 

deeper level of awareness.  

...each decision can build on the previous one, thereby increasing the effectiveness of 
the actions, enhancing awareness of self and others, and increasing the likelihood of 
decisions of broader scope. (p. 65) 

This is a process very Eke that described by many of the instructors in our study. 

Comments such as the following were typical. 

But what is exciting for me is the awareness that people gain of their own power. And 
especially around the written work, I feel, because so much of what I do is around 
writing, empowering people to express themselves in a thoughtful kind of way on 
paper. Also, I like to watch, because of that writing thing, how they can start to judge 
and make critical assessments of what is around them, what is coming at them. 
Especially the media stuff. They start to be more thoughtful, and have a larger sense 
of having choices, of taking in certain information or not. I really like to see that 
happen in my class.  

David 

 

I guess you could say it has got some obvious things in terms of skills, and more 
importantly literacy is related to feelings and self image. We talk a lot about 
empowerment, and personal responsibility and that sort of thing, so perhaps literacy 
can be equated to some feeling a person has about how much they are in control of 
their lives. 

Wayne 

There was a great deal of congruence between many of the processes in the present study 

and the process suggested by Balshaw's (1993) conceptual framework. 

Table A contains the process themes that Balshaw suggested for her core variable of living 

intentionally (Balshaw, 1993, p. 68). 

 

  



Table A 

Process Themes1
 

Core Variable: Living Intentionally 

I. Becoming aware: 
A. Of my environment 

1. that what is occurring is violent;  
2. that violence has negative consequences;  
3. that violence is unacceptable;  
4. that there is an alternative.  

B. Of myself 
1. Acknowledging and overcoming fear 

a. of anger and conflict; 
b. of being like my father. 

2. Recognizing my own power 
a. to choose; 
b. to behave differently than my parents; 
c. to influence the behavior of others. 

3. Defining myself in positive terms 
a. by discovering I am not my father, 
b. by keeping things in perspective; 
c. by discovering and celebrating my gifts, by recognizing my 

potential; 
d. by learning to dream, by discovering my mission. 

II. Resolving: Taking Responsibility, Deciding, Committing 
A. to be different from my father (i.e., "I will not be violent");  
B. to Rye a positive life; 
C. to contribute to the health of the whole. 

III. Acting 
A. Separating from the past 

1. by moving away from home;  
2. by restricting contact with negative influences;  
3. by resolving my own anger;  
4. by forgiving or reconciling;  
5. by remembering or forgetting, by working through and letting go.  

B. Connecting with others 
1. by seeing myself as part of the whole;  
2. by experiencing empathy for others;  
3. by overcoming isolation;  
4. by receiving from mentors;  
5. by developing positive relationships, by choosing a marriage partner.  

C. Implementing my resolutions 
1. by taking risks., 
2. by taking responsibility for my own behavior, by acting with intention;  
3. by confronting and changing any negative behaviors; 
4. by integrating the masculine and feminine; 
5. by being open and flexible, by evaluating and revising. 



D. Contributing to the world 
1. by using my gifts in creative ways;  
2. by sharing my wisdom, by caring for others, by fostering their growth;  
3. by leaving a mark, by completing the circle.  

 

1
 from Balshaw, B. (1993) Living Intentionally: A Study of Nonviolent Men who Witnessed 

Spousal Abuse in Childhood, Table 4.2, p. 68. Used with permission.  

 

  



Table B 

ABE Experiences in Relation to the Living Intentionally Process1
 

1. Becoming aware: 
a. of my environment 

 I want my circumstances to be different. 
b. of myself 

 acknowledging and overcoming fear of failure; 
 recognizing my own power to learn; 
 learning about my own learning style; 
 defining myself in positive terms. 

2. Resolving: 
a. taking responsibility to live a more positive life; 
b. making a commitment to the learning process. 

3. Acting: 
a. separating from the past 

 restricting contact with negative influences 
 working through feelings. 

b. connecting with others 
 overcoming isolation; 
 receiving from mentors/instructors; 
 giving to and receiving from peers. 

c. implementing my resolutions 
 taking risks; 
 learning from my mistakes and trying again; setting goals for myself and 

achieving them. 
d. contributing to the world 

 recognizing, valuing, and using my own gifts; 
 sharing my wisdom caring for others, volunteering my time and fostering 

others' growth; 
 getting involved in the community. 

4. Becoming aware at a deeper and broader level because of what I have learned in the 
first cycle of the process. 

 

1
 Adapted from Balshaw, B. (1993) Living Intentionally: A Study of Nonviolent Men Who 

Witnessed Spousal Abuse in Childhood, Table 4.2, p.68. Used with permission.  

 

  



The very same themes were important in the experiences that ABE participants reported in 

this study. Table B contains a summary of those ABE experiences in relation to the living 

intentionally process, and to Balshaw's terms which appear in italics. As researchers we 

were struck by how similar the processes and activities were in the stories of students who 

had experienced positive ABE impacts, compared to the processes and activities that 

appeared to enable high-risk individuals to break the cycle of violence. This leaves lots of 

room for speculation. Some of these people may have shared highly similar backgrounds 

and circumstances, since several students spoke of childhood abuse and family violence. 

The question can be asked was it the ABE experience that made the difference for people, 

or is it intentional people who can seek out and use ABE resources and are diligent in 

reaching their goals? Both? This question is unfortunately beyond the scope of the present 

study. In the present study, it was generally the case that the more radical the changes the 

ABE students had made in their lives, the more these elements had been part of the 

process. Phyllis' story found in Appendix F, for example, contains many of these themes, 

but at least one or two of them have been present in every former student's history.  

Awareness Of The Environment And Themselves 

A review of the comments by our participants (Chapter II) reveals how the ABE 

experience has helped them become more aware of their environment, of what was 

occurring in the world around them, and certainly more aware of themselves. Many people 

told of having to acknowledge and overcome their fear of failure, and of further rejection 

by authority figures and peers. As they lived out their decision to return to school, they 

began to experience success and to recognize their own power to learn, to think and to 

assist others. A key element in realizing the essence of the ABE experience was to define 

themselves in positive terms. People began to discover and celebrate their unique talents, 

and to formulate personal goals and dreams.  

 

In the application of Balshaw's (1993) model to our findings, it is important to add the 

factor we call "myths". By this is meant stories we hear that mediate our understanding 

and behavior in the world. Thus, defining the self in positive terms can be a re-structuring 

of the personal myths that we have taken on and/or built for ourselves, whose roots often 

began in childhood and in our early school experiences. One such example is our negative 

self-talk (e.g., "I am dumb"). Educational institutions are one of the major mechanisms 

used by any society to socialize its members into an understanding and acceptance of 

myths, i.e., important parts of its culture. For example, two of the modem myths which 

have been cherished by liberal democratic society are: 

"A good education will get you a good job."  

"If you work hard you will succeed." These two statements are oriented toward personal 

and individual control over success. 

 



 

Difficulties arise when the personal control myths are used as logical imperatives and 

turned on people- "If you are not successful, it must be because you have not worked hard 

enough." A critique of the social structures that help shape and invisibly determine our 

circumstances for success is needed here. Otherwise, it is far too easy to focus on personal 

characteristics as the answer for the undesirable situation and "blame the victim." A recent 

National Council of Welfare report quoted in a British Columbia newspaper had this to 

say: 

 

In reality, poverty is often the result of bad luck: a person loses a job, a second wage-
earner in a family leaves or dies, or a person is kept out of the labor force by a severe 
illness or disability... Still the myth persists poverty is primarily due to laziness or 
incompetence.  

Vancouver Sun, December 17, 1993 

It seems that the same myths apply to those whose early school and life experiences left 

them with difficulties in reading, writing and math. The stones of former ABE students 

captured vividly how they had had to overcome and change their personal myths and 

negative self-talk, which had for years been reinforced by a societal atmosphere of blame. 

According to U.S. psychologist Michael Lerner, a person who has had a lifetime of 

abusive, oppressive situations and little real power often "assumes personal responsibility 

for her own powerlessness [and] creates additional powerlessness, a surplus of self-blame 

preventing her from acting to change her immediate conditions." (Labonte, 1989, p. 28) 

Resolving To Live More Positive Lives 

In the present study, there was ample evidence in the participants' stories that they had 

resolved to take responsibility to be at class on time, do their assignments and stick with 

the process even when facing many kinds of pressures and barriers. People did resolve to 

live more positive and healthy lives, and put their resolve into action by separating from 

the past. This included leaving negative influences such as irresponsible friends and 

unsupportive or abusive spouses; and dealing with old feelings of grief and anger. They 

also confronted and changed negative behavior such as substance abuse or poor parenting. 

They generally took a constructive attitude toward themselves and tried to learn from their 

mistakes. The participants in this study also spoke of connecting with others, making new 

friends and receiving from mentors. 

  



Connecting With Others 

Although this study saw the transformational process of many ABE experiences as 

essentially an internal journey, the shaping of the day-to-day ABE context was a social 

one. The process of ABE is fundamentally social, even for those students working on 

specific curricula by themselves. 

The role of the instructor as the mentor and mediator in this process is crucial, at both a 

practical and theoretical level. The instructor is needed not only to clarify points, impart 

information and answer questions, but also to act as trusted counsellor, coach and guide. 

The instructor is someone who has been where the student wants to go, and who will 

support the student in his or her journey. The mentor helps develop critical understanding, 

awareness of choices and responsibility for actions, all within a supportive, non-

judgmental environment. A mentor/instructor can also play the vital role of the person 

who was missed in the student's early life. This is the person who models and mirrors a 

positive image of the student to the student, and thereby assists the development of that 

individual's fledgling self-esteem. Former students spoke movingly of the impact of being 

themselves without fear for the first time in their lives - "I can be me. " In a recent 

discussion of the need for mentors, a well-known American poet (Robert Bly, 1989) 

suggested that "we can only really learn from someone who cares about our soul" (i.e., our 

total well-being). Various quotes from participants in the present study have revealed the 

central role the mentor/instructor has in the development of a student's sense of self-

efficacy. Comments from former students in our study revealed the enormous importance 

of having instructors who were such mentors, counsellors and friends. They were also 

critical of instructors who did not properly support and guide them. 

 

Contributing To the World 

Certainly there was ample evidence in the present study of ways in which participants 

were contributing positively to the world. They were recognizing, valuing, and using their 

talents, sharing their wisdom and caring for others. From a comparison of the elements of 

the stories behind most ABE experiences and the elements of Balshaw's model, it seems 

that the process of living intentionally may have formed the context within which learning 

to learn could take place. 

C. Implications For Planning and Delivering ABE/Literacy Resources 

Learning to learn involves highly interactive, cyclical and organic activities. Everything 

affects and is affected by everything else. The ABE participants' stories and the 

instructors' comments reflect this holistic view. Implicit within our findings is the 

assumption that people can and do make changes in their lives on the strength of their own 

desire and commitment to a better situation for themselves and their loved ones. This 

study has illustrated that the ABE experience can contribute positively to the evolution of 

responsible adults getting on with their lives. 



This has led us the following conclusion and hypothesis: 

To the degree that any ABE program nurtures and enables the learning to learn 
model and the living intentionally process, enduring positive impacts as 
described in this study will result. 

This means that the system of planning and delivering ABE should facilitate students' 

becoming aware, of their environment, themselves, and their real learning needs. The 

ABE system should support students' taking responsibility for living more fulfilling lives 

while making a commitment to the learning process that is relevant to them. The 

researchers believe there are five major implications to be drawn from viewing the results 

through our learning to learn model and the intentional living process (Balshaw, 1993). 

 

They are 

1. rethinking the drop-out label; 
2. systemic support for life-long learning; 
3. the importance of connecting with others; 
4. the need to contribute to the world; and, 
5. the role of adult education in the economy and society. 

This report concludes with a discussion of each implication. 

1. Rethinking The Drop-out Label 

The high rate of drop-out from ABE programs has long been noted but only recently 

investigated (Thomas, 1990; Quigley, 1990). 

What might appear as "drop-out," "resistance," "unmotivated" or "irresponsible behavior," 

is, from the point of view of the ABE student who is engaged in "living intentionally, " a 

rational and considered life choice based on the person's needs and current situation (e.g., 

health issues, family problems, financial barriers, other life opportunities, and so on). Both 

Thomas (1990) and Malicky and Norman (1993) discussed students who left because their 

needs (e.g., learning disability) were not being met. Many people put upgrading on hold 

when a job comes up, or when childcare requirements present conflict with school. 

Thomas (1990) used "stop-outs" to describe people whom circumstances had forced out of 

class but who later decided to return. In fact, she found that 21 out of 24 withdrawals had 

returned or had the intention to return to ABE (p. 67) in spite of all kinds of barriers. This 

prompted a comment with which we absolutely agree: 

 

These withdrawals have to be admired for their resilience and their continuing 
attempts to follow and believe in their dreams. The fact that so many return to ABE or 
intend to return shows that ABE does have an attraction for those who know about it 
and have tried it. (p. 71) 

 



Our study also showed that people do keep coming back. Half of our sample had multiple 

program backgrounds. Similarly, the majority (67%) of the participants studied by 

Malicky and Norman (1993) reported that they had been in another literacy program. 

These results could indicate a highly mobile population. They could also signify 

thoughtful, competent adults picking and choosing what is best for them in their lives at 

that time. 

2. Systemic Support For Life-long Learning 

Our shifting economic paradigm will mean ever-increasing sophistication and change in 

the workplace and the environment around us. We will all need constant 

upgrading/training opportunities to handle and integrate the information explosion, new 

technology, and so on. The recent Report on the Future Development of Adult/Continuing 

Education in British Columbia (Faris, 1992) makes the point "throughout the world there 

has been growing acceptance of the concept of lifelong learning as an organizing principle 

and social goal" (p. 14). Society can no longer afford to sustain the traditional view/myth 

that ABE is a "second chance" at the brass ring for those who somehow "failed" the 

system years ago. 

If we are to take an approach which facilitates intentional living in the ABE context, we 

will have potential students formulating the needs and articulating the options that make 

lifelong learning possible for them, without the crippling stigma that people in our study 

told us they felt the first day of class. This will require systemic and attitudinal 

adjustments so that "dropping in" for a taste of continuing education throughout one's life 

is an easy, less traumatic and fluid process. 

 

With regard to the way in which ABE resources are provided, a number of authors 

(Fingaret, 1984; Wishart, 1993; Thomas, 1990; Faris, 1992; Labonte, 1989; Darville, 

1989), have suggested that innovative community-based strategies, building on the needs 

and strengths of the members of the community, are particularly well suited to the lifelong 

learning process. 

Support for lifelong learning also has systemic implications in relation to:  

a. access to ABE;  
b. assessment of students;  
c. support during the program; and 
d. continuing contact after leaving. 

 

 

 



a. Access To ABE 

  The system that advertises for, locates and places students should be set up so that it is as 

easy as possible (i.e., non-bureaucratic) to find, make friendly contact with, and enter and re-

enter ABE programs over time. For example, this may mean changes in the way records are 

kept and processed, so that people can come and go and be known to the system as the same 

person at different places and times, rather than separate students. 

    

b. Assessment Of Students 

  The system that assesses students should routinely include not only entry skill levels, but a 

broader and deeper interview process to determine the type of support required to enable 

the student to proceed smoothly through the stages of learning to learn. The assessment 

process should also include information about the total range of programs and opportunities 

within a certain geographic area. This can promote student choice and a matching of learning 

needs and learning styles (e.g., group vs. individual approaches). At present, people are often 

considered only in terms of that part of the system with which they make contact rather than 

the whole array of programs that might be available in the various communities. This means 

instructors need more information about and familiarity with the ABE programs in the area. 

 

 

c. Support During The Program 

  Support during the students' enrollment in ABE programs to sustain lifelong learning would 

include financial assistance and practical assistance such as child care services. Concrete help 

in separating from the past and working through feelings should include access to 

professional assistance when necessary. 

    

d. Continuing Contact After Leaving 

  Contact by the program after students have left ABE might also facilitate continued "dropping 

in". It seems that there would be benefits for both students and instructors in the system 

from a more systematic approach to follow-up. instructors stressed that they only hear from 

students who take the initiative to keep in touch. Regular contact with former students of 

some kind by the ABE system would encourage re-entry and lifelong learning. 

 

 

 



3. Connecting With Others 

The importance of connecting with others was stressed in the comments of the ABE 

participants and in the learning to learn model. It appears to be a significant factor.  

a. Role Of Peers 

  Some former students said they preferred self-paced or computer-assisted learning situations 

over groups. Some of these people sought out opportunities for connecting with their peers 

by offering to tutor them. It is suggested that ABE programs consciously include opportunities 

for students to relate to one another, particularly in less formal learning environments. 

 

b. Role Of The Instructor 

  The role of the instructor as mentor and catalyst for the process of changing one's 

personal myth and behavior is pivotal. This places a great deal of responsibility on the 

instructor even in self-paced or computer-assisted learning situations. 

There are implications for the selection, training and on-going support of the unique 

individuals who take on the instructor's mantle. They need to have a solid 

understanding of their own personal and societal myths, and a self-critical eye on the 

job they are doing to assist someone else on that person's journey, not replaying their 

own.  

The instructors in our study were particularly clear on this point:  

I mean, it's wonderful to talk to students about how after ABE they can go to 
nursing for two years. And of course nursing means maybe 100 miles away, and 
they have a family, child care. So who's going to support that? Or the move, or 
some other part, reality you know? And because the student is possibly very 
vulnerable, because they are really there for questions and they want things filling 
up and changing their life, they buy in, and the reality might be that that doesn't 
happen. And does that come from them, or did that - did they come and say "I 
want to be a nurse and do this for me," or did some instructor say, "You know, I 
always wanted to do that when I was a kid," and in this very caring way you've 
orchestrated something to happen that wasn't in the reality realm for that student?"  

Marg 

Because of the psychological needs of the participants in the ABE experience, it is 

necessary to prepare instructors with certain social work/counselling skills beyond 

those typically available in an adult education curriculum. This is a fine line and an 

area of discomfort for some, but not all instructors in this study. Instructors are 

typically "people" people, whom the system should value and promote for their 

willingness to be mentors to adult students.  
 

 

  



  However, as the following instructor indicated, support for instructors should 

include professional social work/psychology back-up and community referral as 

needed: 

I had two or three years ago a woman who began for the first time to express 
horrible details about her life and the past, and the irony was this woman was 
an incredible writer, she was and had no confidence, had a horrible life and 
saw herself in incredibly negative terms, but was a beautiful, beautiful writer, 
almost good enough to be published today, she was so good, but when she 
started she couldn't stop. She went and she wouldn't see anybody, and I did 
eight referrals for her and took her to the appointments - she only liked doing it 
this way, and she only liked working with me. She went on the spiral, she 
attempted suicide, she lost some of her children to Social Services, and I have 
a responsibility in that area to not let some of that happen if I can, or to try to 
intervene before it gets so intense that a student can't cope with it any longer. 
It's a line I find really hard to draw; to want to be supportive, to want to be 
interested, to want to because sometimes you just need to say some things 
and they don't need long-term support, they just need acknowledgment. This 
was their pain; this was their problem and they dealt with it, or they just got on 
with their lives. Sometimes you just need that; other times you need a great 
deal more work than that, and as an instructor, I'm not the one to provide that.  

Bob 

4. Contributing To The World 

One of the factors that seemed to lead to lasting impact for students was having structured 

access to volunteering and involvement with the community. This feature seemed to meet 

the needs of both students and instructors who were involved. For students whose unmet 

potential had been dammed up inside for years, this opportunity met a need to give and 

feel useful. For instructors, it was a unique and successful method of having students learn 

to apply their skills to real world situations. 

The value of caring for others, using one's gifts and contributing to the world has been 

found to be a part of ABE participants learning to learn and is inherent in the living 

intentionally process. ABE programs that formally include these opportunities or 

encourage them will be increasing the probability of positive long-term impacts for their 

students. 

  



5. The Role Of Adult Basic Education In The Economy and Society 

There has been contradictory evidence in the literature whether upgrading through ABE 

leads to employment. However, there is clear evidence that engaging in the process that 

this study has called learning to learn results in healthier life-styles. It is in this sense that 

the economic benefits to society of ABE programs can be quite significant. It seems to us 

that the positive impacts of ABE are cost-effective. We would like to develop the idea of 

economic impact (not necessarily employment) a bit further. 

First, for those former students who do get jobs, there is the direct productive contribution 

to the economy and the taxes paid. These same people also represent less direct cost to 

society in terms of no longer needing income security payments. 

Second, for all those who engage in learning to learn, whether or not they get jobs, there 

is less cost to society indirectly. This is because the ABE process of learning to learn 

facilitates healthy personal and family life-styles, thus creating a healthier society with an 

increase in general well-being. 

Job or not, former students have told us that they feel better about themselves, are making 

healthier choices about their life-styles (e.g., stop drinking, stop criminal behavior, and so 

on), are passing on this benefit to their children (as better parents), and are contributing to 

their communities (as better and more informed citizens). In addition, there is a benefit to 

society in terms of the time donated in volunteerism. That time does not show up on the 

balance sheet. All of these factors lead us to believe that ABE does have an economic 

impact. 

 

There is a role for adult basic education as society grapples with higher and higher health 

costs and turns to health promotion as a social and an economic strategy. There can be a 

link between adult basic education and increasing holistic health for the general low-

literate population. This would be in the promotion of "well-ness." Specifically, we have 

heard stories in this study that convince us that ABE can assist people in not being 

hapless, helpless and hopeless. The cycle of despondency and dependency is often broken. 

We have heard people speak of going from negative self-talk to a sense of self-efficacy, 

autonomy and having the power to change their lives. One of the greatest positive impacts 

and contributions of the ABE experience for people served well (and even to some extent 

in those not as well served) was to instill in them a sense of future. They see that they 

accomplished something, can do so again in the future, and can make plans and set goals. 

The ABE experience has in many ways expanded former students' sense of personal 

possibilities, i.e., what they can learn, that they can access further training and further 

education. It was through the opportunities offered by ABE that some people discovered 

what they are interested in, e.g., finding out by volunteering that they are interested in 

special needs children, or in long term care. 

 



"Health exists in the dynamic moments of our social relationships" (Labonte, 1989, p. 24). 

Literacy/ABE experiences are health-promoting activities in the truest sense. The 

processes of gaining greater access to their physical, social and inner worlds, learning to 

learn, and building self-confidence, all lead to reaching out and greater participation in 

social relationships of all kinds. Literacy is a developmental concept where individual, 

family and community growth and potential are enhanced. The positive process of 

learning to learn is also a classic definition of empowerment (Rappaport, 1984), and a 

condition for optimum well-being. 
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APPENDIX A: TERMS OF REFERENCE 

Introduction 

John Ryan, of UNESCO speaking at the Literacy 2000 conference, made the following 

comment about the impact of literacy education. 

Your clients, I am certain, appreciate a well-conducted programme, but what counts 
most is not what happens in the classroom or tutoring centre but what comes after and 
as a result of it in their lives. Does literacy make their lives fuller and more 
meaningful? 

Programme planners, instructors, tutors and learners have lots of ideas about the impact 

gaining or increasing literacy skills should or will have. But it seems that researchers in 

British Columbia have not yet asked former literacy students about such matters. Thus the 

Adult Basic Education Association of British Columbia has commissioned a study of 

former Literacy and/or Adult Basic Education (ABE) students to determine answers to the 

question: 

What have been the impacts of literacy education on the lives of former Literacy 
and/or Adult Basic Education students? 

While former students are the focus of the research question, it is useful to note that 

literacy training involves a specific contextual contact between two participants, the 

learner and the instructor or tutor. To enrich the understanding of the learner's experience, 

it is also of interest to determine the expected impacts of Literacy and/or ABE 

programmes from the instructor's perspective. Thus this study will attempt to determine 

the participatory experience of both learners and instructors and to describe the long-term 

effects of the experiences on the learners both in reality and as conceived by instructors. 

For purposes of this study, a former student is defined as a person who has attended a 

Literacy or ABE programme within the last ten years for a minimum of three consecutive 

months and who has been away from that programme for at least a year. 

As there is little previous related research to build upon, the study will be exploratory, 

perhaps raising more questions then providing definitive answers. Nevertheless, the study 

is expected to generate valuable information on the long-term influence literacy education 

has on students. It is anticipated the research results will be useful to policy makers, 

programme and curriculum planners, and literacy advocacy groups. Above all, the 

research should benefit literacy students and instructors. 

 

 

 



Specific Purpose 

1. To describe the effects that participation in a Literacy and/or ABE programme has had on 
the lives of former learners from their perspective; and  

2. To describe the intended effects of participation in a Literacy and/or ABE programme on 
the lives of learners from instructors' perspectives; and  

3. To discover what observations and conclusions may be drawn from such research.  

 

Intended Outcomes 

The study is designed to provide information on the long-term influence literacy education 

has had on students. This information will be presented in a (Preliminary and) Final 

Report that is primarily intended to provide descriptive information to literacy workers 

and students. To the extent that conclusions may be drawn, the study is intended to inform 

programme policy, curriculum development and program delivery. The study is 

exploratory and may be considered basic research. It is not intended to be either a 

summative or formative evaluation designed to determine the effectiveness of particular 

interventions and programmes. The results are expected to be meaningful at the macro 

level. 

Methodology 

The basic approach to the study will be phenomenological. The research will be 

nonmanipulative, unobtrusive and non-controlling with an openness to whatever emerges 

through in-depth interviews. The approach will discover real-life situations as they 

naturally unfold in the interview process. A qualitative and naturalistic approach will 

allow the researchers to inductively and holistically understand the former students' life 

experiences in relation to the context-specific setting of the former Literacy and/or ABE 

programmes. The design strategy is to enable the significant analysis dimensions to 

emerge from patterns in the cases under study without presupposing in advance what the 

important dimensions will be. The validity of each person's experience will be recognized. 

In each case the personal history of the former student will be reviewed reflecting three 

life phases in relation to participation in a Literacy and/or ABE programme. 

1. Pre-Literacy/ABE experience, that is, life experiences that led to participation.  

2. Literacy/ABE programme experience, that is, experiences of and during participation. 

3. Post-Literacy/ABE experience, that is, life experiences since participation.  

 



As noted above, former literacy learners are defined as those who have attended a Literacy 

and/or ABE programme within the last ten years for a minimum of three consecutive 

months and who have been away from the programme for at least one year. The 

researchers will conduct in-depth interviews with 36 to 60 such former literacy learners. 

Each interview is expected to take from 1 to 3 hours. With the interviewee's permission, 

each interview will be audio taped. The interviewees will be chosen from: (i) lists 

provided by literacy instructors, (ii) responses to radio, television, newspaper and poster 

advertisements and (iii) contacts made through social and community agencies.  

The Former Student interviewees selection process will attempt to include interviewees 

from a variety of age groups, cultural backgrounds and literacy program experiences. 

A minimum of 4 literacy instructors from each area win also be interviewed for a 

minimum total of 12. An attempt will be made to interview at least 12 additional 

instructors from around the province at the ABEABC conference. 

 

  



APPENDIX B: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

"Stories move in circles. They don't go in straight lines. So it helps if you listen in 
circles. There are stories inside stories and stories between stories, and finding your 
way through them is as easy and as hard as finding your way home. And part of the 
finding is the getting lost. And when you're lost, you start to look around and to listen." 

Corey Fischer, Albert Greenberg, and Naomi Newman  
of A Traveling Jewish Theatre, Coming From a Great Distance,  

cited in Metzger, 1992, p. 49 

This exploratory research examined the long term impacts of participation in Adult Basic 

Education and Literacy programs on the lives of the people who participated in them at 

least a year ago. The main source of information was stories told by former students 

during private face-to-face interviews. The study emphasizes the patterns and similarities 

in the stories people told describing their experiences and their perceptions. 

The research approach investigated personal experiences of a selected group of people. 

This qualitative approach to research required each researcher to listen to the tapes, make 

notes, read and re-read the typed versions of the interviews, and pull out phrases that 

seemed to cluster into distinct topics. Discussion about the emerging clusters and ideas led 

to our analysis. Because this study focused on what former ABE/Literacy students had 

experienced in the past, what they were experiencing in the present, and how they 

interpreted lasting impacts on their lives, this study reflected a traditional 

phenomenological perspective. 

"There is one final dimension that differentiates a phenomenological approach: the 
assumption that there is an essence or essences to shared experience. These 
essences are the core meanings mutually understood through a phenomenon 
commonly experienced. The experiences of different people are bracketed, analyzed, 
and compared to identify the essences of the phenomenon, for example, the essences 
of loneliness, the essence of being a mother, or the essence of being a participant in a 
particular program."  

Patton, 1990, p.70. 

We searched for the essences of the impact of having participated in an ABE/Literacy 

program. The researchers took an active, interpretive role by interacting with a small, 

purposeful sample of people who were willing to tell their stories. We combined this with 

methods for ensuring the quality and credibility of qualitative research. 

 

 

 

 



The Conceptual Framework 

We began by reducing potential sources of personal or theoretical bias. Two of the three 

researchers on the team had no background in Adult Basic Education or Literacy. They 

brought fresh perspectives from other fields. In order to avoid creating a theoretical bias, 

the literature review was scant prior to the study. The researchers believed that essences of 

the impacts of participating in an ABE/Literacy program would surface as former students 

told their personal stories. 

 

"Every life is a story. Telling the story and seeing our life as story are part of the 
creative process. The false story or the formula story diminishes and contracts us. But 
the real story, painful as it may be, expands us and opens our heart. Every real story 
is part of the construction of self, and every real story adds its dimension and wisdom 
to the collective." 

Metzger, 1993, p. 49, p. 115. 

The researchers also believed that people could and would make distinctions, when asked, 

between what they were able to do as a consequence of their ABE experience, and what 

they could already do, or would have done anyway without attending an ABE/Literacy 

program. The main attribute the researchers brought to the study was curiosity. Would 

former students feel that ABE had had an impact on their lives, especially after they were 

no longer participating in an ABE program and the "honeymoon" was over? 

Sampling of Study Participants 

We selected a small number of information-rich cases for study in depth. We used a 

sampling system called "maximum variation sampling" (Patton, 1990, p. 172). To form 

our sample, we tried to have an equal number of participants from each level of ABE 

(Fundamental, Intermediate and Advanced) and an equal number from the three different 

geographical areas of British Columbia (a major metropolitan area, an urban area, and a 

rural area). We succeeded in getting a sample that was diverse in age, ethnic origin, and 

type of program background (i.e., college based, school district based, community agency 

based, and other sponsors of ABE programs). As Michael Patton, a well-known qualitative 

researcher, has said "any common patterns that emerge from great variation are of 

particular interest and value in capturing the core experiences and central, shared aspects 

or impacts of a program." (1990, p. 172) Our goal was to isolate common patterns within 

the study group in the hope of revealing a "deeper structure" that might characterize the 

general experience of the impact of ABE/Literacy programs on the lives of former 

students. 

The criteria for selection of individual participants were that they had been enrolled in an 

ABE or Literacy program for at least three months, had been away from their last ABE 

course for at least one year at the time of being interviewed, and were willing to 

participate in the study. This is a follow-up study. 

 



In order to find people who represented as broad a spectrum of impacts as possible, rather 

than just "successes" or just "failures," we used several methods of contacting former 

students in each location. As an incentive, each participant was paid $10.00 per hour for 

their time. The methods used were: public service announcements offered through local 

radio and television stations at no charge; posters and flyers advertising the study at local 

UIC offices and social service agencies, including various community centres and 

neighborhood houses; and in the rural area, the researcher arranged to be interviewed 

about the study by local free-lance journalists whose articles appeared in three local 

newspapers. 

As well, the researchers contacted ABE instructors of the different levels in school district, 

community college and community agency ABE programs. Instructors were asked to look 

at their lists of students who had been in ABE classes over a year ago, to make contact 

with four-to-six people and ask if they were interested in participating in the study. One 

instructor talked specifically about her sample selection approach: 

 

I went through our past records and pulled up people whose names I remembered as 
having attended sufficiently long for me to remember their names and who were no 
longer attending in the past year. And some of them may have gone on to something 
else at the college and some of them may not be doing anything right now. About 12 
to 15 names. A lot of them you may not be able to get in touch with. They move or 
their number is not in service or whatever. I tried to find some from all different levels, 
from level 1 right through grade 12. 

The names and phone numbers of those students who agreed to be contacted were then 

passed on by the instructors to the researchers. The individual was contacted and an 

interview was arranged. 

This process resulted in a total of 45 interviews with former ABE students and 15 

interviews with instructors currently teaching in an ABE/Literacy program. These 

numbers do not reveal the tremendous difficulty in locating former ABE students to 

participate in the study who met the criteria. The ratio of 'dead-ends' to successful contacts 

for participation in the study was conservatively estimated at 5-to-1. 

There was also the problem of people who had agreed to participate but did not show up 

for the interview. This happened with about 20 percent of the scheduled interviews, 

particularly in the urban areas. As well, one of the participants was later dropped from the 

study because he had not been away from an ABE program for over a year. We kept one 

other student who had been in ABE programs in the past but had been way for more than a 

year and had recently re-enrolled for a different ABE program. This brought the total of 

former ABE students interviewed to 44. Seventeen of those interviewed (38%) were from 

a rural area, fourteen (32%) from an urban area, and thirteen students (30%) were from the 

metropolitan area of BC. 

 



TABLE 1 
Gender By Start Level 

  Fundamental Intermediate Advanced  Total % 

Male 6 6 5 17 39 

Female 8 14 5 27 61 

Sub-Total 14 20 10 44 100 

% 32 45 23 100   

Table 1 shows the gender of the people interviewed in the study in relation to the level at 

which they began taking ABE. The sub-totals reveal that the sample was made up of about 

20 percent more women than men, and that the three entry levels were not equally 

represented despite our hope. There were more people who started at the intermediate 

level, and fewer at the advanced level than intended. The proportion of men to women is 

almost the same for the fundamental and the advanced level participants in the study; 

however, there were about twice as many women as men in the intermediate level. 

 

TABLE 2 
Gender By Age 

  16-24 24-34 35-44 45-54 55-69 Over 70 Total % 

Male 0 10 4 2 1 0 17 39 

Female 1 8 12 3 2 1 27 61 

Sub-
Total 

1 18 16 5 3 1 44 100 

% 2.3 41 36 11 7 2.3 99.6   

Table 2 shows the age of the study participants and their gender. Very few young people 

and very few older people participated. About three quarters of the participants were 

between 25 and 44 years old. Women outnumbered men in every age category except 25-

34. 



TABLE 3 
Ethnic Background By Start Level 

  Fundamental Intermediate Advanced  Total % 

Non 
Aboriginal 

10 10 7 27 61 

Aboriginal 2 7 3 12 27 

New 
Canadian 

2 3 0 5 11 

Total 14 20 10 44 99 

% 32 45 23 100   

Table 3 shows the ethnic background of people in the study in terms of their ABE start 

level. Ethnic background was divided into three categories: Aboriginal people, non-

Aboriginal people who were born in Canada, and new Canadians who were born outside 

of Canada. Roughly 30 percent of the people in our study were Aboriginal people, 60 

percent were Non Aboriginal people born in Canada, and 10 percent were new Canadians. 

'Ibis table suggests that, in terms of proportion, relatively more Aboriginal people and new 

Canadians began at the intermediate level than non-Aboriginal people. Proportionally 

more non-Aboriginal participants started ABE at the fundamental level. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



TABLE 4 
Ethnic Background By Age 

  16-24 24-34 35-44 45-54 55-69 Over 70 Total % 

Non 
Aboriginal 

1 10 9 4 2 1 27 61 

Aboriginal 0 5 5 1 1 0 12 27 

New 
Canadian 

0 3 2 0 0 0 5 11 

Total 1 18 16 5 3 1 44 99 

% 2.3 41 36 11 7 2.3 99.6   

Table 4 shows ethnic background by age at the time of the study. It can be seen that there 

were non Aboriginal Canadians in more of the various age groups. The Aboriginal 

Canadians clustered more in the middle age groups, while new Canadian students were 

found only in the 25-44 age range. 

TABLE 5 
Ethnic Background By Gender 

  Male Female Total Total 

Non Aboriginal 12 15 27 61  

Aboriginal 4 8 12 27 

New Canadian 1 4 5 11 

Total 17 27 44 99 

% 37 61 100    

Table 5 contains ethnic background by gender. The ratio of women to men in the study is 

almost equal for non-Aboriginal people. Twice as many Aboriginal women as men and 

four times as many women not born in Canada as men became participants. Overall, 

women outnumbered men in the study by about 3 to 2. 



Although we had not intended to generate a random sample which would mirror the basic 

characteristics of ABE students in BC in general, it is interesting to compare our group 

with current information about ABE students in BC. Because of the wide variation in the 

reporting forms and inconsistency of data kept about ABE/Literacy programs in BC, there 

are some significant gaps in the information available. Unfortunately, there was no 

information on the number and percentage of ABE students who were registered in the 

fundamental, intermediate, and advanced levels across the ABE system in BC and none 

about students involved in community agency sponsored programs. The recent Ministry of 

Skills, Training and Labour report, ABE Research Project, on adults in college or school 

district ABE and literacy programs in BC contains some information on gender and age 

groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 6 presents information from The ABE Research Project, describing 42 out of 48 

(about 88 percent) of the possible sources of ABE/Literacy programs in BC colleges and 

school districts. The report information was based on 22,448 ABE students enrolled in 

January 1992. A comparison of the percentages in Table 6 with the percentages given in 

Table 2 for various age groups reveals relatively fewer younger people and relatively more 

older people were in our study than were registered in programs in 1992. For example, 

49.2 percent of the January 1992 ABE students for whom the information was known 

were less than 24 years of age. In our study, this figure was two Percent. In the January 

1992 group, 14.7 percent fell in the age range 35-44, whereas 36 percent of this study's 

participants were 35-44 years old. 

TABLE 6 
Age Groups for January 1992 

ABE Students in B.C. 
(College and School District Programs combined) 

Age % 

Less than 19 13.2 

19-24 36.0 

25-34 30.0 

35-44 14.7 

45-54 4.7 

Older 1.9 

% 100.5 

According to The ABE Research Project, information on the gender of ABE students in 

BC in January 1992 was known for 80 percent of enrollees. The data showed that "females 

represent a somewhat higher percentage (55.7%) than do males (44.3%)" (p.8). This was 

very similar to the figures and the pattern in the present study in which the percentage of 

females who participated (61%) was higher than the percentage of males (39%). 

 

 

  



TABLE 7 
Program Types and Registration 

  Program Types  Registrations  

No. % 
 

1. College 36 47 

2. School District 6 8 

3. Community 4 5 

4. Native Learning Centres 6 8 

5. CEC 9 12 

6. Distance Education 5 6 

7. Corrections 1 1 

8. Armed Forces 1 1 

9. Self 9 12 

  Total 77 100 

Table 7 contains a list of the various types of ABE programs in which our participants had 

mentioned registering. The number of times the program type was mentioned is given. 

Participants mentioned nine different program types, including one which the researchers 

called "self" to describe those instances where people had obtained books and studied on 

their own. The 44 participants in the study mentioned 77 instances of registering for the 

variety of programs. Almost half of the registrations were to college programs (47%). The 

next most often mentioned number of registrations had occurred in Project Based Training 

or Canadian Job Strategies programs funded by Canada Employment (12%) and the self-

taught situations (12%). School district programs were next (8%) and native learning 

centres (M). 

 

 



TABLE 8 
Registrations by Participants 

Times Registered in an ABE 
Program  

Study Participants  

No. % 
 

One 20 45 

Two 17 39 

Three 5 11 

Four 2 5 

Total 44 100 

 

 

Table 8 shows the 77 registrations in terms of the number of times each participant had 

enrolled in a program. Close to half (45%) of the study participants had been registered in 

only one ABE program prior to the study. Another group (39%) had registered in two 

programs. There were also those who had been in three programs (11%) and four 

programs (5%). 

For the purposes of the present study, what is important to note from Tables 1 to 8 is that 

the sampling approach seems to have achieved the intended "maximum variation" - the 

group of study participants did reflect diversity in age, ethnic origin, gender and entry 

level. We had a "mixed bag," if not a random sample. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



TABLE 9 
Employment Status by ABE Finish/Current Level  

(read across) 

Finish Level part/full 
#      (%) 

student 
#      (%) 

unemployed 
#      (%) 

volunteer 
#      (%) 

other 
#      (%) 

total 

Fundamental 0      (0) 1      (25) 3      (75) 0      (0) 0      (0) 4 

Intermediate 3      (23) 2      (15) 5      (38) 1      (9) 2      (15) 13 

Advanced 1      (11) 3      (33) 1      (11) 3      (33) 1      (11) 9 

Beyond 
Advanced 

6      (33) 9      (50) 2      (11) 1      (6) 0      (0) 18 

Total 10 15 11 5 3 44 

% (23) (34) (25) (11) (7) (100) 

Table 9 shows each student's employment status at the time we interviewed them in terms 

of their ABE finish level. About one-quarter of people had full or part-time jobs and one-

third were still students. One-quarter of all participants were unemployed, but the 

proportion of people unemployed was higher for those who finished at the fundamental 

level compared to those who finished at the intermediate level. 

Limitations of the Study Sample 

One obvious question that can be raised has to do with the success-prone characteristics of 

those people who make up the sample. One of the instructors interviewed expressed her 

concern with this issue: 

I don't know how you are going to control the situation. For a real literacy student to sit 
down and talk to someone they don't know, for two hours, may seem life-threatening. 
The student that you will probably get contact with are the ones who have done their 
program and gone about their business." 

It may be that this study has reflected the experiences of people who are less transient 

former students. It is also true that the stories we heard were from people who could be 

reached and who were motivated to tell their story. When participants were asked what 

motivated them to be in the study, most of them felt that ABE had been good for them, 

and they wanted other people to know about it and benefit from it. Students spoke often 

about the patience and support offered by their instructors and tutors. Some may have 

participated in the study to express their gratitude. 



However, our sample also contained a few people who felt they had not been very well 

served by their ABE experience. In our approach, we were more interested in the quality 

than in the quantity of impacts. If an impact was mentioned by any former student, it was 

important. Each perceived impact was recorded to preserve the depth and integrity of the 

person's experience. The detailed descriptions of negative experiences provided useful 

insights into how the ABE system has operated and what may be contributing factors in 

both satisfying and unsatisfying situations. 

Instrumentation 

To guide us in designing our interviews, we used several sources of information and 

expertise. First, we had the years of experience among the three of us in interviewing and 

carrying out research in our respective fields.  

Secondly, assuming that the impact of ABE would be related to students' initial reasons 

for going back to school, we were guided by the eight possible goals of reading and 

writing used in the Native Literacy Research survey (p. 98), and by the motivational 

profiles of ABE students outlined by Beder and Valentine (1990). These sources discussed 

content areas that we realized we would want to cover. Because we were interested in the 

impact of ABE within the context of each person's life story, we decided to ask our basic 

question in three categories: life before ABE, life during ABE, and life since ABE. 

 

  



Table 10 
Interview Question Guidelines for Instructors 

1. How did you become involved in ABE instruction? 
o what do you like most about being an instructor? 
o least? 

2. What is your definition of "literacy?" 
3. In your perception, have there been any changes in the philosophy or 

expectations of the ABE field over time? 
o describe 
o have these changes affected you? 

4. What do you perceive the short-term impact of ABE is meant to be on 
students? 

o important factors for a positive impact? 
o do you see a difference between what is intended and what actually 

happens?  
o what would you look for that tells you that what is supposed to 

happen is taking place? 
5. Can you give me examples of students you have known who were successes?  

Of students who did not succeed? 

6. What do you perceive the long-term impact of ABE is meant to be on 
students? 

o important factors for a positive impact? 
o do you see a difference between what is intended and what actually 

happens?  
o what would you look for that tells you that what is supposed to 

happen is taking place? 
7. Do you see different results for men vs. women? Why? 

o age groups? 
o cultural groups? 
o other factors you think are related to success? 

8. What question relating to the impact of ABE would you like to see asked?  

9. Any questions of me? 

Table 10 contains the questions used in the instructor interviews. The results of the initial 

five instructor interviews held at the Fairmont Hotsprings Conference helped to prepare 

for the first group of student interviews, which occurred in the metropolitan area in May 

1993. 

 

 



In an attempt to provide a common context for the interview for both the former students 

and the researchers, we used a standardized preamble and introduction to the interview. It 

covered who the researchers were, who had initiated the study and why. People were 

assured of the confidentiality of the interview, that they were free to stop at any time for a 

break, and asked to sign a consent form indicating that the researchers could use their 

material anonymously in the report. See Appendix E for the complete text. 

 

  



In the important opening few minutes prior to the interview, the researcher thanked the 

person for coming, chatted with each person, and exchanged some personal information as 

a way of establishing rapport. We made it clear that we were interested in them and their 

story about their lives before ABE, during ABE and after. Table 11 contains the list of 

main questions and related probes that each researcher used to guide the interviews with 

former students. 

Table 11 
Interview Question Guidelines for Former Students 

(questions in italics are probes to use if necessary) 

1. Maybe we could start with your telling me a bit about your background and what early 
school was like for you. 

o was education important to your family? 
o how far did you go in school? 

2. What made you decide to come to ABE? 

o what did you want out of it? 

3. Once you were there in ABE, what was the day-to-day experience of school and class 
like for you? 

o best thing? 
o worst thing? 
o fears? 
o what would have made it better? 

4. Did you get what you wanted out of ABE? 

5. As you look at your life now, do you think being in ABE has made any difference in your 
life? 
e.g., 

o are there things you know how to do now that you didn't know before ABE? 
(read signs, do math, etc.) 

o what difference does that make for you in your life today? 
o were there people you met who affected you? 
o are there things you have learned now that you didn't know before?  
o were there opportunities that came to you through ABE that made a difference 

to you? 
o things you have learned about yourself? Other people? 
o material things you have now that you didn't have before? More money? Job? 
o anything you feel now that you didn't feel before ABE? 

6. What is the most important thing that has happened to you as a result of your ABE 



experience? Why is it important? 

7. Do you feel that you have lost anything as a result of your ABE experience?  

8. What would you like to see for yourself in the future? 

o in terms of job? Other areas of life that are important to you?  
o will what you did in ABE help you to get what you want? 

9. What led you to take part in our study? 

10. Is there anything else you would like to tell me? 

11. Do you have any questions of me? 

Thank you very much for your time and for being willing to tell your story.  
 

 

  



To what populations, settings and interventions can this effect be generalized? When, or 

if, we locate essence, we find something about the phenomenon that is fundamentally 

present in all cases at the level of our basic human experience of it. 

In our study, we used multiple analysts to collect and analyze the data. If all three of us 

heard things and saw things that seemed to be pointing to similar patterns even among 

people of all ages, backgrounds, and ABE entry levels, we could feel more certain that the 

patterns were really there. Whether we really saw and heard similar patterns was a major 

methodological issue which we addressed in several ways. 

1. The reliability of covering the same ground during interviews was addressed by using a 
standardized preamble and written questions as a backdrop to ensure that all areas were 
covered. Before the second round of interviews were conducted, one of us (Gardner) 
selected ten of the first round of interviews and listened to them to assess inter-
interviewer reliability by noting for each tape which areas had been covered. It was clear 
that the interviewers kept the question guidelines close at hand and used them to make 
sure all areas were covered, since they were heard reminding themselves to do so. This 
procedure resulted in 90 percent coverage of the question areas in all tapes. Direct 
questions from the guidelines were needed barely half of the time. The rest of the time 
the former students covered the question areas in the natural course of telling their 
story. We concluded that an acceptable level of inter-interviewer reliability had been 
established. 

2. The reliability of capturing what was said on tape in written text is typically not an issue 
in studies where all tapes are professionally transcribed. However, we decided against 
100 percent transcription in favour of formal transcription of one quarter of the tapes 
because our financial resources were limited. We also wanted to hear each others 
interviews in order to benefit from the original tone, inflection and emphasis to get a feel 
for what was said. A list of interviews, identified by research number, was compiled at 
the end of data collection. With the aid of a random number table, a random sample of 
one quarter (15) of former student and instructor tapes was selected for formal 
transcription, with one quarter of the remaining tapes (15) randomly assigned to each of 
the researchers. Four more interviews were later transcribed in full making the total 
transcriptions 19. As a reliability check on the consistency of what was said in the 
interview being captured in the researchers' written text, a random sample of 8 of the 
researcher listening tapes (20%) were chosen for a "second listen" by a second member 
of the team. The eight pairs of observations were examined for the presence or absence 
of material relating to the interview questions and for the selection of material thought 
to be the most visible or important quote that illustrated a certain section of the story. 
The results of careful examination of the eight pairs of listening notes revealed that the 
interview questions and areas had been faithfully covered, and the selection of pertinent 
material was highly consistent. 

 

 



It seemed that certain parts of the interviews had "struck" each of us in a similar 

enough way that we had repeated the same parts. The method used to calculate the 

degree of reliability was: divide the number of times a certain section of the 

interview was selected by both researchers by the largest number of sections 

selected by any one researcher; then multiply by 100. For example, in one 

interview 49 selections of text were identified by one researcher. Of those 49, were 

also selected by the other researcher (a match). In other words in three instances, 

an item detected by one of the researchers was missed by the other. The calculation 

of reliability then was 46 ÷ 49 × 100 = 94%. This meant a reliability result of 94%. 

Our results indicate that the material was consistently and faithfully reported and 

very few of the details on the tapes were missed. The result over the eight pairs of 

reliability checks done in this study was an average of 82 percent, with a range of 

71 percent to 94 percent.  

 

3. The reliability of selecting similar patterns and themes from the written text was, also 

achieved. At the end of the transcription and listening notes phase, each researcher 

had a four-inch binder of typewritten data from former students and instructors 

which held the contents of 19 formal direct transcriptions from the tape typed by a 

research assistant, 11 hand written transcriptions from listening notes which were 

later typed, and listening notes from 30 interviews (later 29 when one of the former 

students was dropped from the study). The binders also included the eight pairs of 

reliability check interviews. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



We designed a coding guide for our first global coding of all of the data in our respective 

binders. We each had the same set of twelve coloured marker pens. Table 11 contains the 

coding guide with which we colour-coded all of our material. 

Table 11 
Interview Color Coding Guide 

Former Students 

1. Prior experience  brown  

2. Motivation for coming back to school dark blue 

3. ABE experience  orange  

4. Impacts red 

5. Suggestions/recommendations pink 

6. Future aspirations  dark green 

7. Anomalies black 

8. Policy issues yellow 

Instructors 

1. Background brown  

2. Definition of literacy purple 

3. Changes in philosophy light green 

4. Definition of success aqua 

5. Expected impacts red 

6. Policy issues yellow 

7. Suggestions/recommendations pink 

8. Anomalies black 

 

 

 

 



For example, in our reading of the text, we circled or bracketed off sections, sometimes 

phrases, sometimes paragraphs, in orange that related to the former student's day-to-day 

experience in the ABE program. Sections that related to a person's motivation for coming 

back to school were marked in dark blue. Anything that sounded like an impact was 

marked in red. As we colour-coded we also marked with a star those quotes that we 

thought were particularly noteworthy. 

To get to the next level of detail, we used an intuitive 'editing' strategy. During our week's 

work session in October, we took every third interview we had coded in our binders, and 

made a list of the kinds of experiences being described there. We then looked for ways of 

organizing the kinds of experiences. For example, the material describing experience 

while in ABE seemed to cluster into quotes that completed sentences such as I felt... I 

found that... I liked.... etc. This was a beginning. As one person was going through his or 

her list, the other two were checking their own version of that interview and checking the 

consistency of the material selected and the interpretation of that material. These 

discussions were audio-taped and notes made of key points, along with typed copies of 

flip chart material that later formed the basis for our findings and conclusions. Following 

the October team analysis session, researchers proceeded to compile key quotes from the 

text according to the initial subcategories we developed in the global areas of life before 

ABE, the ABE experience, and life after ABE. 

In a teamwork session in December, a similar process was used to arrive at a further 

analysis of the impacts of the ABE experience. Each person took a third of the interviews 

and collated all quotes on impact. This amounted to roughly 100 pages of material. Each 

researcher then went through the material, examining the nature of the impact being 

described and assigning it a name or category (e.g., more able to talk with people). As the 

researchers read the material they each made a separate list of the categories and of the 

quotes from specific students that fell in the categories, until no new categories were 

generated and the 100 pages had been coded. This produced three separate category lists 

and quotes in each category. 

Then, using flip chart paper and a brainstorming technique, the three researchers compared 

the lists of impact categories and synthesized the three lists into one large one which had 

five major categories of impact: psychological, economic, social, community and 

education. The team then took each major category and looked for relevant sub-categories 

of impact which could be placed under the main heading. 

It was then possible with a common framework and a common list of illustrative quotes to 

proceed to select the most powerful quotes for the relevant sections of the findings. The 

criteria that were used to select the most suitable or illustrative quotes were: the emotional 

impact; quotes showing a variety of points of view or situations; the clarity of the point; 

and its broader implications. As the process of individual coding and then group 

consensus progressed, it again became apparent how consistently we chose similar 

material to illustrate the categories of impact, even though we may have used different 

words to initially name the issue. 



It was during our team analysis sessions that we explored the meaning of the categories 

together and began to look at the patterns and themes that connect them and illuminate 

them. At this time we were engaged in both the more mechanical process of isolating 

categories of impact, both positive and negative, and also the more conceptual exercise of 

trying to see how it was all pointing to deeper meanings for the former students or the 

essence of the phenomenon. 

 

Data Display 

As indicated earlier, the researchers believed in the importance of describing the impacts 

of ABE in former students' own words. It was decided that the most authentic way to 

present the results was not in tables or matrices or graphs, but in a series of key quotes 

woven together that would illustrate what the participants had experienced during each 

stage of their individual and collective journey. To emphasize the experience of the whole 

person in the context of his or her life circumstances, we decided to include a complete 

case history. This was meant to further capture the personal face of ABE impacts. 

Deriving Conclusions 

How do we know whether a conclusion in a study is real? Most often, 'real' means that 

another competent researcher, working on his/her own, at the same sites, in the same way, 

would come up with similar findings to those in this study. We have designed the study to 

enhance the quality and trustworthiness of our findings. Ultimately, the report should be 

reviewed by former ABE/Literacy students, the people whose experience it is about. An 

excellent source of face validity would be feedback from the participants and former 

students like them.  

  



APPENDIX C: INTRODUCTION OF INTERVIEWEES 

Throughout the study the people we interviewed were known as a letter and a number 

(such as C03). To make the information they gave us more readable we have given them 

all new names. The names of the interviewees have been changed to protect their 

confidentiality. We are pleased to introduce them to you. 

AGATHA, an Aboriginal Canadian, entered at the intermediate level. She is 26 years old 

and is dyslexic. She is now re-enrolled as an intermediate student. 

ANDERS suffered a brain injury as a child and is now 29 years old. He entered ABE at 

the fundamental level and progressed to the intermediate level. He is now confident to live 

independently and does community volunteer work. 

ARLENE is a new Canadian who immigrated from Holland as a young child. She is in 

her 40s and started upgrading her education at the intermediate level. She is currently 

unemployed and living on social assistance. 

BARB is 52 years old. She started her ABE upgrading at the intermediate level. After 

completing her GED she has volunteered to tutor in an Adult Special Education program. 

BECKY an Aboriginal Canadian entered an ABE program at the intermediate level. She 

is now 32 years old, has completed her GED and is working toward a career as a dental 

receptionist. She also volunteers as a counselor in an immigrant program. 

BERNICE is a new Canadian who immigrated from India many years ago. She is now 26 

and has progressed from the fundamental level to participating in a Long Term Care Aide 

program. 

BETTY is 43 and entered an ABE program at the intermediate level eventually 

completing the advanced level. She owns and manages a small store and is taking a 

certificate course in hospice work. 

CAMERON entered ABE as an advanced student and later graduated from a forestry 

program. He is 40 years old. 

COLLEEN is an Aboriginal Canadian who began at the intermediate level. She is now 37 

years old, has completed her GED and is enrolled in a criminal justice program. 

CORRINNE is 52 years old. She entered at the fundamental level and progressed to the 

intermediate level. She is currently employed as a homemaker and housekeeper. 

CYNTHIA is 36 years old. She entered ABE at the fundamental level. She is dyslexic. She 

completed her English 12 and Math 10 and is presently unemployed and studying 

psychology. 



DEBBIE completed her GED after starting ABE at the intermediate level. She is now 24 

and taking a Social Services program.  

DONNA is 40 years old. She entered as an advanced student and went on to complete a 

forestry program. She is currently unemployed. 

 

GRANT entered an ABE program as a fundamental student He has a learning disability 

and cerebral palsy. He is presently unemployed. He is 31 years old. 

HEATHER is 45 years old. She entered as a fundamental student and completed the 

intermediate level. She is currently unemployed. 

HILDA is 39 years old. She started at the intermediate level and then completed her GED. 

She is presently studying accounting. 

JAMES is 40 years old, dyslexic and started ABE at the intermediate level. He manages a 

manufacturing plant. 

JANE started at the fundamental level. She is 25 years old and has completed the 

intermediate level. She is currently a full-time mother. 

JARRETT is interested in literature. He has written a play and is writing a book. He is a 

59 year old Aboriginal Canadian. He entered an ABE program at the fundamental level 

and progressed to the intermediate level. 

JASON entered a program at the fundamental level. He is 34 years old and somewhat 

learning disabled. He works at odd jobs and receives UIC or Social Assistance when 

unemployed. 

JED is in his mid-40s and entered as an advanced student. He eventually completed a 

Bachelor of Education degree and is now teaching elementary school. 

JONAH started at the fundamental level. He has a learning disability and is 30 years old. 

He works part-time welding. 

JULIA is 55 years old. Her first language is French. She entered as a fundamental student 

and progressed to the intermediate level. She is currently unemployed. 

KEVIN is an Aboriginal Canadian, aged 30. He started as an advanced student. He is now 

working as a paid tutor. 

MADEIRA is 35 and started as an intermediate student. She completed her GED, English 

12, Math 11 and Biology. She is currently a full-time mother. 

 



MANON is a 36-year-old Aboriginal Canadian. She is dyslexic and she entered an ABE 

program at the advanced level. She completed her GED and English 12, is currently 

unemployed and taking more courses. 

MARTIN entered at the fundamental level. He is 34 years old. He has learning and 

physical disabilities. He progressed to the intermediate level and is currently unemployed. 

MELISSA is a new Canadian and is 30 years old. She immigrated to Canada as a child 

from India. She started at the intermediate level. Although she has not yet completed her 

GED, she is now able to manage her own cleaning business and volunteer as an ESL tutor 

at her children's school. 

MILTON is working in the construction industry after completing a construction course. 

He is 32 years old and started ABE as an intermediate student. He completed the 

necessary grade 10 subjects to enter the trades program. 

 

NINA is an Aboriginal Canadian who started ABE at the fundamental level. She 

progressed to the intermediate level and is now working as an artist 

PETER is 36 years old. He started ABE as an intermediate student. He progressed to the 

advanced level. He is currently unemployed due to a work-related physical disability and 

is continuing to take more courses. 

PHYLLIS is a 28-year-old Aboriginal Canadian. She started ABE as an intermediate 

student, completed her GED and is now taking a criminology course. 

PIERRE is 36 years old. He started at the intermediate level and completed his GED. He 

is now a volunteer literacy tutor.  

RACHEL is 38 years old. She entered the ABE program at the advanced level, completed 

her grade 12 and now manages a small deli. 

RANDY, an Aboriginal Canadian, is 47 years old and starting an auto mechanics course. 

He started ABE at the intermediate level. 

RUTH is 27 years old. She entered the ABE program at the advanced level, completed her 

GED, and is now attending classes in a Social Services Worker program. She also 

volunteers in a community women's program. 

SAM is an Aboriginal Canadian. He is 30 years old and started at the advanced level. 

Having completed that, he is now preparing to enter a Social Services Program to become 

an Alcohol Resources worker.  

 

 



SANDRA is 70 years old and wants to fulfill her dream of completing her grade 12. She 

has been ill for the past couple of years and unable to continue to attend a program. 

SARAH is 43 years old, Aboriginal Canadian, and started taking ABE at the intermediate 

level. She completed several grade 12 subjects, is currently unemployed and taking more 

courses. 

SHILONA is 63 years old. She started as an intermediate student and eventually received 

her grade 12 diploma. She now does community volunteer work and is unemployed 

because of a health problem.  

SITA is a 40-year-old Aboriginal Canadian. She entered an ABE program at the 

intermediate level, completed her GED and several grade 12 subjects, got a Bachelor of 

Arts degree and is currently in law school. 

TOM started his ABE program at the advanced level. He is 28 years old. He has 

completed a Business Marketing program and now manages a store in a major Canadian 

chain. 

VERA is a new Canadian who immigrated from Scotland. She is 34 years old, has a 

learning disability and is currently enrolled in a cooks training program. 

WINSTON completed his GED after starting ABE as an intermediate student. He is 

currently unemployed. 

 

  



APPENDIX D: DEFINITIONS OF LITERACY  

Because there are many definitions of literacy, research regarding literacy often begins 

with a discussion of the definition of literacy. 

We chose a broad definition of literacy as the basis for this study. This definition is also 

the definition used by the Adult Literacy Cost Shared Fund which funded the study. The 

definition was developed by Statistics Canada when they conducted their 1991 study, 

Adult Literacy in Canada. 

"the information processing skills' necessary to use the printed materials commonly 
encountered at work, at home and in the community. " 

Within the British Columbia context, the Grants for Adult Literacy Program which funded 

this research, has further clarified their meaning by saying that this "includes reading, 

writing and numeracy at the Fundamental, Intermediate and Advanced levels." 

Fundamental, Intermediate and Advanced are names of levels used in the B.C. college 

system to organize levels and courses and articulate them between colleges. In the ABE 

Research Report prepared by Rivers and Associates in 1992, the levels are defined as: 

Fundamental Level 
Designed to provide students with the skills necessary to cope more effectively in 
personal, work and educational situations. Instruction in coping skills, and in English 
(reading and writing) and mathematics to approximately the grade 8 level is provided. 
It is anticipated that students will integrate skills and strategies and use them in their 
daily lives. The outcome is improved self-confidence, self-reliance and self-evaluation. 
 

Intermediate Level 
Provides instruction in English, mathematics science and social studies to 
approximately the grade 10 equivalent This level prepares students for admission into 
selected vocational programs requiring grade 10, and/or prepares students for further 
study. 
 

Advanced Level 
Provides instruction in English, mathematics, science and an elective to approximately 
the grade 11 equivalent. This level prepares students for admission to selected 
vocational, technical, career and academic programs, and/or enables students to meet 
prerequisites for academic programs. 

In the B. C. college system there is one further level which we did not include in this 

study, the Provincial Level. The Provincial Level "provides instruction in English and in 

electives such as mathematics, sciences, and social studies to the equivalent of grade 12. 

This level prepares students for admission to selected university, technical, career or 

vocational programs." 

 



As part of our research we asked instructors to tell us their definitions of literacy. Most 

instructors use a broad definition which responds to the goals of students as well as the 

needs of our society. Following are some of the definitions given to us by the instructors 

we interviewed. 

 

Literacy — the reading, writing and numeracy skills required to function in ones daily living — in 
ones work, home and community — not just function, but function successfully.  

Frieda 

Lots of people define literacy as up to grade 12. 1 think they are right, but for me the real crucial 
literacy is in the fundamental level. I think that at the other levels you get by in various ways and 
you don't necessarily feel a failure. 

Frieda 

Not knowing something that you want or need to know. I had a degree when I was twenty years 
old, which in this society [is] fairly literate from that age on anyway. If I want to be an electrician, I 
have to upgrade my math and my physics just as anybody that we work with would have to 
upgrade something to do whatever he wants to do, and that is my literacy, that literacy is what I 
think is one end of the continuum, or near one end of a continuum. I think it is a continuum. I really 
have a lot of stuff around the word illiterate, in the way that we put it into a negative context. I think 
that there are few people who can't read or write at all in Canada, and after that it is just levels, 
and that is what you need. When I see cement masons reading the concrete, knowing what to do 
next, and how much is fair, and how it's pouring out, and whether it's the right stuff, that's reading 
way beyond my level of reading in reading something else; therefore I'm illiterate in their work.  

Linda 

What do we provide I guess, or I guess it often gets into what the government funds, and what 
does the public view as literacy. The definitional issues have come up since the International Year 
of Literacy. We were taking a word, [which in] most people's vernacular meant very beginning 
reading and writing skills, and expanding it to a technological society definition. It brings up images 
of Grade 12, and now it's gotten even more elastic as you described it as literacies of all different 
kinds. Everyone of us has a possibility of needing to change our literacies at some point in our 
lives, or gaining new literacies. 

Linda 

A person's ability to read the things that impact them on a daily basis and interpret them in an 
intelligent way, whether it is the newspaper, or the vocabulary of the TV or street signs or 
application forms for jobs. Numeracy is part of it. For example, news stories often carry graphs 
with them. If a person can't read and interpret them, they miss the base of the article.  

David 

 

 



 

Some are in the program because they want to be able to help their kids with their homework, self-
esteem question. Some are in because they want their high-school equivalency and they've had 
this nagging sense of deficiency in themselves, again a self-esteem question. Some want job 
qualification. Some find they can't get even janitor's [job] without a high school equivalency. 

David 

Well, as well as teaching say to the GED, we have the perspective that people should be literate, 
be functional and be able to make sense out of the world throughout their lives and to develop an 
appreciation for reading and writing and numeracy and incorporate them into their lives in a 
continuous learning process into their lives.  

David 
 

I think I'm probably changing the definition. Early on that sort of traditional, you know up to Grade 
8 level. Now we are looking at a much broader definition. I think one of the reasons that's 
happening is the need in the work force for retraining. I guess publicly people are aware that there 
are lots of workers out there who have skills at many different levels and are highly skilled in their 
jobs. You may still have literacy needs in terms of retraining or learning new things that have 
nothing to do with a limited level of reading, and writing. So, I think it is evolving, becoming a very 
broad definition. 

Giselle 

Well, I guess there's two that float around. I guess basically K to 12, that literacy definition and 
there's the fundamentals of literacy. In our centre, most often in the College, we talk literacy as 
being K to 8 kind of, but I mean you are aware that there's a larger definition. Personally, my 
personal view is to think of literacy below the Grade 8 level. I guess people, because of their lack 
of skin in terms of their communication, written and oral, find themselves lacking power and 
assertive kinds of thoughts and behaviors that get them where they want to be. It holds them back.  

Anita 

For them to feel comfortable in the world outside the classroom. Whether it be in their level to 
read, to take a phone message and write it down, to have to fill out a form to apply for another 
amount of schooling. It's a very, very open ended definition.  

Margaret 

When is a literacy student not a literacy student? I call somebody who can read at a Grade 8 level 
and work independently. I don't call them a literacy student. They may need help with their 
learning. I don't call somebody who is 50, or 35, whose reading was OK and they've got to brush 
up on their composition and their math skills, I don't call that person a literacy student. I call them a 
literacy student if their reading level is less than Grade 7. From Grade 7 on a person can be pretty 
independent and learn from a book to a certain degree. Someone whose comprehension is less 
than that, the ability to read the directions and let it all sink down, learn from something that has 
been written for you is much less effective.  

Margaret 



My definition would be the ability to work and live using reading and math skills the way you 
wanted to. If you wanted to find out what was happening in the world you could pick up 
newspaper. If you wanted to go to the store, look at the labels, you could handle the money. For 
different people it is going to be very different goals. I have a couple of students right now reading 
works in psychology. How to talk to people and listen because they are interested in improving 
their communication skills. They are interested in psychology too because of what has happened 
to them. A lot of them are inspecting their previous lives and deciding how they can change it for 
their children and I think that is very important for society. Both men and women, by any means 
not just the women. Fathers can be just as involved with realizing the mistakes that they have 
already committed with their own children, or don't want to do to their own children. 

Jeannette 
 
 
My definition of literacy basically includes having students who are able to communicate and 
function in what they term as their community and what they want out of being educated.  

Sally 

I guess my sense of literacy is also a really individualized thing. My sense of it is that when 
somebody comes in, that we try to help them develop whatever skills, or get whatever knowledge 
base they need to do what it is they want to do. It's as broad as that. The number of people that 
actually complete a grade 12 program are very few. I think you will find that province-wide, too. 
Since they initiated this provincial level diploma in the ABE system. 

Bob 

I would have a hard time putting a number, or grade level or something to that especially out here 
in the rural areas; people function in different circles. What is perfectly adequate for one person is 
not sufficient for another person and I would have a hard time suggesting everyone should have a 
certain level and pushing people towards that when they may not need it. So I guess it gets down 
to something along the lines of being able to function within the world that you are living in. Often 
they need a little help and guidance in coming to an understanding of what those skills might be, 
how to acquire them and what's important.  

Bob 

I guess primarily I see it as both the means of communicating with and participating in the larger 
mainframe society. It's obviously reading, writing, comprehension, communicating, all of those 
kinds of skills, but it is one of those things in which I see literacy as more as a sum of its parts. It's 
participation, it's feeling that you can participate in an equal basis with the rest of society. It's being 
able to formulate and articulate and express ideas, develop points of view, articulate points of 
view. It's access to a lot of what goes on in society.  

Susan 

 

 

 



 

Literacy is critical thinking as much as it is anything else, and my fear is when you're working with 
a lot of skills-based, pre-packaged, sort of confidence based programming, that you eliminate a lot 
of that critical thinking level. like I said, when I think of literacy, I think of it being more than the sum 
of its parts, more than just being able to spell properly and write correct sentences and answer 
comprehension-type questions at the end of a reading package. That's what I'm afraid of. The 
other thing is workplace training, and I know that this is a really complex issue because there is an 
interest in funders and dealing with the unemployment problem, or the underemployment problem 
in that way, but it's not necessarily training people to become better educated in the broadest 
sense of that word. It is to fit into particular job classifications, but for me the really complicating 
issue is there in the final analysis, most of my students want that. What they want is access to a 
better life-style which they assume comes with a better job, more money to spend, and more 
freedom to make choices about your personal life.  

Susan 

I guess you could say it has got some obvious things in terms of skills, and more importantly 
literacy is related to feelings, and self-image. We talk a lot about empowerment, and personal 
responsibility, and that sort of thing, so perhaps literacy can be equated to some feeling a person 
has about how much they are in control of their lives.  

Wayne 
 

  



APPENDIX E: RELEASE FORM 

ADULT BASIC EDUCATION ASSOCIATION OF BRITISH COLUMBIA 

The Adult Basic Education Association of B.C. has received funding to conduct a study 

involving adults who have come back to school to gain literacy or basic academic skills. 

Our interest is to discover why they made the decision to come back to school as adults, 

what the experience was like, and what impact it has had on their lives since they have left 

the program. 

interviews will last from 1 to 3 hours. Interviewers will solicit each person's story during 

an in-depth conversation. All content will be kept confidential. An honorarium of $10.00 

per hour (up to $30.00) will be paid to each interviewee. We will be conducting interviews 

in Vancouver, Prince George and the West Kootenay area around Castlegar, Nelson and 

Nakusp. 

We hope that the results of the research will be ready for distribution by the fall of 1993. 

The results are expected to be useful in planning program policy, curriculum development, 

and program delivery models. 

Patty Bossort 

Consultant 

Adult Basic Education and Literacy  

4280 Windsor Street, 

Vancouver, B.C. 

V5V 4P4 

Interview Information and Tape Release 

Re: Adult Basic Education Association of British Columbia 

Literacy Impact Study  

I, ______________________________________________ understand I will be paid 

$10.00 per hour for this interview. 

I understand my identity will not be revealed in any reporting of the interview. 

I release all rights to the interview information for use in the production of the Literacy 

Impact Study Report. 

Signed , 1993 

 

 



APPENDIX F - PHYLLIS'S STORY 

_ It had such an impact in my life _ 

I am divorced and a single parent with two children. My life is very busy, very full. 

Raising two kids is quite a hassle while going to school, especially in post-secondary 

schooling. It is something I thought I wasn't prepared for, but I realize I am. Coming from 

my background, the first year I was there I didn't think I had much hope. I was fighting an 

alcohol and drug problem. I decided well, I'd try to go back to school. I just didn't ever 

foresee in my future that a year later I would be in a [college] criminology program, and 

that my life would do a complete ninety degree turn. 

When I first started there, it was very hard for me. I was introverted and shy. I had no self-

esteem whatsoever. When I wrote the entry exam I had about a grade 7 education, maybe 

grade 8. 1 was twenty-six years old then. 

The thought of going back to school was very scary. What I found there was unbelievable, 

the learning experience. At times it was very hard for someone who has been out of 

school, but the program itself, the instructors were patient, and very understanding. They 

seemed to realize that after you have been out of school, say 15 years, you need a special 

kind of understanding. They had that. They worked along with you at your own pace. It 

wasn't only an instructor/student relationship. They were there in our life as friends, which 

made a big difference. 

One hard thing I found attending [ABE] was fighting my addiction problem. There were 

times throughout the first year where I would feel that I couldn't go on because of the 

personal problems I was experiencing. Through our programs we would have things called 

sharing circles. We developed a friendship within that class that was almost like a family, 

and when one of us was hurting, the others would be there in a type of moral support. 

The program completely changed my life because it gave me a sense of self-worth, 

something I didn't have when I grew up. In grade 6 I dropped out of school. I tried to go 

back, and I made it into grade 7, and it just got progressively worse. I was told, "You're 

stupid, you'll never learn, you'll never amount to anything". After thirteen years of hearing 

that, a person starts to believe it. I wound up getting married when I was fifteen, and 

divorced by the time I was seventeen. Basically all of my skills were telephone soliciting, 

working in a bar, waitressing. 

When I met my second husband and we had two children, I started to think. I always 

wanted to go back to school. I don't like to quit things, and I kept thinking if someday I 

could eventually learn. I had some tests done, and the doctor confirmed that there was 

nothing wrong with my brain, other than what the alcohol had killed. Once I had my 

children, I realized my marriage wasn't going to work out I really began to think seriously 

about going back to school. I started to look into different facilities, and I was told that 

most had a two-year waiting list. 

 



When my marriage split up, my addiction problem really started. So my husband agreed to 

take the children until I got on my feet. My addiction got very bad, and as it progressed 

my self-esteem went further down the tube. Finally I decided to try a geographical cure. I 

moved to this city. 

My step-mother told me about the Centre. She had gone there. I thought well, I'll give it a 

shot. I phoned down, and they told me come in and write an assessment test. 

One thing I realized when I walked in was it didn't seem like a real school. The 

atmosphere was very friendly and very open. I looked around and saw people older than 

myself, which gave me a bit of a boost right there. Because when I think of upgrading I 

was thinking that they will all be little fifteen, sixteen year olds. There were ladies who 

were fifty, and I thought, "Wow! If they can do it, I'm only twenty-six, maybe I can do if'. 

I wrote the assessment test at the beginning of August and a week later I was phoned and 

brought in for an interview. I was accepted. 

There are just so many good things that I want to say about the program that it is just a bit 

overwhelming for me. There is more offered than basic education. There are a lot of 

things, such as the sharing circles. It helped me in a sense because when I came here with 

the self-esteem I had, I was also ashamed of being Native. We took a course, First 

Nations, for social studies. It was the first time that I was able to learn about my culture. 

The instructor we had at the time, I found her to be awfully rough on us. We never saw 

quite eye to eye. But, in a sense she helped me because she never would accept anything 

less than excellent. 

Coming from where I came from, to think that I actually have a future now and I can make 

a home for my children. I at one time thought it would be a life of welfare which is what I 

grew up on - drinking, just never being able to have a good job. But the changes and the 

doors that open. From my last practicum I've actually been offered a position. It has been 

such a drastic change in my life. 

My husband never had a problem with drinking or drugs, but I had. I had quit for seven 

years. But when we broke up he watched the change that I went through - from being a 

good mother into a shell of a person barely able to function. The change now that he can 

see in me [as a result of ABE], it helped him to realize that he didn't want to be a labourer 

all his life. He's thirty-nine, and he chose to go back to school [in ABE where he lives]. 

I'm really proud of him. I know how hard it was for myself at twenty-six, so I imagine at 

his age it must have taken a lot of courage. He was saying that watching the change that he 

watched me go through to the point that I'm at now has given him the courage to take the 

stand. 

 

 

 



Our relationship had been on the rocks for some time, and basically, I found myself not 

happy. I wanted to go back to school for about three years into our relationship. My 

husband felt that women had no need for education. He had ideas that women were to stay 

home and do the baking and the cooking, and looking after kids. But I found I wasn't 

happy there. I mean I was happy enough in the home, but I always felt that there was a 

large part missing, that I somehow had a plan. I really didn't know what the plan was-just 

that I wasn't happy, I wasn't growing, and I wasn't learning. I was just stagnating. When 

the relationship finally ended, he laughed when he heard that I was going to go back to 

school. At that point in time I had no idea of what I would eventually hope to accomplish, 

other than getting my GED. 

 

There were a lot of feelings of fear for me. One was my age. I didn't feel that I'd fit in. The 

others were low self-esteem. I felt what is the point of going back. I'm incapable of 

learning. When you hear that you won't amount to anything, that you are stupid, you really 

get a complex. In my case, I set myself up to fail. I had never completed anything in my 

life, other than going through labour and having kids. Anything I had tried to do, be it a 

job, be it my marriage, I could only stay with it so long. Even if I was doing well, I would 

find a way to mess it up. 

The first year, the upgrading, there were so many times I wanted to quit and throw in the 

towel, but the support was there. The Center seems to realize that you have to heal within 

yourself before you can accomplish the goals you are capable of doing. Once the healing 

began for me, I was able to get my certificate from the Center. I have my GED completed. 

I've taken three parenting classes. I have my certificate in first aid and CPR. They may 

seem to some people to be minor accomplishments, but just the feeling I had when I 

actually graduated last year.... the feeling of accomplishment was just overwhelming. It's 

carried me to this year. I'm taking the full college load.  

There are still times for me where you get really overwhelmed, and you think "Can you do 

it?" or "Are you going to make it?" When I look at the certificates on my wall now, it is 

such a good feeling and I know I can do it. Before the program, it was just a road that I 

never thought that I would get to. I didn't think I'd ever have my children back. 

I went into self-help to deal with my addiction, and there were days when I would come 

in, and the last thing I'd want to do would be open a book. I just would not want to be 

there. At the same time, I knew if I wasn't in the program, I'd be down on the street. One 

certificate I did get also was for a perfect year of attendance, which was new to me. I knew 

even when I didn't want to be there that that was the place I had to be. It just had such a 

heavy impact on my life because the instructors weren't only there to teach you. They 

didn't treat you like you're less than, they treated you as though you were equal, and that 

was totally new. 

 

 



I guess I had pre-conceived thoughts that school was going to be a place of hurt and 

embarrassment; the things it had been in my younger years. So I had a really deep fear of 

coming back. I thought, "Why should I subject to the embarrassments and the feelings of 

being ridiculed in front of people?" Instead it was like walking into an environment full of 

hope and understanding.  

When I came here I was very untrusting, I was very introverted. To get me to say more 

than five words was a real accomplishment. Even just sitting here today, being able to do 

this interview, makes me..... 

 

Everyone involved with the program, they let you know that the only question that is 

stupid is the one that you don't ask. That was something that I really needed reinforced. I 

was always afraid to ask a question for fear of being laughed at. The instructors would sit, 

have coffee with you and chat. 

Some of us had a lot of problems in reading. If you had a problem with reading, you 

would get tutoring. It was made fun, it was interesting. A lot of our learning comes from 

things that we are interested in, instead of books like "See Spot Run". It was great that 

way too because I found that when you are interested in what you are learning about it 

makes learning fun. 

The communication skills were brought out, and a lot of us besides myself were 

introverted. When you have a class of twenty people who are supposed to be having a 

discussion, and all are sitting there looking at the floor, looking at everything except each 

other, class can tend to be a bit slow. I actually remember thinking, "How stupid. What is 

the idea behind this?" About half way through the year, if we didn't have these exercises, 

we were crying "we missed this today" or "why didn't we do this?" 

Looking in retrospect, it is just wonderful. I find now that I can talk; I'm still a bit shy, but 

one accomplishment I did this year was I went to a public inquiry about Aboriginal people 

in the justice system. They asked if anyone would speak, and it was like someone else got 

up and walked to the microphone. I spoke and I shook the whole time, but the judge 

looked at me and said I was well educated, and articulate. I think that was the highest 

compliment. It meant so much to me because it came from somebody that didn't know me 

at all. [Before] I was always on the wrong side of the law. To be able to go and face a 

judge without being in a court room setting, and not being as intimidated as I would have 

been two years ago, was just overwhelming for me. It was a really good experience. I feel 

that the program gave me that. 

When my husband left me, and to cope with my addiction, I did a lot of things that were 

on the other side of the law. That is a hard life to change. The year before I had been 

involved in what you might say criminal activity: selling dope, shoplifting, buying and 

selling stolen merchandise. Just about anything you could name somewhere along my life 

I had my hands on it. Once you get into that life-style, it is very hard to change, and to 

develop a new circle of friends. 



My experiences with the law, being on the other side of it usually, this is why I had no 

idea [I would end up in] a program such as criminology - that is really awesome to me. 

This is something else in the education program-they helped you explore the possibilities. 

I got a compliment from a lady that has known me since I moved here. She came up and 

introduced herself and said, "You've grown so much in the last two years, from the shell of 

a woman what you were. I can remember when I first met you. You had no conception 

that any doors could be opened for you. You're going out now and making those doors 

open, and seeing all these different areas that you can choose to go into." That is what the 

program did for me. 

Now I'm registered at College for my second year. It's like the doors will continue opening 

as long as my education is still going. To think that maybe three more years, and I'll be 

finished. There are so many jobs in the justice field that people can go into: the courts, the 

RCMP, probation, courtworking, it is like the world is my oyster, and I can choose where 

I can go. it probably sounds like bragging but my grade point average is 4.0, and I look at 

that and think "You're not stupid!" It is like a revelation to me. I've actually been hired for 

the summer. 

 

From someone who came from washing dishes, and cleaning bathrooms for ten years, to 

think that I'm eventually going to have a career and be self-supporting and off the welfare 

system. This is my first year off of welfare, I think in my whole life to be very honest. Its 

great. I don't have to go and report to a social worker every month. It's like I don't have 

any chains. You're not asking for any hand-outs. It's tremendous. 

What I'd like to see-the school system seems to be changing slowly. If in some ways they 

could implement what's offered in the adult education, treat children with respect instead 

of how I grew up. I blame a lot of what happened on instructors and peer pressure, but 

basically on the system. I was just sort of pushed through. It didn't matter that I couldn't 

read, I was just moved on to the next grade. It didn't matter that I couldn't accomplish 

anything in mathematics. It was like a treadmill, just push her ahead. There was no 

respect, I can remember teachers making fun of students, really being responsible for most 

of us growing up with emotional problems. I would like to see my children being treated 

with respect. 

It [ABE] started teaching me responsibility, getting myself to school everyday. That 

instilled in me a sense of responsibility, accomplishment. Dealing with everyday life had 

always been hard for me. I didn't deal with problems, I just put them on the shelf and kind 

of hoped that they'd go away. Anger management- didn't have any, my anger would just 

build in me and I would eventually explode. I brought this pattern with me into the 

upgrading program. Several times I did explode-and just totally went off the wall, and it 

was OK. The people around you treated you with the same respect as they did before 

incidents would happen. Yet they'd help work through them. They taught me how to 

communicate, one-on-one as well as in group situations. They showed me that you can 

turn negative things in your life into a positive. It gave me the courage to enter a parenting 

group. Because I didn't receive the best of upbringing, I again carried the pattern over to 



my children. I can't say enough about how it has changed my life. My children are 

benefiting from the changes that I have come through. You can just see the change in them 

because they are much happier than they were two years ago. 

We were introduced to a new way of looking at things. [Before] I didn't like people that 

were educated because I never knew what to say. We were introduced to a lot of political 

things, and new ways of looking at things, and for myself, the instructor had to start at the 

very beginning. I had no idea of history. I didn't even know what self-government was. 

That's how ignorant I was at that time, uninformed. 

As I started to realize the changes that were happening, I started to feel more comfortable 

about my knowledge. I lost a lot of my shyness. If they did bring up a political discussion, 

I had the feeling, well at least I'm not going to say something totally stupid. 

 

The program has gotten me in a lot of areas that I just didn't have an interest in before. I'm 

involved in Women Against Violence, M.A.D, different organizations, Women Allowed, 

and just things I didn't even realize were out there. [I discovered] that I was capable of 

donating since I always had time to donate. It was just I didn't think that I could do 

anything that could be of any value to anybody, or that I could make a difference in any 

way. So I just didn't bother. Once I got started to be involved in fund-raising activities, and 

volunteer work through the Center. I've gained the feeling of self-confidence, and self-

esteem. 

At one point I was tutoring other students, and that made me feel really good. I didn't have 

much to put on my resume. I've been finding that now my resume is getting quite long 

with volunteer things, different groups that I am involved in. And when I look at what I 

had to begin with, the resume I used to have, I wasn't exactly proud of barmaid, 

chambermaid for a month. The change has been wonderful. 

When I started the program, they started me at about a grade 7 level. We worked pretty 

hard at it, I had tutoring, a lot of tutoring, because I was striving to get good grades. The 

level that I'm at now I have grade 12 Math. My GED mathematical scores were really 

good. I tried so many times through the years and never learned, so it is the program itself 

that the learning has to be coming from. It is the way it is coming across, because 

normally I tried so many times on my own and couldn't learn, and all of a sudden now, 

I've got it.  

Where I began, my English skills were poor, probably about a grade 8 to start. When I 

finished and rewrote the exam I was at a post-secondary level, which is quite a jump. If 

you had a written assignment, and it was done poorly, you were given it back and told to 

try again. It wasn't all left up to you. They would sit down and show you where you'd gone 

wrong, and try to help you find a way to get through it. My English skills now, I'm very 

comfortable with it-written is my strength. I can communicate better with the pen than I 

can verbally. I won an award for English. I think it was the first award I ever won. I 

finished with a 98% average, and I felt quite good about it, like I deserved it. It was a 



shock. Where I'm at now, we're taking courses such as Introduction to Policing, 

Introduction to Criminology, Pre-law. 

I've been watching some of the other people in the upgrading program. They made my 

problems seem small. These ladies that are quite a bit older than I am, and they are in 

there giving it all they got. They are really learning, and you can see such a growth in 

them. I've seen people that have had to start at the very bottom of the scale, and they keep 

climbing up there, and it is like, Wow! They are so determined! The program gave me 

back my self-respect because they didn't feed your ego, yet if you had done well, you 

knew. It was so intricately put together. 

It is like the extended family teaching unit because they teach you everything from how to 

communicate, how to respect each other, how to respect earth and our bodies. When I first 

came here I couldn't admit that I had any alcohol or drug problems. I guess it was pretty 

obvious, but they didn't judge me. There was never a judgment made. When I finally did 

ask for help, the help and love and support was there. When we graduated, I don't think I 

ever felt so much of an overwhelming love for all my instructors and other classmates that 

had struggled through with me. The growth and change was just so big, it was 

unbelievable. 

I guess I was lucky. Being through the Centre's program taught me how to relate and 

taught me how to express how I'm feeling, and address my feelings. Being able to 

communicate honestly with people, and accept at the same time how they are feeling, and 

that their feelings are valid. 

I was at my rock bottom and I don't think I would even be here today if it wasn't for the 

program, the feelings and the change it has brought into my life. 

Phyllis is an Aboriginal Canadian, age 28. She started her upgrading at the Intermediate 

level and is currently studying Criminology in a community college. 
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