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ABSTRACT 

One hundred and thirty six marginalized adult learners, enrolled in 8 ABE courses, were surveyed to assess their 
work related values. Responses to the Life Roles Inventory (LRI) were tabulated and a hierarchical ranking of work 
values and adult life role values was calculated. The results revealed that the marginalized are not a homogeneous 
group as ethnicity influenced both work values and adult life roles. Respondents' rankings of work values did not 
differ by gender, however females attached greater importance than did males, to values and life roles. Implications 
for ABE practice and research are drawn including: the use of work values for counseling and teaching; the need for 
values clarification and comparative values learning; and future research to enable comparisons of work values 
between marginalized and working populations.  

The most common intended outcome for learners enrolled in adult basic education (ABE) 
programs designed for the socially and economically marginalized is entry into skills training 
and/or direct entry into employment. In a recent provincial study of employable, unemployed 
persons and programs designed to meet their needs, each of the 9 regional colleges and the 4 
campuses of the Saskatchewan Institute of Applied Science and Technology (SIAST), identified 
ABE programs as the province's highest program priority (Saskatchewan Post-secondary 
Education & Skill Training [SPEST], 1996). The rationale for establishing ABE as the highest 
program priority included the recognized student and industry need based on the low academic 
levels of the social assistance recipient (SAR) population, and the capability of ABE programs to 
provide education related to "work ethics and values" (SPEST, 1996, p.39). 
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Many of the marginalized are caught in a cycle of poverty and low wage employment, as they 
move from low paying, short-term jobs to social assistance and back again to long term 
unemployment, or poorly paid short term work. During the experience cycle, from 
unemployment, short term work, social assistance and unemployment, the individual experiences 
employment rejection, dependency, and the "blame and shame" attributed to their condition by 
the employed majority. They exist in a "marginal labor market" (National Council of Welfare, 
1977, p.8) which provides the context in which their work values are learned, shaped and 
internalized. Yet the personal values of the marginalized are rarely considered in the context of 
the labor market and work adjustment programs. 

Recent shifts have occurred in the national economy that are attributable to a globalization of 
markets and the arrival of a knowledge-based economy. These shifts have been widely 
publicized in the mass media resulting in uncritical acceptance of assumptions and beliefs around 
the place of the individual in the modem economy. The view has been maintained and reinforced 
that the unemployed and the working poor lack the specialized skills, disciplined work habits and 
knowledge demanded by an increasingly complex economy. Further, the view is widely accepted 
that it is the responsibility of the unemployed to correct their personal deficits to better fit the 
market's needs. The values of the long term unemployed are either assumed to be oppositional to 
the work ethic sought by employers or they are ignored in the belief that because they lack work 
experience they have had little or no opportunity to acquire the correct values. 

What is not recognized in this analysis is that training, employment, and wages are the products 
of structural factors in the economy over which the marginalized have no control. Further, the 
effects of their experience in a penumbral labor market, contributes to the marginalized seeing 
the world of work differently. The world view of the marginalized is legitimized by their lived 
experience. Burman (1988) describes in simple terms the dynamics of the cycle of 
marginalization and the relationship between the experience of employment rejection and 
lowered self-esteem (see Figure 1). These are the dynamics of value formation. Freire (1970) 
describes how this individual psychological process is manifested at the societal level in a 
"culture of silence." 



 

According to Burman (1988) "introjection into the self" occurs when the marginalized take 
responsibility for their unemployment, as the more privileged in society believe that they ought, 
and blame themselves for their condition. Invidious comparisons occur when the marginalized 
submit themselves to a comparison with those better off than themselves. Projection occurs when 
the blame attributed to them by others is recognized and accepted leading to a retreat from others 
and immersion into the culture of poverty, an immersion with debilitating effects on self-esteem 
and employment motivation. 

There is a growing realization that the transition from long term unemployment and poverty into 
the ranks of the permanently employed is difficult for many to achieve. Consequently, programs 
have been designed to build bridges to the world of work, such as life skills and employment 
readiness training programs, which are heavily influenced by broad observational analyses of the 
psychological needs of learners and their knowledge and skills deficits. 

However, one area of research that has not been actively pursued, and which has the potential to 
differently inform program and curriculum development practice, is the study of ABE learners' 
specific work value orientations. When the dynamics of work values and decision making of the 
marginalized are better understood, appropriately designed learning experiences will have a 
greater potential to influence those learners' values which are detrimental and which contribute to 
the perpetuation of the poverty cycle. Further, if ABE instructors better understand the work 
values of the marginalized, they can avoid patronizing their learners and further contributing to 
their internalization of "blame". 

 

 



Statement of the Problem 

Many adults do not acquire the knowledge and skills required to enter, or reenter, and function 
effectively in the labor market. Consequently they suffer social and economic disadvantage 
which results in them becoming further marginalized and relegated to dependency as members of 
the long term unemployed underclass. Adult basic education programs have been developed with 
the stated purpose to assist marginalized learners to participate fully in the labor market and to 
derive the economic and social benefits available in the larger society. These programs have 
largely been designed without a detailed understanding of the work related values, attitudes, and 
beliefs of their intended participants. There is little evidence to suggest that differences between 
groups of learners have been considered during the needs analysis and curriculum development 
processes, differences between for example males and females, native born and immigrants and 
natives and nonnatives. The implicit assumption reflected in most program materials, is that the 
long term unemployed are a homogeneous population in terms of life role values and work 
orientations. 

This study was designed to provide answers to three broad questions: (a) What are the 
hierarchically ordered work-related values of the marginalized population served by ABE 
programs? (b) Are there differences among the work related values of subgroups in the 
marginalized population, such as members of particular ethnic groups? and (c) Do gender 
differences exist in the marginalized population and subgroups. 

Method 

Study population 

The 136 subjects included in the study were selected by means of convenience sampling 
procedures. All were enrolled in one of eight ABE or employment readiness training courses 
conducted by a variety of adult education providers in the city of Saskatoon. All the subjects 
were recipients of training subsistence allowances from the Department of Social Services. 
Participation in the study was voluntary, however the opportunity to win one of three cassette 
recorders was no small inducement to participate. 

The Life Roles Inventory (LRI) 

Work values were assessed by the LRI (MacNab, Fitzsimmons & Casserly 1987), which is a 
Canadian version of Super's Values Scale (Super & Nevill, 1984) which in turn originated with 
the International Work Importance Study (WIS) begun in 1979 under the coordination of Super 
(Super & Nevill, 1984). The purpose of the WIS was: 

To assess the relative importance of the work role in relation to other major life roles and to produce an integrated 
and cross culturally comparable series of assessment tools to measure the various aspects of the rewards sought from 
life roles and the importance attached to major life roles. In addition the aim of the project is to establish 
conceptually adequate models of work values and work salience, and of the relationship between these two 
concepts....  
(p.9) 



The LRI has three components which generate three separate scores: a work values scale, a 
salience inventory and a role values grid. 

Work-Values Scale 

The Work-Values Scale assesses 20 work-related values and generates a values profile for each 
client or, in the case of this study, a values profile for the study population and each of the 
subgroups selected for analysis. Each of the 20 values is quantified by having subjects respond 
on a four category Likert scale indicating the degree of importance they attach to each value 
ranging from "of little or no importance" to "very important". 

The 20 work-related values and their definitions are: 

Ability Utilization use all my skills and knowledge  
Achievement obtain results which show I have done well 
Advancement get ahead 
Aesthetics make life more beautiful 
Altruism help people with problems 
Authority be able to take charge at work when necessary 
Autonomy act on my own 
Creativity  discover, develop, or design new things 
Economics be able to afford the things I want 
Life Style live according to my own ideas 
Personal Development  develop as a person 
Physical Activity exercise 
Prestige  be admired for my knowledge and skills 
Risk do things that involve some risk 
Social Interaction take part in activities with other people 
Social Relations  spend time with people special to me 
Variety  have each day be different in some way 
Working Conditions  have good space and light in which to work 
Cultural Identity live where my religion and race are accepted 
Physical Prowess work hard physically 

 

Salience Inventory 

The LRI Salience Inventory assesses the meaning and importance subjects attach to the things 
that they do. The inventory includes 5 broad adult life roles: 

Studying What you do to learn new things 
Working What you do to make money or profits 
Community service What you do as a volunteer to help your community 
Home and family What you do to take care of your home, family, and your responsibilities 
Leisure activities What you do for fun and relaxation 



Each of the adult life roles is examined from three perspectives: Participation (Actual Self), 
Commitment (Affective Self) and Role Values (Cognitive Self). Each respondent is asked to 
indicate if they give time (or amount or quantity for some items) to each activity and secondly to 
indicate how they feel about doing them. Responses are made on a four category Likert scale 
from "never or rarely" to "always, or almost always".  

Role Values Grid 

The third part of the LRI is the Roles Values Grid which assesses the values that each respondent 
actively seeks in each of the five major life roles. Responses are made on a four category Likert 
scale with response categories ranging from "little or none" to "a great deal". 

Subjects responded to the LRI in small groups at their course sites where they completed the LRI 
form using optical mark reader forms (OMR) for machine scoring. One of the investigators was 
present to train the respondents in the use of the OMR forms and to read the LRI items and 
completion instructions to reduce response error, The time required to complete the form ranged 
from 45 to 90 minutes for each group. 

Some subjects chose to withdraw from the study after partially completing their questionnaire 
and a small number of questionnaires were discarded due to an unacceptable number of missing 
items or incomplete biographical information. The study subjects were not people who easily 
accepted statements about the importance or validity of school exams or psychological testing. 
From a population of 170 subjects, 136 completed questionnaires were accepted for data entry. 
Readers are reminded that while the investigators sought to obtain a typical sample of cases, the 
respondents are volunteers and there is an unavoidable inherent risk that they comprise a biased 
sample of the population of marginalized persons in ABE programs (Gall, Borg & Gall, 1996). 
Because the purpose of the study was exploratory and descriptive, inferential statistics were not 
used (Gall, et al., 1996). Data analysis was conducted using the Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences (SPSS) (Norusis, 1994).  

Reliability 

Internal consistency was assessed by Cronbach's Coefficient Alpha . Coefficients ranging 
from .56 to .88 were obtained with 8 of 20 work-related value items having coefficients below 
.70 and 12 items with coefficients above .70, The results for the LRI were similarly interpreted 
as providing evidence of moderate to good internal consistency. High levels of internal 
consistency were evident for the LRI Salience Inventory scores with alpha coefficients ranging 
from .87 to .96 indicating good to excellent internal consistency for scores generated from 10 
(participation and commitment) to 14 (role values) items. Twenty subjects, 4 males and 16 
females, volunteered to complete the LRI on two occasions, 2 months apart, to provide testretest 
reliability data. Overall the test-retest reliability coefficients obtained supported the conclusion 
that the LRI yielded moderate to high reliability coefficients. 

 

 



Characteristics of Study Subjects 

Subjects ranged from 18 to 50 years of age with most being female (n = 77, 56.6%). By ethnic 
status the majority (49.6%) were nonnative, Canadian born (see Table 1) 

 

Approximately half (67: 49.6%) of the respondents were nonnative Canadian born, 30 (22.2%) 
were status Indians, 18 (13.3%). Metis and the remainder were equal numbers of nonstatus 
Indians and landed immigrants (10: 7.4%). Status Indians are persons of aboriginal descent who 
have treaty protection of their rights and/or are on a band list maintained by the Department of 
Indian Affairs and Northern Development. Metis are persons of mixed ancestry, European and 
Aboriginal, who do not recognize themselves as nonstatus Indians. Nonstatus Indians are persons 
of Aboriginal descent who are not recognized as status Indians. Landed immigrants are persons 
who have been legally admitted to live and work in Canada, including refugees who have been 
granted immigrant status, but who have not yet been granted full citizenship status. 

Thirty one subjects, 18 females and 13 males, chose not to declare their last grade of schooling 
completed. Of those who provided the education level information 39 subjects (37.1%) reported 
having completed grade 10 while 37 (35.3%) had completed grade I I or 12 (see Table 2). 
Women tended to have completed more years of schooling with only 13 (22%) having completed 
less than grade 10 compared to 16 (34.9%) males who reported having less than grade 10. Based 
on students' written assignments and instructor evaluations, however, the subjects' functional 
levels of literacy were considerably lower than the grade levels reported. For the total group, the 
researchers estimated the mean level of education to be no higher than grade eight. 



 

The subjects reported having been out of school for an average of 10.7 years with female 
subjects having been out of school for slightly longer than males (11.51 years versus 9.54 years) 
(see Table 3). A majority of respondents had recently entered their current training program, with 
the mean duration of attendance for females being 2.09 months and 1.73 months for males. Most 
subjects, as anticipated, had little or no formal work experience with 37% reporting less than one 
year of employment and 25.9% reporting no prior work experience at all. Female subjects had 
less formal employment experience than males (5.66 years versus 6.65 years). Consequently 
female subjects had spent a shorter time as unemployment insurance recipients than had male 
subjects (0.61 years versus 0.75 years), reported longer periods of time than men as recipients of 
social assistance (2.76 years versus 1.74 years), and reported being without any source of income 
at all for a longer period than males (1.32 years versus 0.65 years). Females also reported having 
spent a longer period of time unemployed than males since their last job of 3 months or longer 
duration (1.56 years versus 1.27 years). 

 

 



 

Only 16 (11.85%) subjects reported ever having lived "on the street" and at the time of the study 
each subject had a residence, although not everyone had a permanent residence. Slightly more 
than one quarter (32: 26.7%) of the subjects reported living with family members, 29 (24.2%) 
lived alone and 19 (15.8%) shared accommodations with a friend. One third (40: 33.3%) lived 
with a marriage partner with almost half of this group living in a common law marriage (21: 
17.5%). 

 

Nineteen subjects had served periods of incarceration, 14 for periods ranging from one to 12 
months and five had served sentences of 2 or more years. Fifty six (43.4%) subjects reported that 
they did not hold a valid driver’s license and males reported a higher incidence of impaired 
driving offenses than female subjects. The demographics of the study population confirm their 
designation as marginalized persons: they were employable, long term unemployed; transient; 
undereducated; had few job related skills, and had minimal work experience. 

 



Data Analysis 

Inferential statistics were not used to analyze the data as the study was designed to be 
exploratory and descriptive. Also the study used a population of convenience selected through a 
nonrandom procedure and the subjects were volunteers thought likely to have some 
characteristics which would differentiate them from those in the target population who chose not 
to participate in the study (Gall, Borg & Gall, 1996). Descriptive statistics, including measures of 
central tendency with box and whisker plots (SPSS, 1994) were used to analyze the data in three 
stages: first, the LRI values were calculated for the total population and then the items were rank 
ordered; second, a comparison was made of the rank ordered LRI values of the population's 5 
ethnic subgroups, and third, a gender analysis of the LRI rank ordered work values was 
conducted. Rankings are particularly helpful in situations such as this where, because of the 
study design, discriminations between groups cannot be made with confidence (Gall, Borg & 
Gall, 1996).  

 

Rank Ordered LRI Values of Study Population 

The data revealed that the subjects ranked Personal Development (1st) Economics (2nd) , 
Achievement (3rd), Ability Utilization (4th) and Social Relations (5th ) as their most important 
work related values (see Table 5). The least important work related values reported were Risk 

(20th), Physical Prowess (19th), Cultural Identity (18th), Authority(17th) and Social Interaction 

(16th). 

 
 

 



 

The salience inventory scores revealed Home and Family to be of most importance in all three 
categories of broad adult life roles, participation, commitment and role values (see Tables 5 & 6). 
Leisure was more highly valued than Studying in all three life role categories. This finding was 
interpreted to mean that respondents' current priorities, during their period of training, were their 
home and family while the lower rank assigned to Studying (4th) may indicate modest 
expectations of success in learning and doubt that study skills could change their life situations. 
Understandably respondents appeared to have little margin to devote to the interests of the 
community-at-large and may even think that they have little or nothing to offer while they are 
preoccupied with individual development and domestic concerns. 

The population mean score (30.38) on the category of life role participation, barely met the 
frequency of "almost always". Leisure, Working and Studying were engaged in "often", and 
Community Service was engaged in "sometimes". As is typically observed in social science 
research, commitment scores were consistently higher than behavior scores (see Table 5). Action 
for this population lagged behind commitment. Home and Family and Working were of "great 
importance" and Leisure, Studying and Community Service were reported to be quite important. 
Respondents acknowledged that, at the present and in the future, they saw a "great deal" of 
opportunity for fulfillment in Home and Family and Working life roles, and "quite a lot of 
opportunity" for the three remaining life roles. 

Extreme scores were observed for many of these items, as indicated by the high standard 
deviations obtained (see Table 5). Variations among individuals' ratings confirmed that the 
population was not homogeneous in terms of life role variables. Higher levels of agreement were 
observed on the salient work value items (see Table 6). Rating variance was least for scale items 
which were most highly rated by respondents and variance was highest for those scale items 
which received lower ratings. 

 

 



Rank Ordered Work Values of Ethnic Sub-Groups 

When the rankings of LRI items were calculated and compared across the 5 ethnic groups, large 
differences between the groups were observed on several items (see Table 6). Cultural Identity 

for example, the importance attributed to one's ethnic or cultural orientation, was ranked 7th by 
nonstatus Indians, 14th by Metis 17th by landed immigrants and status Indians and 18th by 
nonnative Canadian born respondents. A wide difference in rankings was also observed for 
Altruism, the wish to help people with their problems. Status Indian respondents ranked Altruism 

2nd, while it was ranked 6th by Metis 7th by nonstatus Indians, 9th by nonnative Canadian born 
and 15th by landed immigrants. Autonomy, to act on one's own, can be regarded as oppositional 
to Altruism, and the rankings confirm this interpretation by respondents in almost all of the 
groups. Status Indians who had ranked Altruism 2nd ranked Autonomy 12th and landed 
immigrants who had ranked Altruism 15th ranked Autonomy 5th. 

 

Overall, however, the rankings of LRI work values between the 5 groups were more similar than 
different. This is true particularly at the upper and lower ranges of the item rankings with, for 
example, Physical Prowess being ranked 19th or 20th by each group. Similarly Risk was 
regarded as something to be avoided with rankings ranging from 20th to 17th and Personal 

Development was ranked 1st or 2nd by each group except landed immigrants who ranked it 4th. 
Two other items which generated similar rankings across groups are Ability Utilization and 
Achievement which were ranked from 1st to 5th by each group. 

 

 



Life role values were ranked similarly by all groups except landed immigrants. While status and 
nonstatus Indians, Metis and nonnative Canadian born ranked Home and Family and Working 1st 
and 2nd respectively, as the life role values they sought, landed immigrants ranked them 2nd and 
1st respectively. For landed immigrant respondents, Working was ranked 1st as the life role value 
most sought and committed towards and was ranked 2nd in terms of Participation. Home and 

Family was ranked 3rd by landed immigrants in terms of Commitment and Participation. While 
Studying was ranked 3rd or 4th as a value sought and committed to by other groups and ranked 
4th in terms of Participation the values were the reverse for landed immigrants who ranked 
Studying 3rd as a value sought, 2nd as a commitment and 1st as an activity. The stereotypical 
picture emerges of landed immigrants as persons who willingly make sacrifices to secure future 
family gains and who see education as an important instrument for advancement in their new 
society. 

Gender Analysis of Rank Ordered LRI Work Values 

Few differences were observed between males' and females' rankings of the LRI items. Only 
minor variations were observed with respect to Physical Activity and Working Conditions with 
males expressing a greater interest in having physical activity be a part of their jobs (male rank 9 
vs. female rank 12) and females being more interested in working conditions than males (female 
rank 9 vs. male rank 12). However, while rankings between males and females varied little, the 
magnitude of their mean ratings varied greatly with females tending to assign higher ratings than 
males. For example Economics was ranked 2nd by both groups but received a mean rating of 
16.80 from male respondents and 17.82 from females. Similarly Ability Utilization was ranked 
4th by males and 3rd by females but their mean ratings were 16.44 and 17.60 respectively. 

Life role values sought by the respondents were ranked in the same hierarchical order by both 
males and females. Both genders agreed that Home and Family ranked 1st, Working 2nd, Leisure 

3rd, Studying 4th, and Community Service 5th in terms of the life role values that they sought. 
However two interesting differences emerged when the rankings for Participation and 
Commitment for life roles were compared. Males and females ranked Home and Family and 
Working 1st and 2nd respectively however, in terms of actual Participation women's ranking of 
Home and Family remained lst while men ranked Leisure lst. Males ranked Home and Family 

2nd for Participation while women ranked Leisure 2nd. Both male and female subjects ranked 
Working as the 2nd highest life role value sought and committed to, however when ranked as 
Participation Working fell to be ranked 3rd. 

Discussion 

The major contribution of this study lies in its findings that the population of marginalized adult 
learners are not homogeneous in terms of the hierarchy of work values that they hold, in fact they 
differ by ethnic group and gender in terms of the importance they attach to LRI values. It was not 
the intention of this study to quantify and report the specific work values held by the study 
population and its subgroups to serve as Canadian norms. The sample size and selection 
procedures were not appropriate for that purpose. Given the findings of this study, that important 
differences in work values between ethnic groups do exist, a project to accurately quantify the 
value norms of minority groups is clearly warranted. 



Any differences in the work values observed among ethnic and gender groups are based on the 
varying degrees of importance each group attaches to its own values within its community and 
society at large. Programs intended to prepare learners to function within the larger society's 
labor market need to recognize the relative values held by groups of marginalized learners and 
not simply assume value homogeneity among them. The study findings suggest that the LRI, or a 
similar instrument, offers the means by which the work values of ABE learners, individually or 
in groups, might be used in counseling and life skills development learning. If needs analyses 
and programs are to become more responsive to ethnic differences, institutions may need to 
allow local coordinators and instructors greater control over their curricula. 

Among the values likely shared by marginalized learners and the more privileged working class 
are those related to the need for personal recognition. Further investigation is needed to 
determine the extent to which there are tensions between values which may inhibit success for 
some learners in life skills training and employment seeking and retention. An example would be 
the extent to which Ability Utilization and Advancement may, for some groups be in conflict with 
the values of Altruism and Social Relations. What may be required in ABE courses is a greater 
emphasis on values clarification and the comparative study of values rather than an emphasis on 
the inculcation of new values. Making explicit the value systems of others, as well as those of the 
learners, may be the most productive means to steer learners towards a new culture of work. 
Unfortunately, too little is known about the location of work values on the continuum between 
traditional community and labor market values and the postmodern community with its clearing 
house, credential based, labor placement system. Further research on this topic with qualitative 
and quantitative approaches is required. 

This study suggests that those marginalized. persons who consider their group's cultural values to 
be at risk, are those who rank cultural values most highly. Members of groups threatened by the 
loss of their cultural identity may be reluctant to change their personal values if they see the 
potential for their shift in beliefs and behaviors to further erode their group's cultural identity. 
Ethnicity, therefore, is an important consideration in the design of ABE courses targeted for 
minority groups. 

While male and female ABE learners tended to hold similar hierarchically ranked work values, 
there were large differences between the sexes in the importance attributed to those values with 
women tending to attribute greater importance to highly ranked work values than did males. 
There is justification, based on these findings, for separate pre-employment ABE courses for 
male and female learners. 

The low rankings afforded to Studying in the LRI salience inventory suggests the need for ABE 
programs to focus on building self-esteem and confidence in learning and the capacity to 
continue to learn independently. A critical adult education approach is warranted to permit 
learners to acquire an understanding of the structural barriers to employment and social transition 
and thereby dissuade them from accepting more responsibility for their lack of success in the 
labor market than is merited. 

 



Finally, if ABE instructors are to work with values education effectively, they will likely need 
professional development including guidance on the use of work value assessment instruments, 
the development of instructional materials which emphasize comparative values education and 
access to case studies on the effectiveness of work values education. 

Summary and Conclusions 

ABE and related work values education has become the number one program priority in 
Saskatchewan post secondary education, however, the research base on work related values 
education is virtually nonexistent. This study sought to identify the salient work related values of 
long term unemployed adults enrolled in selected ABE programs and to determine whether 
gender and ethnicity are factors influencing marginalized learners' work values. 

The study findings reveal that the marginalized. are not homogeneous in terms of work values 
and related life role orientations. Ethnicity and gender are two important factors which influence 
work values and which need to be considered when designing and teaching ABE courses. 
Implications for ABE practice and research were elicited from the study including: the 
prospective use of the LRI, or a similar instrument, for counseling and teaching; the need for a 
focus on values clarification and comparative values education rather than values inculcation; the 
need for ABE programs to support the development of self-esteem and the capacity for 
independent learning; and, the need for further research on the relative importance of particular 
work values among the marginalized and comparable employed populations. 
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