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Overview of the project

Integrating Foundational Learning (IFL) is a project to train agency staff educators 
in the non-profit community to better integrate essential skills and literacy 
practices into their learning programs for adults. Project activities included the 
assessment of current program goals and group training on identifying and 
integrating foundational learning in their programs. A mentor assisted each 
program throughout the project.

This project also created a process and ongoing forum for literacy specialists and 
other community-based educators to share their understanding of the strengths 
and needs of foundational learners and pedagogical expertise.

Foundational learning refers to the basic skills or competencies adults require to 
fully participate in life: the ability to participate as neighbours and citizens, have 
satisfying employment and prepare to pursue further learning (Calgary Learns, 
2011).

The federal government has identified nine essential skills for work and life: 
reading, document use, numeracy and math, writing, computer use, oral 
communication, working with others, critical thinking and continuous learning. 
The first four of these are the traditional ‘literacy skills’.

The IFL Project was designed to make explicit the literacy and essential skills 
included in foundational learning and to help program staff strategize about 
embedding foundational learning in their programs. 

The project ran from June 2012 to March 2014.
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Objectives of the project

• Focusing on strengths, help programs identify how literacy and essential skills 
are embedded in their foundational learning programs and identify what literacy 
and essential-skills based activities and processes each organization needs to 
embed into their foundational learning courses.

• Use group training to teach program staff how to embed literacy and essential 
skills-based activities into their courses and to learn best practices from each 
other.

• Use literacy specialists as mentors to assist individual programs in embedding 
literacy and essential skills into their foundational learning programs.
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Participants in the IFL Project

Adult learning programs
Thirty adult learning facilitators from the 
following organizations were involved in the 
IFL Project initial training:

• Calgary Public Library: 
 Digital Literacy in the Community 
 Community Learning Advocation :  
 Careers

• Calgary SCOPE Society: Integrated 
Community Kitchen

• Canadian Mental Health Association: 
Peer Options program – Leisure and 
Recreation

• Canadian Red Cross: Aboriginal Outreach, 
Home Suite Home

• CanLearn Society: Magic Carpet Ride 
Program and Learning Starts at Home 
Program

• The Drop-In Centre: Employment 
Services Training

• Momentum: Business Basics, StartSmart, 
Train the Trainer

• MS Society of Canada: Support Services
• Servants Anonymous: A.S.K. Classroom 

recovery program
• Youville Recovery Residence for Women: 

New Beginnings Group Residential 
Program

Due to staff turnover and program 
restructuring, Canadian Red Cross and 
Servants Anonymous were not able to 
continue with the IFL Project to the end.

Mentors
Seven adult learning specialists were 
recruited as mentors to the project. Each has 
a background in adult learning, adult literacy, 
or in working with developmentally delayed 
adults. 

The mentors were crucial to the success of 
this project. Without them, organizations felt 
they would not have been able to see the 
changes they wanted to make or received 
support to make them.

Here is what organizations had to say about 
working with a mentor:

“The mentoring experience for our former 
instructor was invaluable because of 
the feedback received from the in-class 
observation of his teaching techniques. The 
advice given has now been ingrained into 
how our curriculum is delivered.”  
– The Drop-In Centre

“Our mentor has developed and facilitated 
several training workshops to address the 
identified training needs and supported the 
process of translating what has been done in 
the workshops into practice.” – CanLearn

“Working with a mentor in the program 
provided the personal guidance that enabled 
me not only to improve our program, 
processes and paperwork, but it also allowed 
me to strengthen our message in the 
community.” – Momentum Business Basics 

“The mentorship experience was the key to 
implementing changes in my program. My 
mentor observed my workshop, reviewed 
my materials and registration forms, and 
gave me practical suggestions on how 
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to make learning easier for my workshop 
participants.” – Momentum StartSmart 

“There are many other tasks within our 
programs that often trigger distraction. 
Having a mentor who regularly checked in 
and helped keep the concept of IFL as our 
focus kept IFL as a priority for me throughout 
the last 15 months. I now screen all I do 
through the lens of IFL.” – Momentum Train 
the Trainer

“It was good to have constructive 
feedback on our facilitation skills. Our 
mentors provided us with tips and tricks 
on presentation skills and engaging the 
audience. They provided feedback on the 
layout and timeframe for the program. Due 
to time constraints, we probably didn’t use 
our mentors to the extent we could have, 
even though they made themselves very 
available to us.” – MS Society

“We enjoyed our experience with our mentor; 
she is an experienced and gifted mentor. She 
enabled us to place greater value on the work 
we do. … She also provided us with insight 
into our newsletter redesign. She suggested 
several enhancements, which has increased 
its readability and increased participant 
participation in several activities.” – CMHA

“Our mentor’s flexibility was critical to our 
success. Her background knowledge was 
invaluable in creating training that met the 
needs of the Library. … Our mentor was also 
very receptive to hearing and incorporating 
our ideas for making the content relevant 
to Calgary Public Library program subjects 
and situations. This allowed staff to see the 
immediate tie-in and connections. … The 
training was critical to raising awareness 
of the integration of foundational learning 
system-wide, and our learners will benefit far 
into the future as the discussion continues.” – 
Calgary Public Library 

The mentors’ responsibilities were:
• Attend 2 to 3 mentors’ meetings 

throughout the project.
• Observe a workshop to learn what their 

organizations do.
• Attend any customized workshops 

delivered to their partner organization 
given by the IFL Project Facilitator.

• Help organizations think about how 
to incorporate the ideas from the 
workshops into their daily work and 
organizational practices.

• Be a sounding board for partner 
organization’s ideas and provide 
helpful suggestions based on their own 
knowledge and experience as literacy 
and adult learning specialists.

• Check-in with organizations regularly 
throughout the project.

• Help organizations think about what 
they’d like to include in their case study.

• Participate in an external project 
evaluation conducted by Bow Valley 
College Centre for Excellence in 
foundational learning.

Mentors were not responsible for:
• Developing content for any workshops or 

writing the case study.
• Making any decisions about workshop, 

program or organizational changes 
organizations would make as a result of 
this project.
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Promising practices for mentors
The following ideas came from the IFL Project 
mentors themselves. They are tips on being a 
successful mentor in any project:

• Develop a background in what the 
organization is about so they recognize 
that you understand their audience and 
content

• Be stable – be there for your participants
• Just work with a few people
• Constantly check in and ask questions
• Take things in small pieces – don’t expect 

or push for large scale change
• Help people with what they want to do 

first (i.e. evaluation or PowerPoint) and 
then essential skills after that

• Keep reminding yourself of your role 
– change needs to come from the 
organization, not from you as the mentor

• Be patient – sometimes it’s hard to get 
feedback from organizations because 
they’re so busy

• Raise awareness – mentors can plant 
seeds of change in an organization
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Project activities

The activities in a nutshell
1. Teach program facilitators the concepts of 

literacy, essential skills and foundational 
learning. 

2. Observe programs to see which literacy 
and essential skills they already include in 
their training. 

3. In discussion with facilitators, decide 
which literacy and essential skills it would 
be best to teach their students. 

4. Teach facilitators literacy and essential 
skills strategies they can embed into their 
current training. 

5. Mentors help the facilitators embed the 
literacy and essential skills and reflect 
on their facilitation and the content they 
teach. 

Initial training for adult learning 
facilitators – Fall 2012
Thirty program facilitators from all 
organizations participated in these initial 
workshops.

Workshop 1: Introduction to the IFL 
Project, Literacy and Essential Skills

Topics:
• What is foundational learning?
• What are literacy and essential skills?
• What literacy and essential skills are we 

already embedding in our programs?
• Which skills do we think we need to teach?
• Introduction to the IFL Project 

Workshop 2: Facilitation Skills for 
Integrating Literacy and Essential Skills 
into Workshops

Topics:
• Introduction to the Foundational Learning 

Checklists (available from Calgary Learns)
• Group facilitation
• Adults as learners
• Facilitation techniques
• Learning styles

Workshop 3: Evaluating Training and 
Programs

Topics:
• Intake or initial assessment of adult learners
• Ongoing or formative assessment
• Exit or summative assessment

Workshop 4: Plain Language for Clear 
Communication

Topics:
• Why is plain language important?
• Plain language principles: audience, 

purpose, key messages, jargon, and 
readability

• Applying plain language to organizational 
documents

During the first workshop, each organization 
learned about literacy and the nine essential 
skills:
• Reading
• Document use
• Numeracy
• Writing
• Oral communication
• Working with others
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• Thinking
• Computer use
• Continuous learning

All organizations identified the literacy and 
essential skills they felt they were already 
delivering in their programs and the skills 
they felt they should be teaching their 
students.

Then the Project Facilitator observed a class 
or two at each organization. This observation 

and the facilitators’ preferences for training 
then dictated the rest of the customized 
workshops the Project Facilitator offered 
each organization. It also provided the focus 
for mentoring.

Mentors then helped program facilitators at 
each organization embed the learning into 
their programs. The following sections will 
describe the major successes and challenges 
each organization faced throughout the IFL 
Project.

Further training for organizations

Organization Workshops or consultation provided Number 
trained

Canadian Mental Health 
Association Consultation:  Plain language principles for Leisure/Recreation newsletter 3

Calgary Public Library Workshop:  Working with Diverse Adult Learners 25

Workshop:  How to Teach Adult Technology Programs 25

CanLearn Society Workshop:  Orientation to the IFL Project 5

Workshop:  Oral Communication Tips & Techniques 5

The Drop-In Centre Consultation:  Facilitation skills for the Employment Services training 
program 1

Consultation:  Revising the intake literacy assessment for the Employment 
Services Training program 1

Consultation:  Plain language for the application form of Employment 
Services Training 2

Momentum Consultation:  Plain language and facilitation skills for StartSmart workshops 1

Consultation:  Essential skills and facilitation techniques for Financial Literacy 
curriculum 1

Consultation:  Plain language and facilitation techniques for Business Basics 
program 1

Workshop:  Essential Skills Embedded in Financial Literacy Curriculum 20

MS Society of Canada Consultation:  Workshop evaluation strategies; plain language and 
facilitation techniques for “Understanding MS” workshops 2

SCOPE: Integrated 
Community Kitchen

Consultation:  Plain language for community kitchen tasks and promotional 
brochure; further embedding foundational skills into the community 
kitchen program; foundational skills for participants who cannot attend the 
community kitchen program 

1

Youville Recovery 
Residence for Women Workshop:  Plain Language for Group Therapy Facilitation 7

Total trained 100
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Successes of the project

Below are listed the activities each organization undertook to improve their programs for 
foundational learners. The top part of the chart focuses on the essential skills and the bottom are 
other activities each organization chose to do to improve service to their participants.

Essential skill 
focus Organization and description

Document Use Momentum – now brings in actual documents from banks, etc., that participants 
need to use and teaches them how to read them

SCOPE Integrated Community Kitchen – created a document for participants to 
take the order for a “Timmy Run” to get coffee; also covers the essential skills of 
reading, writing, numeracy, oral communication and working with others (see 
Appendix A)

CMHA – Leisure/Recreation participants learn how to read bus schedules in 
order to arrive at the recreation program on time; this improves community 
navigation skills, which participants need outside of CMHA programs, too

Computer Use Momentum Business Basics – provide computer literacy classes for participants 
so that they can more effectively complete business plans

Oral 
Communication

(includes listening 
and speaking 
skills)

CanLearn – oral communication for parents including giving clear instructions to 
children and leaving clear phone messages

CMHA – participants learn how to interact with others, build trusting 
relationships and gain confidence to share person insights, opinions and feelings

Working with 
Others

CMHA – long-time clients of Leisure/Recreation programs model oral 
communication skills and working with others for newer participants



Successes of the project

Integrating Foundational Learning Phase II: Stories of change 11

Other activities Organization and description

Assessment tool The Drop-In Centre – completely rewrote the literacy assessment tool they use 
for intake to their Employment Services Training (see Appendix C)

SCOPE Integrated Community Kitchen – created a picture book of community 
kitchen tasks; use these to identify skills participants want to learn and transfer 
these onto a Community Kitchen Job checklist (see Appendix A)

Essential Skills 
Profile

CanLearn – created a Parent Essential Skills Profile to describe the skills parents 
practice every day raising children (see Appendix E)

Plain language The Drop-In Centre – edited their Application Form for Employment Services 
Training

Momentum Business Basics – plain language verbal communication of business 
concepts, and plain language editing of their Business Plan Operations form and 
Business Plan writing guide

CanLearn – created a “Clarify and Simplify” activity to help parents give clear 
instructions to children; also created a handout to help parent leave clear phone 
messages (see Appendix E)

Momentum StartSmart – intentional clear language in webcast about the 
program

Momentum Train the Trainer – edited financial literacy curriculum using plain 
language principles; rewrote participant evaluation form

MS Society – use clear language when marketing programs, in evaluation tools 
and the content of workshops

SCOPE Integrated Community Kitchen – created a plain language brochure with 
associated pictures to explain the purpose of and give information about the 
community kitchen to curious newcomers or other stakeholders

CMHA – now write the monthly Leisure and Recreation newsletter in plain 
language; more participants now read the newsletter and more are becoming 
involved in the activities for the first time

Calgary Public Library – plain language editing of the Services for Newcomers 
web page, postcards and brochures; newly revised pamphlets for Library 
Settlement Services, It’s a Crime Not to Read and Special Services shows the 
results of using plain language guidelines (see Appendix D)
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Increased understanding of what 
essential skills means

IFL Project participants’ understanding of 
essential skills ranged from nonexistent to 
quite sophisticated. Three programs, SCOPE 
Integrated Community Kitchen, Momentum 
and CMHA, participated in the previous IFL 
Project. Participating in the IFL Project for 
a second time helped them to understand 
more deeply how essential skills are already 
embedded in their programs and how they 
can improve outcomes for their students.

Newcomers to the project realized that much 
of the content of their programs already 
related to essential skills development; they 
just hadn’t been calling it that. They began 
to use an “essential skills lens” to describe 
the learning happening in their programs. 
This became a powerful tool for recognizing 
the excellent work they already do and for 
assessing where improvements could be 
made. This reinforced that essential skills are 
applicable in all programs for all learners at all 
levels.

Here’s what the participants had to say about 
their growing understanding of foundational 
learning, literacy and essential skills:

“The title of essential skills now provides an 
alternative name to the workshops we have 
long referred to as Life Skills. Essential skills 
is a more accurate definition as the goal of 
these workshops are for learners to develop 
stronger reading, writing, listening, speaking 
and thinking skills. In these workshops, 
learners also enhance their ability to interpret 
documents and work respectfully with 
others.” – The Drop-In Centre

“Our program goals in family literacy 
programs were primarily focused on 
parents’ involvement in supporting their 
children’s early learning and development. 

Consequently, many valuable adult 
learning outcomes that occurred during 
the program have remained hidden and 
unacknowledged. The IFL Project offered us 
a valuable opportunity to start closing this 
gap. It helped us uncover and identify that 
strengthening the essential skills of adult 
family members is an intentional goal of 
our work. … Embedding essential skills into 
family literacy programming will help families 
successfully meet challenges of everyday 
living.”” – CanLearn

“Parents with limited essential skills will have 
a hard time learning and applying family 
literacy behaviours we are trying to teach 
them; they just won’t stick…if we focus on 
parent/child activities only, we are missing 
the true meaning of family literacy.” – Staff 
Member of CanLearn

“In addition to writing a business plan and 
launching a business, we also strive to 
measure growth in personal aspects of social 
connections, increased employability and 
developing a sense of purpose and dignity in 
day-to-day living. Development of essential 
skills plays an important role in these 
additional areas of growth.” – Momentum 
Business Basics

“Before the IFL Project, I had general 
knowledge of essential skills and literacy. I 
thought about literacy as primarily reading, 
writing, numbers and using various tools that 
are available to help move our lives forward. 
Now I am able to clearly identify the essential 
skills and the complexity levels within which 
we are asking people to work.” – Momentum 
StartSmart Program

“Significantly, I use essential skills knowledge 
as a quality improvement scan (evaluation) 
in all that I do – in my facilitation as well 
as in the editing of our financial literacy 
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curriculum. … I am now able to describe 
more clearly the benefits of the activities 
because they build the nine essential skills as 
well as financial literacy.” – Momentum Train 
the Trainer 

“I had a difficult time figuring out what 
reading, writing and arithmetic had to 
do with cooking, but I was determined I 
would make them fit. … I did not realize 
that document and computer use, oral 
communication, working with others, 
continuous learning and problem solving/
thinking were also literacy skills, essential 
skills (needed for learning, work and life), and 
that they were part of foundational learning 
(the basic skills needed for someone to 
fully participate in life).” – SCOPE Integrated 
Community Kitchen 

“Our involvement with the IFL Project 
enabled us to explore the community 
transition process for our clients though a 
skill-based lens. Prior to our involvement 
with the project, we viewed our transition 
process from a client readiness perspective. 
This was too subjective and difficult to define. 
From a skill-based format, we can now create 
indicators of success to structure movement 
from one level of Leisure and Recreation 
programs to another, until transition to 
community is complete.” – CMHA

“I found the part in the session where we 
went over the five complexity levels of 
computer skills to be particularly helpful. 
That discussion made me realize that a lot of 
standard tasks that you would think would 
only require level 1 or 2 computer level 
experience are actually closer to a level 3 in 
computer use.” – Calgary Public Library

Improved delivery of programs 

All IFL Project participants changed how they 
deliver their programs, to a greater or lesser 
extent. For some, it meant moving from a 
teacher-centred, lecture-driven structure 
to a more learner-centred approach. For 
others, it meant changing or augmenting 
course materials to better suit learners’ 
goals or foundational learning needs. For all, 
being able to see their programs through an 
“essential skills lens” provided the impetus 
for improving program content, delivery and 
evaluation.

Here’s what the participants had to say:

 “The mentoring experience for our former 
instructor was invaluable because of 
the feedback received from the in-class 
observation of his teaching techniques. The 
advice given has now been ingrained into 
how our curriculum is delivered. … Having 
a mentor present in the classroom provided 
insight on our teaching methods and allowed 
the curriculum delivery to be modified to suit 
all learners’ needs.” – The Drop-In Centre

“Having a great facilitator-to-learner ratio 
has allowed us to adapt content and delivery 
on an as-needed basis for each topic that is 
discussed. This is a significant change in the 
delivery model that our programs used and 
can be attributed to the learning we received 
in the IFL Project.” – Momentum Business 
Basics

“Additionally, we included basic computer 
training to assist with learner computer 
literacy.” – Momentum Business Basics 

“Even though we felt that we didn’t fit 
the mold for the IFL program, we greatly 
benefitted from the additional training as 
neither of us have a background in adult 
education. We found it made us more aware 
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of techniques in our education presentations 
that help to keep our audience engaged. As 
well, we try to be more aware of the different 
learning styles and incorporate these into 
our presentations whenever possible.” – MS 
Society

“We added more visual props to 
presentations and increased the number of 
check-ins with learners to ensure that they 
understood the subject matter.” – MS Society

Improved evaluation/assessment of 
learners

The IFL Project provided insight for programs 
that have the capacity to assess or evaluate 
learners before entering. The IFL Project 
Facilitator and mentors made suggestions 
to improve intake and evaluation processes 
and tools. This usually included rewriting 
or restructuring intake and evaluation 
tools using plain language principles. 
Organizations which completed this type 
of work were The Drop-In Centre and MS 
Society.

However, even organizations with one-off 
programs, like Calgary Public Library, noticed 
that they could provide better ongoing 
evaluation of learning with their participants. 
Here’s what they had to say:

“One approach that has allowed us to 
mitigate the one-off nature of programs 
offered at the Library is the use of more 
informal evaluation throughout a program. 
Relying solely on summative evaluations 
at the end of a program or class measures 
learner satisfaction exclusively, and does not 
indicate whether or not the participants have 
learned something new or enhanced their 
skills. Informal evaluation during a class can 
inform the delivery of content on the fly and 
provide participants with more opportunities 
for active learning.”

Positive impact for learners

The IFL Project focused on improving 
foundational learning delivery by providing 
professional development for program 
facilitators. The IFL Project Facilitator did 
not train frontline learners in any programs. 
Program facilitators took their learning from 
the IFL Project and implemented change 
in their own programs. The focus of any 
program improvement in foundational 
learning is ultimately for the learners 
themselves. 

Here’s how the IFL Project impacted learners 
in various programs:

“Less questions about the application form 
and higher application completion rate (less 
questions left blank).” – The Drop-In Centre

“The most significant impact on clients and 
potential learners has been the new literacy 
assessment tool. Curriculum-oriented testing 
has given more learners the opportunity 
to be considered for the 3-week program 
because they are not being screened out 
by an irrelevant literacy assessment. The 
old assessment was not reflective of the 
skills an adult learner has compared to 
children at that reading level and was not 
a fair assessment tool. … More learners are 
passing the assessment, reducing exclusion 
of capable learners based on an irrelevant 
and wordy literacy assessment about 
pandas!” (see The Drop-In Centre Case Study 
– Appendix C)

Learners report that the post-IFL Business 
Basics program has contributed to “such 
things as increased confidence, better and 
more stable income from both employment 
and self-employment and also many new 
social connections. I have been told on 
several occasions that the content does seem 
more accessible and easier to understand 
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than previous attempts that the learners have 
made.” – Momentum

“In our workshop evaluations, many people 
say that the information was presented 
clearly and many of our knowledge-based 
questions are answered accurately.” – 
Momentum StartSmart

“One participant simply did not have the 
mental well-being to be present for a 
cook day. … We decided to “outsource” 
the labelling of the food containers to 
this client. … This was a huge success. 
Not only did she feel that she was a part 
of the community kitchen group, but she 
loved that she was learning about spelling, 
counting and organizing. Her probation has 
been relaxed and she is now able to come 
to the community kitchen, pack up her 
meals and bring them home when she is in 
good mental health.” – SCOPE Integrated 
Community Kitchen

“This second year [in the IFL Project] was 
far more productive for my clients because 
they could feel immediately successful by 
seeing which essential skills they already had 
under their belts through routine tasks (such 
as a Timmy Run). They were less anxious 
about trying new things and working on 
different essential skills. Seeing the increased 
self-awareness and self-esteem of the 
participants was more rewarding for me. We 
are now at capacity for participants in the 
community kitchen and have a list of people 
waiting to join – to me, this denotes success.” 
– SCOPE Integrated Community Kitchen

“As our learners journey through our 
program activities, they demonstrate 
enhanced proficiency in using foundational 
literacy skills. They regain previous skill levels 
and gain proficiency with new life strategies. 
All increase their independence as they 

become more independent thinkers, with 
greater self-awareness and more effective 
communication strategies in interacting 
with their peers. These enhanced abilities 
combine to create increased self-esteem and 
decreased anxiety and isolation. All graduates 
are more able to function comfortably and 
capably in a team environment.” – CMHA 

Increased skill levels of program 
facilitators

One unintended, but happy, coincidence of 
the IFL Project is that one facilitator felt his 
own personal workplace skills had improved 
from being part of the project. All IFL Project 
participants felt that their knowledge and 
use of foundational learning improved 
throughout the project. However, the 
facilitator below was the only one to equate 
that learning with personal workplace skill 
performance. 

Here’s what he had to say:

“Being fairly new to the world of formal 
facilitation, it was exciting to have the 
opportunity to incorporate the concepts 
of plain language and essential skill 
development into the documents and 
processes of our programs. This learning also 
has enhanced my everyday workplace skills 
performance.” – Momentum Business Basics

Impact within organizations beyond the 
project end date

Though the IFL Project itself has an end 
date, it will continue to have impact in the 
organizations who participated. This is 
wholly due to the efforts of the program 
facilitators who were involved. Once they 
began to see their programs in the new 
light of foundational learning, they became 
advocates for program improvement. 
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Both Calgary Public Library and The Drop-In 
Centre are committed to ongoing internal 
training about foundational learning and 
plain language. Momentum has already 
changed the structure and delivery of some 
of their programs in light of the IFL Project. 
They now want to focus more on evaluating 
the learning that happens in their programs, 
as does CMHA.

Here’s what the organizations have to say:

“The training that resulted from the IFL 
Project will become ongoing training for 
library staff. The content will be instrumental 
in continuing to build frontline staff capacity 
to deliver content to foundational adult 
learners in a variety of program settings and 
has been built into our work plan for 2014.” – 
Calgary Public Library

“Their mentorship and guidance has allowed 
us to discover other ways we can utilize IFL 
training within the organization.”  
– The Drop-In Centre

“In 2014, we are hoping to dig deeper into 
learner outcomes and effectively track 
various increases in essential skills and how 
that contributes to a meaningful life for the 
learner.” – Momentum

“The IFL is a fantastic program and it 
is actively being promoted within our 
organization.” – Momentum

“We are working on a self-monitoring tool 
that clients can access and use to track 
their skill development. They will be able to 
provide feedback and request feedback from 
others as needed. We find participants have 
difficulty absorbing positive feedback so this 
will take practice.” – CMHA

Program facilitators disseminate ideas 
about foundational learning, literacy and 
essential skills to a wider audience

Momentum, in particular, has used their 
learning from the IFL Project to promote 
integrating foundational learning to other 
community partners. Not only has the IFL 
Project helped them to see their programs 
in new ways, they are actively promoting the 
concepts to others.

Here’s what Momentum had to say:

“The IFL Project gave me the language and 
framework to fully integrate the theory into 
our own practices and a clearer means of 
communication of the concept to others 
in the community as well.” – Momentum 
Business Basics

“Our mentor helped with a joint presentation 
to a community partner. Through our joint 
effort, we were able to spread the message of 
IFL in Alberta.” – Momentum Business Basics

“The IFL training, besides the increased 
awareness and specific knowledge of the 
terms, provided a new way to market our 
curriculum training. We can emphasize, with 
confidence, how our curriculum addresses 
foundational learning skills and the relevance 
for all human service professionals so that 
they are aware of this dynamic in their work 
with others.” – Momentum Train the Trainer
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Spreading the word about IFL  
beyond Calgary

Below are the events where the IFL Project 
Facilitator spread the word about the IFL 
Project. Thank-you to all organizations who 
showed an interest in the project and its 
ongoing impact.

May 3, 2013 – Alberta Council of Disability 
Services conference – joint presentation 
about IFL with SCOPE Integrated Community 
Kitchen facilitator, her IFL mentor, and the IFL 
Project Facilitator

September 13, 2013 – Community 
Futures webcast networking event – joint 
presentation about Momentum’s Business 
Basics program and IFL with the Business 
Basics program facilitator and the IFL Project 
Facilitator

December 3, 2013 and February 4, 2014 – 
IFL Conversation Cafés – hosted by Calgary 
Learns in Calgary

IFL workshops at Regional Adult Literacy and 
Learning networking events:

• March 14, 2014 – Calgary, AB
• April 15, 2014 – Lomond, AB
• May 22, 2014 – Olds, AB
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Challenges of the project

IFL works better in ongoing programs 
than one-off programs

While IFL concepts can be and were 
embedded in one-off workshop programs, it 
is more difficult to do so. One-off programs 
need to be content-heavy because the 
delivery time is so short. There isn’t always 
time to assess learners’ needs or embed 
essential skills activities into a content-rich 
short program.

Organizational bureaucracy

The success of IFL rested heavily on the 
autonomy and decision-making ability of the 
program facilitators involved. Not all were 
able to make the changes they wanted due 
to internal organizational bureaucracy or 
because they needed to keep their program 
content standardized to a provincial or 
national standard. 

However, even those program facilitators 
who couldn’t change content as they 
might have liked, were free to change their 
facilitation or delivery of the standardized 
content. So, embedding foundational 
learning in programs doesn’t always mean 
wholesale change; it more often means 
incremental and small changes, focusing on 
what’s attainable in the shorter term while 
keeping an eye on what’s possible in the 
future.

Staff turnover

Staff turnover and organizational 
restructuring affected a few organizations 
involved in the IFL Project. Some excellent 
facilitators and programmers moved on to 
other jobs in organizations not connected to 
the IFL Project. We know that at least one of 
these facilitators moved into a position where 
the learning he gleaned from the IFL Project 
will be helpful. 

We hope that all individuals involved in 
the project take their learning on to other 
organizations. As we know, foundational 
learning, literacy and essential skills are 
applicable in any learning environment.

Need more staff at organizations involved

Part of our dismay at losing excellent 
facilitators from a program was that they 
were the only ones trained in the IFL 
concepts. Once they left the organization, 
there may have been little for the new staff 
coming in to glean from what they had 
learned.

For future reference, any project like 
IFL which trains individuals within an 
organization should include more than 
the frontline facilitators. It is crucial that 
supervisors, decision makers, and others in 
the organization are included in the project. 
That way, not only do the IFL concepts have a 
greater chance of impacting the organization, 
but they will have greater longevity if staff 
members leave.
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Work with ongoing paid staff, not 
volunteers or practicum students

A project like IFL requires the ongoing 
dedication and expertise of ongoing paid 
staff in an organization. While volunteers are 
a wonderful resource for an organization, 
they may come and go, or may not have the 
depth of facilitation skills required to effect 
program change. 

One organization had an excellent practicum 
facilitator in their program that left partway 
through the project. He did take his IFL 
learnings with him when he left, but it 
required retraining the ongoing paid staff left 
behind. He was able to implement significant 
improvements to the program, but it caused 
some disruption in the flow of the IFL Project.

The time factor

Organizations are very busy. It wasn’t always 
possible for them to participate in the IFL 
Project as much as they would have liked. 
Programmers and facilitators often have 
competing demands for their attention. 
They need to attend to the participants in 
their program, some of whom are in crisis 
at various times, and also to the demands 
of their organization. Finding the time to be 
conscious of the IFL Project and its objectives 
couldn’t always be a priority. 

Mentors found this to be a challenge as well. 
Sometimes there were long gaps between 
meetings with the IFL Project participants 
and mentors. 

Despite the time challenge, all organizations 
felt that they benefited from the project and 
many have made plans to continue the work 
beyond the IFL Project end date.
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The ideas below describe an ongoing process 
of embedding foundational learning into 
your programs. You do not need to integrate 
all of the literacy and essential skills into your 
programs. You also do not need to integrate 
all of the literacy and essential skills you 
choose all at once. This is a gradual process, 
which takes time and careful reflection. 

In fact, embedding foundational learning 
is a constant process of reflecting on your 
teaching and asking participants how they 
are experiencing the program. If possible, 
enter into a mentoring relationship. The 
best program results always come from self-
reflection, student feedback, and a mentor 
who can help you think through what you 
do.

Choose the foundational skills you  
teach carefully

Not every literacy or essential skill is 
appropriate in your context. You will be 
the best judge of which fit well within your 
program. Think about how literacy and 
essential skills are already embedded in your 
program and which skills need more focus.

See Appendix A, SCOPE Integrated 
Community Kitchen’s foundational learning 
checklists, for some ideas about how literacy 
and essential skills apply in a program. You 
may want to adapt this checklist to describe 
the tasks participants complete in your own 
program.

Work with a mentor to help implement 
positive change

Enlist the help of a mentor who understands 
foundational learning or who understands 
your teaching context and students well. 
Ask your mentor to observe you and provide 
feedback on your facilitation skills. Ask your 
mentor to help you reflect on which literacy 
and essential skills you may need to teach 
your students. 

Here’s what some of the IFL Project 
participants had to say about working with a 
mentor:

“Having a mentor present in the classroom 
provided insight on our teaching methods 
and allowed the curriculum delivery to be 
modified to suit all learners’ needs. … Their 
mentorship and guidance has allowed us to 
discover other ways we can utilize IFL training 
within the organization.” 
– The Drop-In Centre

“Working with our mentor was effective 
and meaningful as it provided the staff with 
opportunities to:

• Share positive instructional strategies 
and activities for building essential skills 
of adult foundational learners

• Pose and discuss challenges 
• Discuss how the training content of the 

IFL workshops could be adopted for use 
in every day work with families

• Identify topics for future training 
workshops that focus on integrating 
essential skills into family literacy 
programs.” – CanLearn

Helpful practices for integrating foundational 
learning in programs
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“My mentor took part in a joint presentation 
promoting the message of working with 
foundational learners in the community and, 
as a result, we were able to promote this 
learning concept.” – Momentum Business 
Basics

“The practical suggestions that my mentor 
brought to my attention were very helpful. 
It raised my awareness of how the workshop 
presentation and materials could be changed 
and allowed me to decide myself where it 
was best to make changes.” – Momentum 
StartSmart

Reflect on your facilitating

Change how you facilitate and the content of 
your lessons based on your own reflections, 
observations from your mentor, and 
feedback from the students. 

Ask students how they are experiencing the 
new learning: 

• What content do they enjoy? 
• What might be confusing or hard to 

learn? For what reasons? 
• Are the facilitation techniques you’re 

using helpful? 
• What improvements could be made to 

the facilitation?

Use clear language

Most of the IFL Project participants applied 
clear language principles in one way or 
another. Some used it to update promotional 
materials or newsletters for their programs. 
Others updated their evaluation tools or 
course materials. Most found new ways 
to speak more clearly with their students. 
Remember, clear language should be 
consistent in writing and speaking.

Here’s what The Drop-In Centre had to say 
about using clear language:

“The IFL Project gave us a newfound respect 
for the difficulty some learners face on a day-
to-day basis when navigating documents 
and communicating with others and gave us 
the tools to address this issue.”

Raise awareness of foundational learning, 
literacy and essential skills within your 
own organization

The ongoing impact of the IFL Project rests 
with the participants themselves. Most of the 
participants were program facilitators. Many 
of them raised awareness about foundational 
learning, literacy and essential skills with 
other facilitators, managers and supervisors 
within their own organizations. 

 In fact, 5 of the organizations (Momentum, 
SCOPE, The Drop-In Centre, Calgary Public 
Library, and CanLearn) have created 
significant organizational change using the 
IFL concepts:

Momentum – restructured the Business 
Basics program, continue to promote and 
train all internal staff about foundational 
learning, literacy and essential skills

SCOPE – restructured the Integrated 
Community Kitchen experience to include 
recognizing and teaching foundational 
learning skills to their participants

The Drop-In Centre – restructured the intake 
and evaluation process for new applications, 
actively training other internal staff on plain 
language and foundational learning

Calgary Public Library – developed new 
training focused on foundational learning 
and essential skills for city-wide library 
programmers and facilitators

CanLearn – developed new essential-skills 
focused activities for parents and actively 
promote essential skills within all programs in 
the organization
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Conclusion
Foundational learning, literacy and essential 
skills were new concepts to many IFL 
Project participants. Through intensive 
front-end training and ongoing workshops, 
consultation and mentoring, each IFL 
participant improved their knowledge and 
ability to embed foundational learning in 
their programs. Many participants described 
seeing their programs and learners with new 
eyes – with an “essential skills lens” – which 
helped them to describe the value of their 
current programs and the changes they 
wanted to make in concrete terms.

Throughout this 21-month project, IFL Project 
participants experienced success and faced 
challenges with embedding foundational 
learning. For some programs, staff turnover 
and organizational bureaucracy meant 
a “hiccup” in the flow of the IFL work 
in their organization. For others, there 
was a significant internal uptake at all 
organizational levels about foundational 
learning, literacy and essential skills. 

No matter the challenges, all IFL participants 
created significant positive change in their 
programs and their organizations. Some 
made sweeping program change while 
others made incremental changes and 
continue to influence the decision-makers in 
their organizations. All are justifiably proud 
of their newfound ability be the change they 
want to see in their organization. 
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Appendices:  
Case studies from IFL Project participants

Each of the IFL Project participants created 
a case study outlining their learning and the 
changes they made to their programs based 
on feedback from the IFL Project Facilitator 
and their mentor. Some of the organizations 
have documents attached, which show the 
changes they have made. You may use the 
ideas from these documents to inform your 
own practices.

Appendix A: SCOPE Integrated 
Community Kitchen
• SCOPE Community Kitchen Jobs – 

foundational skills checklist
• Timmy’s Run Order Form

Appendix B: Momentum 
• Momentum Business Basics 30 Operations 

Business Plan form – before plain language 
editing

• Momentum Business Basics 30 Operations 
Business Plan form – after plain language 
editing

Appendix C: The Drop-In Centre
• Original Literacy Assessment document – 

Zoo Fun
• Literacy Assessment Sample Questions – 

revised literacy assessment based on IFL 
Project work

Appendix D: Calgary Public Library
• It’s a Crime Not to Read brochure
• Special Services brochure
• Library Settlement Services brochure

Appendix E: CanLearn Society
• Communication: Essential Skills for Parents – 

Clarify and Simplify Activity
• Communication: Essential Skills for Parents – 

Leaving a Phone Message
• A Parent’s Essential Skills Profile 

Appendix F: Multiple Sclerosis Society
• Education Evaluation form

Appendix G: Canadian Mental Health 
Association Calgary Region
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Introduction
The Calgary SCOPE Society Integrated 
Community Kitchen helps individuals 
with complex needs (mental and physical 
disabilities) and financial barriers (all 
participants live on AISH) obtain healthy, 
affordable meals. It also provides them 
a safe and comfortable environment in 
which to learn valuable skills. These skills 
can help them participate fully in a social 
setting, such as the community kitchen, and 
apply that knowledge in their daily lives in 
the home through proper hygiene, food 
safety knowledge, and participation in food 
preparation.

Each participant has unique learning 
challenges related to the independent 
preparation of healthy food. They require 
support staff to facilitate their participation in 
the community kitchen. They require one-to-
one (and sometimes two-to-one) assistance 
to help cope with mental health issues, 
transportation needs, and often translation of 
information given.

Foundational learning insights
I came into the social services field as a 
coordinator (from a commerce background) 
just over two years ago and was given 
the Calgary SCOPE Society Integrated 
Community Kitchen as a part of my caseload. 
I knew little about social services work, and 

apparently less about literacy skills. I had 
a difficult time figuring out what reading, 
writing and arithmetic had to do with 
cooking, but I was determined I would make 
them fit. 

I joined the IFL Project, was given a fantastic 
mentor, and quickly learned that essential 
skills, literacy and foundational learning were 
much more involved than I thought. I did not 
realize that document and computer use, 
oral communication, working with others, 
continuous learning and problem solving/
thinking were also literacy skills, essential 
skills (needed for learning, work and life), and 
that they were part of foundational learning 
(the basic skills needed for someone to fully 
participate in life). 

Changes as a result of the IFL 
Project
In 2013, we entered the second full year 
of our participation in the Integrating 
Foundational Learning project. This 
brought much needed reflection, and far 
less misguided ambition. Our first year 
saw us (myself and my mentor) eagerly 
implementing some major learning 
opportunities into our community kitchen. I 
attended the IFL workshops and immediately 
started using all the strategies that I learned. 

While we had some good feedback, and felt 
that we were mostly successful, we ended 

Case study

Calgary SCOPE Society 
Integrated Community Kitchen
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up being more “learners” than “teachers.” I 
learned that I was projecting my outcome 
goals onto my learners, and was losing 
participants as a result. We learned a lot 
about being less formal and using plain 
language. 

My mentor and I have very similar ways 
of thinking and, initially, we had each 
participant identify literacy goals that they 
would like to work on or learn. Last year, we 
developed a very detailed skills evaluation 
checklist. My mentor created attractive 
colour documents that we were immensely 
proud of. The skills evaluation checklist 
could include tasks such as washing dishes 
(thinking/problem solving), greeting others 
on arrival (oral communication), asking for 
help when needed (working with others), 
safe food preparation/handling (thinking/
problem solving) and meal planning 
(reading). The participant’s worker and the 
facilitator helped them learn these skills 
and evaluated this “learning” in relation to 
“Lesson Plans.” The learners would then 
express their feelings about their learning 
opportunities on a confidence matrix. 

Ultimately, we realized that we got caught 
up in the excitement of implementing our 
beautiful formal documents, but it had 
become apparent when we started to lose 
participants that the formal structure was too 
much. It was too similar to other past formal 
structures in which they felt overwhelmed, or 
like “failures.” 

We had to learn very quickly to adapt to this 
circumstance. While we still used the original 
checklists and plans to guide us (and for the 
participants who liked them), we developed 
a picture book of tasks for the learners who 
didn’t. We created a new document for 
ourselves that started by showing the task in 
a picture, identifying the foundational skill(s) 

that were part of the task, and giving details 
that helped us ensure that we supported 
that skill’s development when the person 
did the task. Learners told us which task 
they wanted to perform using the pictures. 
Then we transferred that desired learning 
opportunity into the more formal checklists 
(see attached).

This was much less stressful for the learner. 
For example, someone who is overwhelmed 
with the written skills checklist could just 
point to the picture of opening cans and 
we could identify that the person wanted 
to learn how to improve their reading and/
or oral communication skills (what food is in 
the can?), numeracy (how many cans do they 
open?), and thinking/problem solving (where 
is the can opener? how do I safely use it? etc.). 

This past year we also learned to look for 
hidden learning opportunities. For example, 
I recognized that every cook day, without 
fail, someone did a Tim Horton’s run. My 
mentor (in her wisdom) quickly identified 
several essential literacy skills learned during 
a “Timmy Run” and even drafted a document 
to help with the order instead of making 
a scribbled list. It became apparent that in 
order to do a “Timmy Run” a learner would 
be working on the foundational skills of 
document use (using order sheet), reading 
(interpret the form), writing (filling in the 
order sheet), numeracy (dealing with the 
money from the orders and paying), oral 
communication (taking the order and giving 
it at Tim Horton’s) and working with others 
(everyone involved in giving and taking the 
orders). 

We also created a brochure using very 
plain language and associated pictures to 
explain the purpose of and give information 
about the community kitchen to curious 
newcomers or other stakeholders.
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Learner impact
Other issues came up as well. For instance, 
one participant simply did not have the 
mental well-being to be present for a cook 
day. She could not be anywhere near any 
sharp objects or around anything else that 
could cause her or (anyone else) harm. 
We needed to be creative in order to 
comply with her probation order, as well 
as our mandate that all community kitchen 
recipients must participate to some extent 
in the IFL Project and help where they were 
able. 

We decided to “outsource” the labelling of 
the food containers to this client. She is a 
skilled artist and loves to draw, but needed to 
work on her spelling and numeracy skills. We 
told her, monthly, which meals were going 
to be created and how many meals were 
going to be needed. She, in turn, needed to 
draw a picture of the meal, spell out the meal 
and create enough sticky labels for the meal 
containers. 

This was a huge success. Not only did she feel 
that she was a part of the community kitchen 
group, but she loved that she was learning 
about spelling, counting and organizing. Her 
probation has been relaxed and she is now 
able to come to the community kitchen, pack 
up her meals and bring them home when 
she is in good mental health. 

Final thoughts
The learning that I achieved from being 
a part of the IFL Project for a second year 
was invaluable and taught me a lot about 
myself and my high need for achievement 
personally. The main lesson I learned was 
that I need to be less egocentric and learn to 
adapt to the circumstances that I find myself 
in, instead of applying a “university course” 
approach to attacking any projects that I am 
given. 

This second year was far more productive 
for my clients because they could feel 
immediately successful by seeing which 
essential skills they already had under 
their belts through routine tasks (such 
as a Timmy Run). They were less anxious 
about trying new things and working on 
different essential skills. Seeing the increased 
self-awareness and self-esteem of the 
participants was more rewarding for me. We 
are now at capacity for participants in the 
community kitchen and have a list of people 
waiting to join – to me, this denotes success. 
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SCOPE Community Kitchen Jobs 
 
* = Skill that may or may not be practised in that job 
 
All Community Kitchen work performed outside the kitchen involves opportunities to learn and practise the 
following Foundational Skills: 
Foundational Skill Skill Details 
Working with Others Follows directions.  

Arrives when expected/notifies if delayed or plans changed. 
Asks for help if confused or unable to carry out task independently.* 
Suggests other ways to carry out work or improve process.* 

Oral Communication Greets staff (and any others) upon arrival. 
Demonstrates listening by appropriate responses (e.g., verbal, facial expression). 

Thinking/Problem-Solving Takes steps to find out what to do next (ask, looks around). 
Continuous Learning Knows how to find out (ask, look at label picture, check list, read, open & check). 

Can articulate own goals with respect to their Community Kitchen experience 
(including any learning goals). 
Takes steps to achieve goals (seeks information or new experience). 
Identifies what support is helpful and what support is not helpful. 

 
Outside the Kitchen 
# Job Foundational Skill Skill Details 
1 Count containers Numeracy Counts number of containers needed for assembly. 
2 Count lids  Numeracy  Counts number of lids needed for assembly. 
3 Number lids  Numeracy 

Writing  
Counts numbers in correct order. 
Writes number on container lid. 

4 Make labels with 
contents (words 
and/or pictures) 

Writing/Reading Writes name of meal on container lids OR draws picture to 
go with name of contents.  

5 Label lids  Reading Reads food label to select correct ones to put on lids. 
6 Shop for supplies Reading 

 
Numeracy 
Thinking/Problem-
Solving 
Working with Others 
 
Continuous Learning 
 
 
 
Oral Communication 

Reads/decodes food labels (e.g., on tins or prepared 
packages). 
Counts number of cans/packages needed. 
Follows 2- or 3-step instructions (e.g., take 3 cans off the 
shelf and put them in the cart). 
Shares tasks with others. 
Completes tasks/stays focused on task even while talking. 
Knows how to find out (ask, look at label picture, check list, 
read, but NOT open & check or taste) 
Understands reasons for actions (hygiene/food handling 
practices). 
Maintains appropriate tone of voice for situation. 
Greets others (clerk at check-out and bagger). 

7 Recycle used cans 
and boxes 

Thinking/Problem-
Solving 
Continuous Learning 
 
Working with Others 
 
Oral Communication 

Remembers and practises safety skills (avoid sharp edges on 
cans and cardboard ) 
Understands reasons for actions (hygiene/food handling 
practices). 
Shares tasks with others. 
Completes tasks/stays focused on task even while talking. 
Maintains appropriate tone of voice for situation. 
Greets others (depot staff taking their recycling). 
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Inside the Kitchen 
 
All work inside the Community Kitchen involves opportunities to learn and practise the following Foundational 
Skills: 
Foundational Skill Skill Details 
Working with Others Follows directions.  

Arrives when expected/notifies if delayed or plans changed. 
Shares tasks with others. 
Completes tasks/stays focused on task even while talking. 
Asks for help if confused or unable to carry out task independently.* 
Suggests other ways to carry out work or improve process.* 

Oral Communication Greets others in Community Kitchen upon arrival. 
Maintains appropriate tone of voice for situation. 
Demonstrates listening by appropriate verbal responses (empathy). 
Initiates social conversations with others appropriately (does not interrupt). 
Makes appropriate level of eye contact during conversation (attends to task at hand). 
Asks appropriate questions to move conversation forward. 
Expresses concerns assertively. 

Thinking/Problem-Solving Takes steps to find out what to do next (ask, looks around, checks menu plan). 
Continuous Learning Knows how to find out (ask, look at label picture, check list, read, open & check). 

Can articulate own goals with respect to the Community Kitchen experience 
(including any learning goals). 
Takes steps to achieve goals (seeks information or new experience). 
Becomes aware of own learning style preference (learn by seeing, hearing, doing) 
Identifies what support is helpful and what support is not helpful. 

 
 
# Job Foundational Skill Skill Details 
1 Open food packages Thinking/Problem-

Solving 
Reading 
 
Numeracy 

Remembers and practises health & safety skills (avoid sharp 
edges on cardboard , wash hands) 
Reads/decodes food labels (e.g., on tins or prepared 
packages) to be sure of opening the right ones. 
Counts out number of packages to open, if less than all.* 

2 Flatten packages for 
recycling (could be 
done outside the 
kitchen) 

Thinking/Problem-
Solving 
Continuous Learning 
 

Remembers and practises safety skills (avoid sharp edges on 
cans and cardboard ) 
Understands reasons for actions (hygiene/food handling 
practices). 

3 Open cans Thinking/Problem-
Solving 
Continuous Learning 
Numeracy 

Remembers and practises health & safety skills (avoid sharp 
edges on cans, wash hands ) 
Understands reasons for actions (food handling practices). 
Counts out number of cans to open, if less than all.* 

4 Drain canned food Thinking/Problem-
Solving 
 
Continuous Learning 

Remembers and practises health & safety skills (wash hands 
before & after touching food, avoid sharp edges on cans and 
cardboard ) 
Understands reasons for actions (hygiene/food handling 
practices). 

5 Divide up opened 
food for different 
recipes 

Numeracy 
 
Thinking/Problem-
Solving 
Continuous Learning 

Divides quantity in half or thirds by eye or use measuring 
cups. 
Remembers and practises health & safety skills (wash hands 
before & after touching food ) 
Understands reasons for actions (food handling practices). 
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6 Rinse cans for 
recycling (could be 
done outside the 
kitchen) 

Thinking/Problem-
Solving 
Continuous Learning 

Remembers and practises safety skills (avoid sharp edges on 
cans and cardboard, do not taste uncooked food ) 
Understands reasons for actions (hygiene/food handling 
practices). 

7 Stir pots Thinking/Problem-
Solving 
Continuous Learning 
 

Remembers and practises health & safety skills (hygiene, hot 
food/stove) 
Understands reasons for actions (hygiene/food handling 
practices). 

8 Clean counters Thinking/Problem-
Solving 
Continuous Learning 
 

Follows 2- or 3-step instructions (clean counter and rinse 
cloth) 
Understands reasons for actions (hygiene/food handling 
practices). 

9 Sweep floors Thinking/Problem-
Solving 
Continuous Learning 
 

Follows 2- or 3-step instructions (sweep into pile, then into 
dustpan, dump in trash). 
Understands reasons for actions (hygiene/food handling 
practices). 

10 Take orders for 
coffee/tea from Tim 
Hortons 

Document Use 
Reading 
Writing 
Numeracy 
 
Oral Communication  

Uses document to take complete orders. 
Reads order form. 
Writes order information in appropriate box on form. 
Collects and counts money for drink order. 
Counts out correct change (at Tim Hortons and CK). 
Greets Tim Hortons counter staff and gives order. 

11 Wash cooking pots, 
pans, utensils 

Reading 
Thinking/Problem-
Solving 
Continuous Learning 
 

Distinguishes between food and non-food (e.g., dish soap). 
Remembers and practises health & safety skills (hygiene, hot 
water) 
Understands reasons for actions (hygiene/food handling 
practices). 

12 Dry cooking pots, 
pans, utensils 

Thinking/Problem-
Solving 
Continuous Learning 

Remembers and practises health & safety skills (hygiene, hot 
water) 
Understands reasons for actions (hygiene practices). 

13 Put pots, pans and 
utensils away 

Thinking/Problem-
Solving 

Determines most stable configuration for stacking. 
Determines which cooking utensils belong in which slots. 

14 Set out containers 
for filling 

Numeracy Counts number of containers and lids needed for assembly. 

15 Fill containers Numeracy 
Continuous Learning 
 

Divides food evenly among containers during meal assembly 
Understands reasons for actions (hygiene/food handling 
practices). 

16 Put lids on filled 
containers 

Numeracy 
Reading 

Matches number of lids to number of containers. 
Puts lids with correct label on meals. 

17 Seal lids on filled 
containers 

Thinking/Problem-
Solving 

Remembers and practises safety skills (protects fingers from 
sharp edges on containers while sealing them) 

18 Set out name labels 
of who gets food 

Reading 
Thinking/Problem-
Solving 

Reads name label. 
Place labels far enough apart on counter to accommodate 
the number of containers 

19 Put correct number 
of filled containers 
by each name label 

Reading 
Numeracy  
Thinking/Problem-
Solving 

Reads name label. 
Divides/Counts out packaged meals among recipients 
Stacks containers at appropriate height for stability and 
carrying (not too tall or too short) 

20 Direct people to the 
correct name to pick 
up their food 

Reading 
Oral Communication 

Reads name label. 
Greets others in Community Kitchen upon their arrival. 
Gives direction to others politely. 
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SCOPE Timmy’s Run Prices: Small - $1.20 Medium - $1.64   Large -$1.79 Extra-Large - $1.99 

Order Form 
 

Name 
Drink Size Cream Sugar 

Coffee Decaf Tea Special 
Drink Small Medium Large Extra 

Large 
0 

Black 
1 2 3 0 1 2 3 
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Case study

Momentum  
Business Basics

Introduction
The Business Development department 
works with a variety of entrepreneurs living 
on low incomes and facing some kind 
of barrier to employment. The goal is to 
promote a sustainable livelihood through 
self-employment. We have found that 
there are foundational learners in every 
business development program, not just 
in the specific programs in the department 
designed to work with foundational learners.

The focus of the IFL Project was to work with 
foundational learners in our Business Basics 
program. In this program, our entrepreneurs 
are often mental health consumers facing 
significant barriers. In addition to writing a 
business plan and launching a business, we 
also strive to measure growth in personal 
aspects of social connections, increased 
employability and developing a sense of 
purpose and dignity in day-to-day living. 
Development of essential skills plays an 
important role in these additional areas of 
growth.

Foundational learning insights
Foundational learning has played a 
significant role in my development as a 
facilitator. Being fairly new to the world 
of formal facilitation, it was exciting to 
have the opportunity to incorporate the 
concepts of plain language and essential 

skill development into the documents and 
processes of our programs. This learning also 
has enhanced my everyday workplace skills 
performance. 

Although some concepts pertaining to 
essential skills and literacy were familiar 
before starting the program, the IFL Project 
gave me the language and framework to fully 
integrate the theory into our own practices 
and a clearer means of communication of the 
concept to others in the community as well. 
The project also provided me with increased 
awareness and understanding of the learner’s 
needs. 

Working with a mentor in the program 
provided the personal guidance that enabled 
me not only to improve our program, 
processes and paperwork, but it also 
allowed me to strengthen our message in 
the community. My mentor took part in a 
joint presentation promoting the message 
of working with foundational learners in the 
community and, as a result, we were able to 
promote this learning concept.

Changes as a result of the  
IFL project
Plain language

We changed the verbal communication of 
the content that is delivered and also the 
written content. Business world vocabulary 
contains quite a bit of jargon, so it was easy 
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to find a plethora of terms and concepts to 
simplify in our delivery. 

A strong example of this is included in 
the appendix to this case study. The two 
documents represent the operations section 
of the business plan before and after the 
changes were made. These documents 
represent of the types of changes made 
throughout the Business Basics program. 
Concepts and terminology have been 
simplified to meet the needs of the learners 
with lowest essential skill levels. The concepts 
can also be applied on an individual basis to 
learners with more complex businesses and/
or higher literacy levels.

As a means of simplifying our evaluation 
model, we implemented plain language 
strategies for measuring participant growth 
into our intake and exit questions for the 
program.

Assessing learners’ needs

Our learner’s needs are formally assessed 
at the beginning of the program and then 
informally assessed throughout the program. 
Having a great facilitator-to-learner ratio has 
allowed us to adapt content and delivery 
on an as-needed basis for each topic that is 
discussed. This is a significant change in the 
delivery model that our programs used and 
can be attributed to the learning we received 
in the IFL Project.

Facilitation

We changed the facilitators’ approach to 
the material covered as well as the ratio of 
facilitators to learners. The simplification of 
the language around the concepts covered 
has proven to be hugely beneficial in the 
delivery of a successful program. Additionally, 
we included basic computer training to 

assist with learner computer literacy. Lastly, 
the ratio of facilitators to learners has been 
reduced and more classroom working time 
has been included. This one-on-one time 
plays an important role in meeting the 
participants where they are at.

Content of programs

The most significant change occurred in 
the business plan writing guide. First, we 
edited the document using plain language, 
addressing the unnecessary use of jargon. We 
also incorporated the use of white space and 
eliminated the need to use a computer to 
write the business plan.

Evaluating learning

In addition to incorporating plain language 
in our intake and exit interview questions, 
in 2014 we are hoping to dig deeper into 
learner outcomes and effectively track 
various increases in essential skills and how 
that contributes to a meaningful life for the 
learner.

Learner impact
The results of the changes in our program 
are significant. Although the Business Basics 
program is new to our organization, we 
did try to run the program pre-IFL. In the 
first group, success rates were minimal with 
less than half the class meeting program 
objectives. 

Since participating in the IFL and 
incorporating many changes, learners 
are surpassing program objectives and 
identifying a variety of other positive 
results that are currently not tracked. 
Results that are not currently tracked, but 
have been recorded, include such things 
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as increased confidence, better and more 
stable income from both employment and 
self-employment and also many new social 
connections.

Although learners would not technically be 
aware of the changes that we have made 
to the program, I have been told on several 
occasions that the content does seem more 
accessible and easier to understand than 
previous attempts that the learners have 
made. Additionally, learners have mentioned 
that the classroom environment has made a 
big difference in their success. The decreased 
ratio of learners to facilitators and the 
increased time spent working on the material 
in the classroom creates a positive learning 
experience.

Working with a mentor
Our mentor helped with a joint presentation 
to a community partner. Through our joint 
effort, we were able to spread the message of 
IFL in Alberta.

Having a mentor continually reinforced the 
concepts of plain language and essential 
skill development throughout the year. 
Through the development of the curriculum, 
my comfort with the language around 
the concepts grew and allowed us to 
communicate the message with both our 
participants and community partners.

Future planning
Although the majority of our changes have 
been made at this point, we are developing 
a more in-depth evaluation tool to better 
understand the different ways in which 
our learners grow, above and beyond 
our standard program objectives. We will 

endeavor to take a more comprehensive 
approach to understanding the different 
ways that our participants achieve a more 
meaningful life. Although continued 
support from the mentor would be great, 
our organization has a variety of supports 
in place to help facilitate the upcoming 
changes.

Final thoughts
Although the concepts of literacy, essential 
skills, and foundational learning are not 
entirely new, having the language and formal 
understanding of the concepts has allowed 
not only my programs to succeed, but also 
for me to grow as an individual. The IFL is 
a fantastic program and it is actively being 
promoted within our organization.

The IFL is a great way to ensure that program 
curriculum and facilitation is meeting the 
learner’s needs. It is my humble opinion that 
all continuing education programs would 
benefit by analyzing their content and 
delivery for plain language usage and their 
ability to meet the learner’s essential skill 
levels.
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Momentum Self Employment Programs 
Business Plan Element #10  
Operations, Ownership and Management 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Objective:  Explain how you plan to operate the business. Explain your business structure 
and management plans. 
 
Link:  
 
Resource:   
 
Presentation: 
Narrative, approximately 2-3 pages double spaced. Respond to all of the questions. If any do 
not apply at this time, explain why.  
 
 

A. Operations: 
 
1. Production procedures. How does your customer get the product or service? How will 

you manage quality control? 
 

2. Import/export plan. 
 
3. Staffing. Describe your staffing needs. Discuss qualifications, salary range, any benefits 

(medical) and training. How do you plan to recruit your staff? This may include seasonal or 
part-time staff, contract-staff or subcontractors, or full-time employees.  
 

4. Major suppliers. Describe your preferred suppliers, include specific location information 
and what they supply. 

 
5. Facilities. Describe your place of business, including address, hours of operation, and 

whether the space is rented/owned/leased/subleased. 
 
6. Banking. Describe your banking arrangements including bank name, address, lending 

products, charges, fees and types of accounts. 
 
7. Invoicing and Collections. Describe your payment terms, invoicing procedures, any late 

fees or penalties, contract terms (suppliers and/or clients), and collections procedures. 
 

8. Inventory. What? How much? How often will it turn over? Real inventory or JIC (Just in 
Case)? Spare parts or production inventory?  
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Momentum Self Employment Programs 
Business Plan Element #10  
Operations, Ownership and Management 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
B. Ownership & Management 

 
1. Organizational Structure. Describe the operational positions in your business or create an 

organizational chart, if there are more than the key people mentioned below or more than 
two levels of personnel. 

 
2. Key Personnel. Describe name, position and primary responsibilities. Describe each 

individual’s unique skills. Give details of the compensation package (Salary, wages, 
benefits).  Include a resume and references in the appendices. 

 
3. Professional Support. Describe external people or businesses who will assist you in 

developing your business. These should include an accountant, bookkeeper, lawyer, 
business coach and computer support. Include contact information and address. If some of 
these positions are not yet determined, explain that the search for the support is ongoing. 

 
4. Legal Structure & Ownership. Are you a corporation, partnership or a sole proprietor? 

State the reasons for your choice. Name all owners and share distribution, if necessary. 
How much will the owners be involved in the operations? 

 
5. Business Implementation Plan. List the key events and milestones necessary for the 

start up of your business and a timetable for completion. Plan for the next 6 months. Do this 
on a separate page (a table format may be useful but is not required). This list may include 
significant elements of your financing plans, marketing plans and operational plans. 

 
 
 



Appendix B: Momentum  

Integrating Foundational Learning Phase II: Stories of change 38

Business Basics 30  
Operations 

What is the legal structure of your business? 

What licenses/permits do you need in place to operate? 

What kind of insurance do you require?  

What business supports do you need? (lawyer, bookkeeper, coach, etc) 

What method of payment will you accept? 

What is your refund/exchange/warranty policy? 
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Introduction
Momentum is a non-profit organization that 
partners with people living on low incomes 
to increase their prosperity and resiliency. We 
have three program departments: Business 
Development, Skills Development and 
Financial Literacy. Three program facilitators 
participated in the IFL Project. Each program 
facilitator has submitted their own impact 
story.

The StartSmart program assists families living 
on low and medium incomes with opening 
a Registered Education Savings Plan (RESP), 
receiving government grants, and accessing 
additional financial literacy programs. 
StartSmart consists of a one- to two-hour 
workshop in addition to follow-up support. 
Workshops are offered on-site at Momentum 
and at partner organizations across Calgary. 

The target population of StartSmart is 
parents who are low- to medium-income 
earners. This could include single parents, 
Aboriginal people, and recent immigrants 
within Calgary and outlying areas.

Foundational learning insights
After participating in the IFL Project, I 
now have a more solid understanding of 
foundational learning. For example, it is 
more clear to me why, at Momentum, we 
use particular tools such as plain language, 
interactive activities in our workshops, 

Case study

Momentum  
StartSmart Program

starting with basic concepts first, and 
staying with the learners until a concept is 
learned before moving on to another one. 
The IFL Project has given me the language 
and formal framework to understand how 
foundational learning is embedded into our 
curriculums. 

Before the IFL Project, I had general 
knowledge of essential skills and literacy. I 
thought about literacy as primarily reading, 
writing, numbers and using various tools that 
are available to help move our lives forward. 
Now I am able to clearly identify the essential 
skills and the complexity levels within which 
we are asking people to work.

There are two ways in which the project 
raised my awareness of foundational learners’ 
needs. My first learning was the importance 
of assessing where the learners are at before 
going into the workshop material. The 
second was to understand what essential 
skill complexity levels we are asking people 
to use. Ensuring this matches up is very 
important.

The mentorship experience was the key to 
implementing changes in my program. My 
mentor observed my workshop, reviewed my 
materials and registration forms, and gave 
me practical suggestions on how to make 
learning easier for my workshop participants. 
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Changes as a result of the  
IFL Project

Plain language

In my program, I have developed a webcast 
where participants can either review their 
learning from an in-person workshop or learn 
themselves if they are not able to make it in 
person to a workshop. My mentor reviewed 
this webcast and both commended the plain 
language we were using and suggested 
further changes. I was then able to explain 
to the funders of our program the reasoning 
behind the plain language wording and 
concepts that were used in the webcast. Also, 
I am now very intentional about word usage 
in promotional material.

Learner intake

Particularly for classes where the participants 
are English language learners, when I am able 
to, I will email the workshop registration form 
to the teacher beforehand so that they can 
spend time filling out the form.

Assessing learners’ needs

When we have our participants introduce 
themselves in the StartSmart workshop, I will 
ask them to share what they already know 
about the topic and what they hope to know 
by the end. I write down what they want to 
know and review it at the end to ensure they 
got what they wanted out of the workshop.

Facilitation

In the StartSmart workshop, I now do a group 
activity example so that the participants are 
able to practice what they have learned. I also 
involve the workshop participants in reading 
out a set of questions to a banker (me) rather 

than go through them by myself. Also, using 
examples throughout the workshop helps 
me to assess whether the participants have 
understood the concepts I’ve presented.

Learner impact
Since StartSmart is a one-off program 
where we only have participants in the 
class once, it is hard to say how the learners 
have been impacted compared to how 
the workshop was before. However, in our 
workshop evaluations, many people say that 
the information was presented clearly and 
many of our knowledge-based questions are 
answered accurately.

Working with a mentor
My mentor made the IFL classroom learning 
real and useful. My mentor observed my 
workshop, reviewed my materials and 
registration forms, and gave me practical 
suggestions on how to make learning easier 
for my workshop participants. Help with the 
webcast was particularly important for me.

The practical suggestions that my mentor 
brought to my attention were very helpful. 
It raised my awareness of how the workshop 
presentation and materials could be changed 
and allowed me to decide myself where 
it was best to make changes. Any time I 
had questions, my mentor answered them 
promptly and thoughtfully.
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Future planning
We are going to be changing the StartSmart 
program to include a StartSmart Facilitation 
Training program. Once the Facilitation 
Training Program curriculum draft is finished, 
it would be helpful to have my mentor review 
it.

Final thoughts
The IFL Project has helped our programs 
succeed further in meeting the needs 
of our learners. It has given us a deeper 
understanding of IFL concepts and the 
language to describe them. This helps 
our learners and ensures that facilitators 
continuously review and improve our 
curriculum. Many continuing education 
programs would greatly benefit by 
participating in this project. 

The IFL Project helped us at Momentum 
ensure that our programs are meeting 
our participants’ needs. It helped to clarify 
what we are already doing well, what we 
can improve to make things clearer for our 
learners, and how to create the optimal 
learning experience.
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Case study

Momentum  
Train the Trainer Program

Introduction
Momentum is a non-profit organization that 
partners with people living on low incomes 
to increase their prosperity and resiliency. We 
have three program departments: Business 
Development, Skills Development and 
Financial Literacy. Three program facilitators 
representing three separate programs 
participated in the IFL Project. Each facilitator 
has submitted their own program’s impact 
story.

Program description
Momentum provides community leadership 
through delivering Train the Trainer (T3) on 
Momentum’s published Financial Literacy 
curriculum. This builds the capacity of 
community-based agencies to increase the 
financial literacy of people living on low 
incomes. 

The T3 model includes two days of intensive 
instruction on Momentum’s curriculum 
and evidenced-based experience and 
best practices in delivering programs to 
individuals living on low incomes and/
or experiencing additional barriers that 
impact their ability to achieve a sustainable 
livelihood. 

In addition, the trained agency/ program 
receives licensing rights to use Momentum’s 
published curriculum, to copy the participant 
workbooks and have access to follow-

up support, including participation in 
Momentum’s Financial Literacy community 
of practice events. 

The community-based agencies typically 
involved in this program serve individuals 
who are experiencing barriers to financial 
literacy which impacts their ability to make 
changes in their lives. The T3 is delivered 
to the staff of these agencies. The staff has 
varied educational backgrounds from lived 
experience, to certificates, or degrees in 
some form of human service education. 

Foundational learning insights
Foundational learning is more than 
understanding the basic learning styles of 
visual, auditory and kinesthetic learners. It is 
more than the product of a person’s cultural 
upbringing and unique social experiences. It 
is universal in its application to all aspects of 
teaching – from writing curriculum content 
to facilitating any new information with an 
individual or a group.

The concept of foundational learning adds 
a new dimension to the delivery of training 
about Momentum’s curriculum. Now that I 
know and understand essential skills and the 
impact on an individual’s ability to learn, I am 
compelled to share this knowledge.

Significantly, I use essential skills knowledge 
as a quality improvement scan (evaluation) 
in all that I do – in my facilitation as well 
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as in the editing of our financial literacy 
curriculum. 

Our mentor provided a much-needed 
affirmation about my facilitation skills as well 
as new learnings about how to improve. The 
IFL training, besides the increased awareness 
and specific knowledge of the terms, 
provided a new way to market our curriculum 
training. We can emphasize, with confidence, 
how our curriculum addresses foundational 
learning skills and the relevance for all human 
service professionals so that they are aware of 
this dynamic in their work with others.

Changes as a result of the  
IFL Project

Plain language

We have used plain language as an editing 
tool in the last two edits of our curriculum. 
The plain language training occurred during 
our most recent edit. Plain language edits of 
the curriculum and participant modules were 
completed in September 2013. Even with 
previous plain language edits, there were 
opportunities to edit again. 

The T3 delivery has a participant evaluation 
that is to be completed at the end of the 
second day. In the spring of 2012, these 
surveys were reviewed and edited for plain 
language –questions were made shorter and 
white space added for answers.

Assessing learners’ needs

Initially, I thought assessing learners’ needs 
was only about affirming the usefulness of 
the ice breaker and group activities I use with 
the participants of the T3.

However, I have assessed my facilitation 
skills using the Essential Skills Framework 

and found that I have abilities at varied 
complexity levels. Therefore, I surmise that 
all the facilitators that participate in the T3 
training program are functioning at different 
complexity levels. I would like to incorporate 
this essential skills self-assessment for all 
facilitators who participate in Momentum’s 
future Community of Practice events. I feel 
this self-awareness will further enhance 
the facilitators’ ability to foster knowledge 
sharing and facilitate learning in a respectful 
and meaningful manner. 

Facilitation

I introduce and use the terms “plain 
language” and “essential skills” when 
discussing the topic of basic adult education 
principles. Also, when I review the facilitator’s 
guides of each of our FL curriculum modules, 
I emphasize the importance of doing the 
activities as outlined in our guides. Often 
staff will view the activities as a “fun” activity 
that is just a break from traditional teaching 
–i.e., presenting as much content as possible 
in the shortest time frame. I am now able 
to describe more clearly the benefits of 
the activities because they build the nine 
essential skills as well as financial literacy. I am 
now able to market and identify where the 
specific essential skills are embedded in the 
financial literacy curriculum.
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Learner impact
It is hard to determine if the staff participants 
recognize we have made changes. However, 
our T3 program has been continuously 
enhanced due to past participant feedback 
and to my new learning in the areas of 
literacy. For the most part, the agency staff 
all left the training feeling more empowered 
and confident in delivering financial literacy 
within their own agency and within their 
personal lives.

Working with a mentor
By example, our mentor taught me how to 
set boundaries in my own practice. She was 
always very clear as to what her role and our 
roles were in this project and she stuck to it. 
She was responsive to any queries, however, 
never passed any judgments or told us what 
was right or wrong. She was always saying” I 
am not the expert here in this program you 
are responsible for – you are the expert!!! 
“ She was gentle, persistent, encouraging, 
resourceful, reliable and knows how to have 
fun -- a great mentor because she walked 
beside us. 

There are many other tasks within our 
programs that often trigger distraction. 
Having a mentor who regularly checked in 
and helped keep the concept of IFL as our 
focus kept IFL as a priority for me throughout 
the last 15 months. I now screen all I do 
through the lens of IFL.

Future planning
I intend to incorporate the IFL concepts of 
essential skills and plain language into the 
community of practice events I develop for 
T3 participants. Since I do not see myself as 
an expert in this area, it would be lovely to 
have an expert resource such as our mentor 
or Calgary Learns to assist me in keeping this 
learning alive in my T3 program.

Final thoughts
My learning was enhanced because two 
other colleagues from within Momentum 
participated in this project at the same time. 
I believe Momentum as a whole organization 
benefited as the three of us represented 
three different programs.

At a personal level, the three of us had 
opportunities to work with each other 
that would not have normally happened – 
therefore it has increased our collaboration, 
teamwork skills and our personal relationship 
with each other.

The most significant new things I learned as a 
result of the IFL Project are:

• How to better describe and market our 
curriculum and T3.

• New facilitation tools and other 
facilitation resources.

• How to create and promote the activities 
that support financial literacy learning. 
For example, in our Banking Module, to 
bring in the actual documents and show 
the participants how to read them.

• I am not too old to learn more!!!!
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Introduction
The Calgary Drop-In and Rehab Centre 
(The DI) compassionately is ‘the voice’ for 
the marginalized, disenfranchised and 
homeless population of our city. Regardless 
of the circumstances leading to their current 
situation, The DI is of service, providing 
projects such as the Employment Services 
Training 3-Week Program to support 
individuals to move forward with their lives.

Initiated in the spring of 2005, Employment 
Services Training (EST) receives funding from 
the Government of Alberta in partnership 
with the Government of Canada to provide 
free training for low-income and homeless 
Calgarians to gain the essential skills and 
certifications needed for employment 
in today’s competitive workforce. The 
EST program takes a holistic approach to 
learning, providing workshops in Life Skills, 
Employment Strategies, Computer Skills, and 
16 Safety Certifications. The EST program is 
offered once a month to 14 individuals. The 
EST program is in high demand with over 50 
applications received each month. 

To be eligible for the program, learners must 
be between the ages of 16-65, have a valid 
Social Insurance Number, and self-identify 
as low income. This criteria results in a broad 
demographic of learners applying to the 
program. From single mothers who haven’t 
worked in over 10 years, recovering alcoholics 
who’ve held a job no longer than 3 months 

Case study

Calgary Drop-In and Rehab Centre  
Employment Services Training

at a time, to recent immigrants with Masters 
Degrees who cannot find employment 
because they have no Canadian work 
experience. This diversity creates challenges 
to facilitate content that both appeals to and 
enriches all levels of learners. 

Insights on foundational learning

Comparison of knowledge now vs. pre-iFL

Prior to participating in the IFL workshops, 
our definition of foundational learning would 
have been those skills learned as a child that 
all other skills build on, what we perceive as 
the basic skills of life. We now understand 
that foundational learning consists of the 
skills adults require to fully participate 
and thrive in life. Foundational learning 
encompasses levels beyond the most 
basic and must be adjusted based on each 
person’s skill set. 

The title of essential skills now provides an 
alternative name to the workshops we have 
long referred to as Life Skills. Essential skills 
is a more accurate definition as the goal of 
these workshops are for learners to develop 
stronger reading, writing, listening, speaking 
and thinking skills. In these workshops, 
learners also enhance their ability to interpret 
documents and work respectfully with 
others. 
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Raising awareness of foundational 
learners’ needs

The IFL Project gave us a newfound respect 
for the difficulty some learners face on a day-
to-day basis when navigating documents 
and communicating with others and gave 
us the tools to address this issue. Creating 
a user-friendly document requires more 
than just analyzing your choice of words. In 
fact, we learned that words and sentences 
had the least impact when creating an IFL-
friendly document. The context, content, 
and organization of the information being 
presented has a far greater impact on 
readability and comprehension. By being 
aware of our learners’ needs, we are now in 

a position to present a stronger and more 
concise message with our materials. 

Insights from IFL training and mentorship

Most of the work with our mentors was 
completed primarily with a staff member 
who is no longer with the organization, 
but the impact continues to thrive. Our 
mentors have been wonderful supports 
for us in the last few months as we sought 
a deeper understanding of the content 
and finished the initial IFL Projects. Their 
mentorship and guidance has allowed us 
to discover other ways we can utilize IFL 
training within the organization. 

Changes in our program as a result of the IFL Project
IFL project goals 

Literacy Assessment

(Given to all applicants of the 
3-Week Program. Passing 
grade of 60% to be eligible)

Develop a tool for accurately assessing the literacy level needed to 
enter the 3-Week Program

Use adult appropriate content

Take no longer than 30 minutes to complete

Application Form

(First step for clients to be 
considered for training)

Use clear and simple language to communicate training options

Reduce the number of clients who are confused by the application 
form

Improve quality of responses by organizing and wording questions 
better

Changes made as a result of IFL

Literacy Assessment

(Given to all applicants of the 
3-Week Program. Passing 
grade of 60% to be eligible)

10 questions developed from actual EST 3-Week program course 
material (see literacy assessment sample attached)

Short excerpts of text instead of two full pages

2 questions per excerpt of text 

Application Form

(First step for clients to be 
considered for training)

Where appropriate “you” was used in all instances

Contact information added at bottom of each page

Additional “white space” created on each page

Length of application reduced by 1 page for 3-Week Program
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Impact on learners

Literacy Assessment

(Given to all applicants of the 
3-Week Program. Passing 
grade of 60% to be eligible)

Content relates directly to the 3-Week Program

Confidence is boosted when learners pass test material that is similar 
to what will be done in the 3-Week Program

When a learner fails the literacy assessment, it is more reflective of 
their ability to succeed in the course

More learners are passing the assessment, reducing exclusion 
of capable learners based on an irrelevant and wordy literacy 
assessment about pandas! (see attached Zoo Fun sample document)

Application Form

(First step for clients to be 
considered for training)

Less questions about the application form even though our contact 
information is now clearly stated on each page

Higher application completion rate (less questions left blank)

Working with a mentor
The mentoring experience for our former 
instructor was invaluable because of 
the feedback received from the in-class 
observation of his teaching techniques. The 
advice given has now been ingrained into 
how our curriculum is delivered. 

For example, many of the life skills workshops 
were lecture-based and emphasized group 
discussion, providing very little support 
for visual or tactile learners. The addition 
of PowerPoint slides and Prezi, a multi-
dimensional presentation tool, in the 
classroom has added visual stimulation for 
those who learn better by reading. More 
interactive group exercises have also been 
added so that students are summarizing 
content and relaying it back to the group in 
their own words. 

Having a mentor present in the classroom 
provided insight on our teaching methods 
and allowed the curriculum delivery to be 
modified to suit all learners’ needs.

Thinking about the future
Even though our official involvement with 
the IFL Project is coming to a close, we have 
begun to plan for how we can continue 
to adapt and implement the knowledge 
and skills learned throughout the project. 
Currently the IFL methods are only being 
used in the Employment Services Training 
department at the Calgary Drop-In and 
Rehab Centre. 

The Program Coordinator and Marketing 
Specialist at Employment Services Training 
have met with the IFL mentors to develop a 
mini-workshop that will be used with staff 
members in the agency who are responsible 
for forms that clients are required to fill out 
to access services. This style of employee-
specific training was chosen over mass 
information sessions because it will have the 
most direct impact on clients and ensure 
one-on-one support for the staff member 
implementing the change. If there is broader 
staff interest, we would schedule a session for 
more staff members as requested. 
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Our mentors have been wonderful in 
providing support to develop the mini-
workshop. We also have long-term goals of 
re-evaluating all course content to reflect the 
principles of IFL content development. This 
will be a large undertaking and to achieve 
this goal in a timely manner we have applied 
for Canada Summer Jobs funding to bring in 
a student who will take on this responsibility 
from May-August 2014. 

Final thoughts
In closing, it has been an honour and 
privilege to participate in the IFL Project. 
It has had a significant impact on the way 
potential participants are screened for 
the program. Our application form is now 
formatted to emphasize context, content, 
organization and client-focused language. 

The most significant impact on clients and 
potential learners has been the new literacy 
assessment tool. Curriculum-oriented testing 
has given more learners the opportunity 
to be considered for the 3-week program 
because they are not being screened out 
by an irrelevant literacy assessment. The old 
assessment was not reflective of the skills 
an adult learner has compared to children 
at that reading level and was not a fair 
assessment tool. 

Overall, the experience has been 
empowering because we now have the 
tools and confidence to develop our own 
resources founded on the principles of 
literacy and essential skills. This will have a 
positive impact on the program, the learners, 
and the staff members. 
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Literacy	  Assessment	  –	  Two	  Sample	  Questions	  
	  

Answer	  the	  following	  questions	  by	  circling	  the	  best	  answer	  based	  on	  the	  article	  “Zoo	  
Fun.”	  
	  
1. What	  is	  this	  article	  mainly	  about?	  

a. Zoos	  in	  the	  United	  States	  and	  other	  countries	  
b. The	  sleeping	  habits	  of	  giant	  pandas	  
c. Two	  new	  pandas	  at	  the	  National	  Zoo	  
d. The	  Wolong	  Nature	  Reserve	  in	  China	  

	  
2. What	  can	  the	  reader	  tell	  about	  giant	  pandas	  from	  information	  in	  this	  article?	  

a. Pandas	  can	  live	  only	  in	  warm	  climates.	  
b. South	  American	  bears	  are	  also	  called	  pandas.	  
c. Pandas	  can	  be	  found	  only	  in	  nature	  reserves.	  
d. Male	  pandas	  probably	  grow	  to	  be	  larger	  than	  female	  pandas.	  
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Sample Literacy Assessment Questions- Please to not copy or distribute 

Read the following Job posting from Jobbank.gc.ca to answer Questions 1 and 2: 

Employer: The Calgary Drop-in and Rehab Center Warehouse 
Credentials (Certificates): Forklift Operator Certification 
Languages: Speak English, Read English, Write English 
Work Setting: Warehouse 
Vehicle and Equipment Experience: Dollies and hand trucks, Industrial lift trucks and forklifts  
How to Apply: By Fax: (403) 255-3380 or By E-mail: est.instructor2012@gmail.com 
Website: http://www.thedi.ca 

 
1.  Which would be the best way to apply for the job? 

a. In Person 
b. On the phone 
c. By E-mail 
d. By Mail 

 
2. Which of the following certificates would be most important to apply for this job? 

a. Excellence in Customer Service 
b. H2S Alive 
c. Forklift Operator Certification 
d. Standard First Aid and CPR 
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Introduction
The Calgary Public Library is an organization 
that values literacy and learning and strives 
to promote the importance of community 
participation through all that we do. The 
Library has a critical role as a community 
leader that connects people to each other, 
to services and to resources that assist, 
entertain, educate and inspire. 

The Calgary Public Library is home to more 
than 2.6 million items in 18 Library locations 
around the city, but the library is more than 
our collection. We are a community space, 
open for everyone regardless of background, 
education or income. Our vision, “A vibrant 
heart of a great city” and our Mission 
“Inspiring Life stories” are the essence of the 
Calgary Public Library.

Most recently, Launching a New Century of 
Service: The Calgary Public Library’s Strategic 
Plan 2012-2014, sets out a clear vision for the 
Library’s role in the 21st Century as a:

• Visible symbol of democracy
• Supporting learning and growth at every 

life stage
• Ensuring openness and universal access
• Community-builder, connector, and 

gathering place
• Champion of literacy in every form

The Calgary Public Library has established 
a successful tradition of innovative, barrier-
free and culturally sensitive programs and 
services. The work the Library accomplished 
through the Integrating Foundational 

Case study

Calgary Public Library

Learning Project (IFL) focused on how the 
Library works with foundational learners 
who are accessing our public programs and 
services. Two key training sessions were 
developed to build frontline staff capacity to 
deliver content in a way that was accessible 
to a wide variety of learners and in a way that 
was meaningful to the learner.

• Working with Diverse Adult Learners 
was held Wednesday, November 
20th from 9:00 a.m. – 12:00 noon in 
the Louise Riley Program Centre. This 
3-hour training was an introduction 
to the hands-on role of presenting 
and teaching adults with diverse 
learning backgrounds. It was attended 
by staff who provide tours, conduct 
training and orientation sessions 
with Library volunteers, and who 
deliver programming that is skills- and 
knowledge-development based. It was 
delivered by our mentor.

• How to Teach Adult Technology 
Programs was held Tuesday, November 
26th from 1:00 – 4:30 p.m. in the Louise 
Riley Program Centre. This 3.5-hour 
module was specifically designed for 
staff who teach technology programs 
for adults, either in-house or as part of 
the Digital Literacy in the Community 
program. It was attended by both new 
instructors, and long-time instructors. 
Our mentor and Library staff members 
delivered it.
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In addition to the staff training that was the 
focus of the project, an added outcome was 
an increased awareness of plain language. 
The attached newly revised pamphlets for 
Library Settlement Services, It’s a Crime Not to 
Read and Special Services shows the results of 
using plain language guidelines.

Insights on foundational learning
We have a better understanding and 
awareness of the complexity that makes up 
foundational learning and learners. We are 
more aware that seemingly simple tasks 
really involve layers of complexity and that 
essential skills are intricately intertwined with 
one another.

We learned how much we needed to know 
about essential skills and that there was a 
system-wide need for more information 
on this topic. The IFL sparked an interest 
in this topic and we took advantage of 
this opportunity and worked with Literacy 
Alberta to provide two essential skills 
training sessions to 40 library staff. This 
additional day-long training was a very good 
complement to the other two IFL training 
sessions and really helped solidify some 
of the essential skills content that was only 
touched on in the other training.

Previous to the IFL Project, only specific 
individuals or departments working with 
‘foundational’ learners discussed how 
we might integrate essential skills into a 
learner-centered approach to the practice 
and delivery of skills-based programs at 
the Library. The IFL Project gave us an 
opportunity to build awareness across the 
system with facilitators who may have an 
intuitive sense of what works, and now 
have a better framework to build on that 
experience. 

The project also provided a vehicle to 
reflect on both the intention and practice of 
program delivery for foundational learners 
that doesn’t always happen in a busy 
workplace. We knew learners had unmet 
needs, and now we have better tools to reach 
learners ‘where they are at’ in their learning 
journey.

Our mentor gave us insight into the 
following:

• The difference between content and 
delivery

• The KWL model (Know-Want to Know-
Learned)

• To refocus on learner-centered approach
• SMART goals
• New evaluation tools 

Changes as a result of the  
IFL Project
We have implemented plain language in the 
following areas:

1. Calgary Public Library Services for 
Newcomers web page, postcards and 
brochures were revised. These tools 
are used to promote programs in the 
community. (see attached)

2. Revisions were made to the public 
signage and self-directed module used 
by both staff and customers for the 
Accessible Library Experience (ALEX) 
computer workstations, which have 
adaptive technology for persons with 
disabilities, low literacy, seniors and ESL 
customers.

3. Revisions to the Special Services 
brochure for people with disabilities and 
those with limited mobility. These tools 
are used to promote programs in the 
community. (see attached)

http://calgarypubliclibrary.com/services/newcomers
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4. The “It’s a Crime Not to Read” brochure 
updated and revised. (see attached)

Assessing learners’ needs

We have integrated assessment techniques 
into the Teaching Technology Programs to 
Adults staff training module that staff can use 
‘on the fly’ in one-off programs. All Library 
programs will also be developing learner 
goals and outcomes in the future that will be 
used to evaluate the success of the programs. 

Instructors who attended the Working with 
Diverse Adult Learners and How to Teach Adult 
Technology Programs training report:

“I found the part in the session where we 
went over the five levels of computer skills to 
be particularly helpful. That discussion made 
me realize that a lot of standard tasks that 
you would think would only require level 1 
or 2 computer level experience are actually 
closer to a level 3 computer level. “

“It’s also important to take into consideration 
different learning styles when teaching. Not 
everyone has the same learning strengths, 
so try and cater to more than one learning 
style.”

“It reassured me that I was on the right path”

“Yes, I will make sure to focus on body 
language in order to tell when my learners 
are confused and when I need to bring down 
the difficulty level.”

“Yes! In a multi-week program like 
CyberSeniors, I now dedicate a lot more time 
to self-evaluation at the beginning and end 
of the class, to not only see where we need 
to go, but also to see how successful we were 
in getting there”

Facilitation

Many instructors who attended the IFL 
training noted the need to take time at the 
beginning of class to assess the learner’s 
levels and set SMART goals.

Other instructor feedback

“The training session instilled in me the 
importance of being patient, approachable 
and flexible when teaching. It’s important 
to go over concepts a few times and use 
real-world examples. Although it’s tempting 
sometimes to take over the computer 
mouse, don’t! You may have a lot of content 
to cover, not everything may be relevant to 
the customer’s learning goals. Make sure 
you find out what exactly it is they hope to 
accomplish by having a discussion at the 
beginning of the class. “

“The session reminded me of how important 
it is to take skill level into account when 
training people how to use and understand 
technology. It can be easy to forget how 
difficult technology can be for new users, 
especially when it is something that you 
yourself use quite frequently. Something that 
might seem quite obvious to one person 
might not come so easily to another.”

“I now have a better appreciation for how 
important it is to understand what level 
learners are at, and then make changes to a 
program accordingly.“

“These trainings have given me a good 
foundation on what methods to use when 
teaching adult technology modules. The 
training sessions reinforced the importance 
of having a discussion at the beginning of 
the class to find out the customer’s goals. 
Depending on the customer’s goals, not 
all the content may relevant or necessary 
to go over. Also, it’s important to check in 
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with learners throughout the program, 
review content, talk slowly, avoid jargon, use 
repetition, pair up learners when appropriate 
and be flexible.”

“My teaching objectives have become 
realistic; I adjusted them according to the 
SMART guideline and not according to the 
teaching module.”

“This training will allow me to be 
more knowledgeable in regards to working 
with people of varying tech knowledge.”

“Better understanding of the students’ skills 
and expectations of the class. Using different 
visual aids to help with different foundational 
learners.”

“I spend more time at the beginning of a 
program to establish what level students 
are at, and then try to focus the class on the 
areas that will best benefit the students.”

Content of programs

In the spring of 2013, Calgary Public 
Library conducted an evaluation of all 
our technology programs. As a result, we 
embarked on a complete overhaul of the 
design and content of the modules to create 
a flexible, yet consistent process for the 
development and delivery of technology 
training for adult customers. With this new 
process and format, library staff researched 
and wrote 38 new or newly updated modules 
in five key areas:

• Computer Basics
• Microsoft Office
• Careers and Small Business
• Social Media
• Adult Learning and Specialty

The finished product incorporated STOP 
features to determine existing understanding 
of content among learners, and optional 

activities to incorporate hands on learning 
when computers were available.

Evaluating learning

This continues to be a challenge in our one-
off programs, but as we move towards more 
project-based learning initiatives our hope 
is that we will be able to do more in-depth 
evaluations. 

One approach that has allowed us to mitigate 
the one-off nature of programs offered 
at the Library is the use of more informal 
evaluation throughout a program. Relying 
solely on summative evaluations at the 
end of a program or class measures learner 
satisfaction exclusively, and does not indicate 
whether or not the participants have learned 
something new or enhanced their skills. 
Informal evaluation during a class can inform 
the delivery of content on the fly and provide 
participants with more opportunities for 
active learning. 

Many instructors identified SMART goals as 
a key learning from the staff training. It is a 
customized measurement tool to evaluate 
success on a case-by-case basis. At the 
end of the program there is an immediate 
measurement of which goals were achieved, 
which provides tangible reference points for 
successes and challenges.

In addition, all staff teaching in the 3rd 
floor Learning Lab at the Central library 
are being asked to talk to participants 
about how the technology sessions have 
impacted something in their lives, or what 
they would do better or differently. This is 
something new we are asking of staff, but 
also of customers who are having a difficult 
time communicating impact. Some recent 
examples:
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“I can now send PowerPoint presentations 
with photos and captions to my daughter 
that lives in another country.”

“I can now use Canada 411 to find family 
members.”

“I can now open the internet on library 
computers, and understand the difference 
between Yahoo, Google and Bing.”

Other changes

We are investigating new ways of training 
staff and volunteers working with 
foundational learners. The training that 
resulted from the IFL Project will become 
ongoing training for library staff. The content 
will be instrumental in continuing to build 
frontline staff capacity to deliver content to 
foundational adult learners in a variety of 
program settings and has been built into our 
work plan for 2014.

In addition, the Library created a new 
Literacy and Learning Advocate position 
in Adult Programming. We see that as a 
positive commitment to learners, including 
foundational learners, in the future.

Impact on learners
Staff involved in the IFL Project at the Library 
have a great deal of influence over the 
development, staff training and supervision 
of learning programs, but we do not always 
facilitate ourselves as we have 18 locations 
and rely on many individuals to meet 
demand. This ‘distance’ from learners and 
the fact that the new staff training was held 
in December gave us a limited time to gather 
evidence of any changes. This is definitely 
something that is ‘in progress’ and will 
continue into 2014. 

Asking staff to incorporate new processes 
is a journey that takes time. We are working 
with staff to provide outlets for customer 
feedback in multiple ways. Evaluation 
forms, SMART goals, and conversational 
feedback all play a role. As mentioned in the 
evaluation section, all Learning Lab staff are 
being asked to talk to participants about 
how the technology sessions have impacted 
their lives, or what they would do better 
or differently. This provides an outlet and 
framework for participants to give feedback 
in a unique way that will in turn help us 
identify impact. 

Working with a mentor
The training was immediate and seamless. 
Having our mentor’s content for staff training 
initiatives was the impetus for us to create a 
bundled package of training that met budget 
and time constraints while filling knowledge 
gaps. 

Our mentor was also very receptive to 
hearing and incorporating our ideas for 
making the content relevant to Calgary 
Public Library program subjects and 
situations. This allowed staff to see the 
immediate tie-in and connections. 

It is exceptional that we were able to put a 
package of excellent training together in 
less than 5 months. The training was critical 
to raising awareness of the integration of 
foundational learning system-wide, and our 
learners will benefit far into the future as the 
discussion continues. 

Our mentor’s flexibility was critical to our 
success. Her background knowledge was 
invaluable in creating training that met the 
needs of the Library. The goal of our project 
was to build the capacity of frontline library 
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staff to work successfully with foundational 
learners. Without our mentor’s knowledge 
and expertise, this training would not have 
developed in such a seamless way.

Thinking about the future
Essential skills will play a huge role in the 
development of our skills-based programs in 
the future. We are also looking at enhanced 
staff training and programs in this area. The 
training developed in the IFL Project will 
continue. Additional staff will benefit from its 
content in future.

It would be helpful if we could have 
assistance from ‘experts’ or mentors in 
reviewing content for programs and 
consultation around developing supporting 
documents.

Final thoughts
One IFL participant’s anecdote: 

“During the IFL Project timeline I have been 
in three different roles in my organization, 
and we ‘lost’ two of our IFL team. I think 
this speaks to the challenges we face as 
workplace learners and the difficulty in 
finding the resources within and without to 
enrich our professional practice, regardless 
of how much we may want to learn! I heard 
about IFL at a Calgary Learns event and was 
inspired by what the other organizations 
were saying about their experiences with 
the project. Then at a subsequent event I 
heard IFL might be offered again, and my 
colleagues and I were all interested in taking 
advantage of this opportunity. Although it 
was a big commitment I was excited to take 
part and pleased our organization chose to 
support us. 

I was actively involved in assisting people 
with disabilities to use adaptive and assistive 
technology. When we had to revise our 
orientation manuals for customers, it was 
helpful to use learning from the IFL training 
in my work. It made me think about how 
ALL of us learn, and that regardless of our 
education or experience, there may be areas 
where we are still ‘foundational’ such as 
digital literacy. In my new role at work, I will 
focus on skills-based programs for all adult 
learners in my organization, and this will be a 
considerable challenge as we have to address 
the needs of a range of diverse learners with 
complex learning journeys. I thought I knew 
about adult learners, but being part of IFL has 
shown me I have much more to learn about 
how we learn and use our skills. In the wider 
context, this experience has reinforced my 
belief that we need time for reflection and 
opportunities to learn and practice new ideas 
in a supportive community of adult learning 
practitioners, both inside and outside our 
organizations.”

The most significant things we learned as a 
result of the IFL Project are:

• The difference between content and 
delivery

• The KWL model (Know – Want to Know – 
Learned)

• The importance of a learner-centered 
approach

• SMART goals and realistic teaching 
objectives

• The importance of getting to know what 
level the learner is starting at

• Reinforced plain language guidelines



Appendix D: Calgary Public Library

Integrating Foundational Learning Phase II: Stories of change 61

Post training feedback

How did the training session you 
attended increase your understanding of 
how to work with foundational (lower skill 
or literacy level) learners?

“The training session instilled in me the 
importance of being patient, approachable 
and flexible when teaching. It’s important 
to go over concepts a few times and use 
real-world examples. Although it’s tempting 
sometimes to take over the computer 
mouse, don’t! You may have a lot of content 
to cover, not everything may be relevant to 
the customer’s learning goals. Make sure 
you find out what exactly it is they hope to 
accomplish by having a discussion at the 
beginning of the class.” 

“I have implemented the Scaffolding 
strategy in a couple of classes, in-branch and 
outreach, by providing support in a linear 
fashion and withdrawing it in reverse thus 
confirming that the new skill/knowledge was 
transferred successfully.”

“The session reminded me of how important 
it is to take skill level into account when 
training people how to use and understand 
technology. It can be easy to forget how 
difficult technology can be for new users, 
especially when it is something that you 
yourself use quite frequently. Something that 
might seem quite obvious to one person 
might not come so easily to another.”

“Our first workshop talked about the essential 
skills to teach technology to adults and how 
to present the class to all kinds of learners 
(VAKT). I also liked the ‘steps in teaching a 
new skill to adults.’”

“With CPL staff facilitating, we learned 
how to get the learning goals of our 
customers, their expectations and their 

input before the delivery of the class and 
how to modify the content to make the 
class more meaningful based on customers’ 
learning goals. We also discussed the top 20 
technology tips and three technology classes 
with different challenges. We have to discuss 
some strategies to overcome their challenges 
in group.”

“I now have a better appreciation for how 
important it is understand what level learners 
are at, and then make changes to a program 
accordingly.” 

How do you think this training will impact 
programs you deliver?

“These training have given me a good 
foundation on what methods to use when 
teaching adult technology modules. The 
training sessions reinforced the importance 
of having a discussion at the beginning of 
the class to find out the customer’s goals. 
Depending on the customer’s goals, not 
all the content may relevant or necessary 
to go over. Also, it’s important to check in 
with learners throughout the program, 
review content, talk slowly, avoid jargon, use 
repetition, pair up learners when appropriate 
and be flexible.”

“My teaching objectives have become 
realistic; I adjusted them according to the 
SMART guideline and not according to the 
teaching module.”

“This training will allow me to be more  
knowledgeable in regards to working with 
people of varying tech knowledge.”

“Better understanding of the students’ skills 
and expectations of the class. Using different 
visual aids to help with different foundational 
learners.”

 «I spend more time at the beginning of a 
program to establish what level students 
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are at, and then try to focus the class on the 
areas that will best benefit the students.” 

Did the training change how you assess 
learners’ needs once they are in the 
program?

“I found the part in the session where we 
went over the five levels of computer skills to 
be particularly helpful. That discussion made 
me realize that a lot of standard tasks that 
you would think would only require level 1 
or 2 computer level experience are actually 
closer to a level 3 computer level.” 

“It’s also important to take into consideration 
different learning styles when teaching. Not 
everyone has the same learning strengths, 
so try and cater to more than one learning 
style.”

“It reassured me that I was on the right path.”

“Yes, I will make sure to focus on body 
language in order to tell when my learners 
are confused.” 

“Yes! In a multi-week program like 
CyberSeniors, I now dedicate a lot more time 
to self-evaluation at the beginning and end 
of the class, to not only see where we need 
to go, but also to see how successful we were 
in getting there.”  

Any other comments or stories you would 
like to share?

“Thank you for offering these training 
sessions. Please offer more like this in the 
future.” 

“I now make a conscious effort to avoid 
negative statements, not only in teaching, 
but in general, among my colleagues at 
work...and it feels great!” 

“I only wish that this training could have been 

offered sooner as it was a very useful class.” 

“It was a great training session, with many 
hands-on discussions about the subject.”

Comments from evaluation forms

Comments from evaluation forms: 
working with diverse adult learners

“I would like to hear other particular 
experiences in facilitating techniques when 
delivering to small groups.”

“I would like to attend this session again in 
the future to reinforce learning.”

“Give participants access to content and time 
to think about it before presentation.”

“The facilitator is very good at getting the 
whole class involved.”

Comments from evaluation forms: 
teaching adult technology programs

“This was too short to absorb everything 
being said. I would like more time for 
interacting with other library staff who 
have more experience teaching technology 
programs.”

“Liked the amount of participation. The 
most relevant part for me was group 
brainstorming. All day training would be 
better that included more case studies that 
reinforce thinking outside the box.”

“Can’t wait to try some these ideas in my 
future classes.”

“Please make it longer and allow for more 
discussion time.”

“Very informative. Learned lots of great 
technology tips.”

“The practical examples were a very good 
way to learn, so thank you. Liked the group 
work.” 
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Introduction
The CanLearn Society for Persons with 
Learning Difficulties, formerly known as the 
Calgary Learning Centre, was founded in 
1979 by concerned parents who couldn’t 
understand why their talented children were 
underachieving in school. Until 1996, our 
organization focused solely on providing 
psycho-educational assessments and 
interventions for children, youth and adults 
with learning and attention difficulties. 
Research findings in 1996 indicated that 
young children living in or near poverty 
who grow up in homes without books or 
much conversation lose out on some critical 
learning opportunities and many never 
fully recover. Because of this research, we 
started providing family literacy services to 
families in Calgary’s most disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods.

Our assessment/intervention services and 
family literacy work complement each 
other as they acknowledge the fact that 
some difficulties in learning (e.g. ADHD) are 
neurological while others emerge as a result 
of environmental disadvantages such as 
poverty, language barriers, lack of resources, 
etc. CanLearn’s mission statement to create, 
use and share knowledge to remove learning 
barriers and support lifelong learning reflects 
the unique nature of our organization. 

Case study

CanLearn Society  
Essential Skills for Families:
Helping parents meet the challenges of everyday living

CanLearn family literacy programs 
in the IFL Project
Magic Carpet Ride Program brings parents 
and children together to play and learn 
together. The goals of the program are:

• To help parents strengthen their 
knowledge of child development

• To enhance parents’ ability to 
support their children’s early literacy 
development

• To help children build their early literacy 
skills

• To strengthen the essential skills of adult 
family members

• To promote and support parents’ and 
children’s life- long learning

Learning Starts at Home Program works 
with families who have difficulty accessing 
services in the community. A program 
facilitator visits the family once a week for 12 
weeks. The program teaches parents about 
child development and early learning, and 
connects them with community resources.

CanLearn approach to family 
literacy work
We believe that any literacy work that 
supports parents in their efforts to make a 
better life for their families is family literacy. 
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Family literacy means much more than 
parents reading bedtime stories or helping 
children with their homework. It is as much 
about teaching parents to fill out child care 
subsidy forms as it is about teaching them to 
talk, read, play and sing with their kids. 

CanLearn family literacy curriculum is learner-
centered. In the traditional curriculum model, 
the teacher identifies what is to be covered 
in a course before coming into contact 
with learners. Our family literacy curriculum 
emerges through interaction with learners. 
Its main characteristics are:

• Listening to find out what is important to 
families and to involve adult learners in 
developing the program content

• Modelling activities, teaching by showing 
rather by telling

• Creating space for participants to learn 
from each other

• Facilitating literacy and essential skills 
work related to the themes/concerns 
that emerge (e.g. vocabulary, writing, 
communication, technology, etc.)

Rationale for participation in  
the IFL Project
Family literacy programs belong to the 
field of adult education as well as to early 
childhood education, but they are often 
viewed mainly from the perspective of early 
childhood education.

At CanLearn, we have always done the 
“frontline” family literacy work based on 
the awareness that parents must tackle 
many different tasks and responsibilities 
in order to maintain a safe, healthy and 
stable household. CanLearn family literacy 
practitioners have skillfully incorporated 
activities into the program sessions to help 

parents develop skills that will enable  
them to:

• balance a budget, 
• prepare nutritional meals, 
• provide housing, 
• make sure that children receive necessary 

medical care, 
• advocate for a child’s education, 
• and numerous other day-to-day 

challenges in addition to the activities 
that build parents’ capacity to support 
their children’s early learning.

However, this important aspect of the work 
we do with families has been only vaguely 
reflected and referred to in our program 
goals – they were primarily focused on 
parents’ involvement in supporting their 
children’s early learning and development. 
Consequently, many valuable adult learning 
outcomes that occurred during the program 
have remained hidden and unacknowledged. 

The IFL Project offered us a valuable 
opportunity to start closing this gap. 
It helped us uncover and identify that 
strengthening the essential skills of adult 
family members is an intentional goal of our 
work.

Changes as a result of the  
IFL Project
With the support of our mentor and through 
a collaborative staff exercise, we answered 
the question, “What essential skills do parents 
need to raise a child?” 

• First, we identified everyday essential 
skills that are relevant for families and 
created a Parent Essential Skills Profile 
(attached)

• Next, we highlighted the skill needs that 
we already address in our current work. 
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• Last, we identified what else we could/
should be doing and how. There is a lot 
of work to be done in the future with the 
“how” piece. CanLearn family literacy 
staff is pleased to share a few examples 
(attached) and is committed to continue 
developing intentional strategies for 
embedding the nine essential skills into 
our family literacy programming.

Uncovering and identifying the goal of 
strengthening essential skills of adult family 
members has enabled us to develop and 
incorporate intentional learning activities to 
help us achieve the goal.

Impact on learners
Learning just a few basic essential skills often 
can provide a foundation for many seemingly 
complex day-to-day challenges. For example, 
learning time management skills can help 
a parent do a better job getting the kids 
ready for school, paying the rent when it is 
due and getting to work on time. Parents 
can and must learn skills to help them meet 
challenges of everyday life before they can 
be expected to create a home environment 
conducive to learning and support their 
children’s literacy development. 

It is difficult for parents and caregivers 
to admit that basic tasks many of us do 
daily, such as balancing a checkbook, 
making appointments, doing the laundry, 
preparing meals, or obtaining medical 
care when necessary, are a struggle. 
Embedding essential skills into family literacy 
programming will help families successfully 
meet challenges of everyday living.

 “This project has made me realize something 
important. We know that strong oral 
language is the foundation for the future 

reading success of children; they will 
have a hard time learning to read without 
strong vocabulary and both expressive and 
receptive language skills. Similarly, parents 
with limited essential skills will have a hard 
time learning and applying family literacy 
behaviours we are trying to teach them; 
they just won’t stick…if we focus on parent/
child activities only, we are missing the true 
meaning of family literacy.” (staff member)

Working with a mentor
 In keeping with the participatory approach 
of the CanLearn family literacy programs, our 
mentor supported us in a non-directive way. 
The mentor and the staff learned from each 
other rather than the mentor telling staff 
what to do. 

In a collaborative process, we identified 
communication, using language to 
communicate thoughts, ideas and opinions 
to others, as the first essential skill to 
consider. Our choice was guided by our 
belief that the characteristics of a learner’s 
communication in everyday life provides a 
literacy practitioner with the first insight into 
that learner’s functional literacy level. 

Most everyday tasks and all relationships 
require an ability to communicate. The 
importance of communication skills for 
family functioning cannot be overstated. 
Knowing how to share feelings, express 
opinions, make requests, be assertive, and 
disagree without arguing are skills parents 
need to know and practice in order to get 
along with their children and to function in 
the home, on the job, and in the community. 

The ability to communicate successfully 
involves knowing more than the meaning 
of words and how to combine them in 
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sentences. It involves knowing how to use 
language to interact with others by giving 
them messages that are informative, to-
the-point and fitting to the occasion. It also 
involves relating our use of language to that 
of other people. 

Our family literacy staff have identified the 
following communication challenges as 
some of the issues they encounter in their 
work with parents:

• Talking to someone in authority
• Talking to people you do not know
• Making phone calls
• Active listening
• Asking others for opinions
• Making a request
• Being assertive
• Stating expectations
• Saying “no” to children
• Giving an instruction 

Our mentor has developed and facilitated 
several training workshops to address the 
identified training needs and supported the 
process of translating what has been done 
in the workshops into practice. Working with 
our mentor was effective and meaningful as 
it provided the staff with opportunities to:

• Share positive instructional strategies 
and activities for building essential skills 
of adult foundational learners

• Pose and discuss challenges 
• Discuss how the training content of the 

IFL workshops could be adopted for use 
in every day work with families

• Identify topics for future training 
workshops that focus on integrating 
essential skills into family literacy 
programs

Thinking about the future
We have identified the topics that we would 
like to consider in the future. 

Housing – the family needs to find different 
housing:

• Finding housing
• Signing a lease or rental agreement
• Getting utility services started
• Notifying others of a change of address
• Health Needs – children/parents’ 

physical or mental needs are not being 
adequately met

• Recognizing medical needs
• Obtaining medical advice
• Keeping medical appointments
• Understanding health insurance
• Administering medication
• Keeping track of medications
• Getting a child immunized

Money management – the family has 
difficulty maintaining a budget or managing 
its money:

• Setting up a budget
• Monthly budgeting
• Opening a bank account
• Saving money
• Paying a bill
• Making a late payment
• Paying off a debt
• Shopping for bargains
• Accessing financial assistance and other 

available resources
• Understanding and using credit 

appropriately 
• Being a wise consumer
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Finding resources for your family – the 
family is socially isolated and lacks support 
from others:

• Making friends
• Deciding who to ask for help
• Developing a social support network
• Getting involved in community activities

Nutrition – parents have difficulties meeting 
children’s nutritional needs:

• Choosing appropriate foods for babies, 
toddlers and preschoolers

• Shopping for groceries
• Preparing a meal
• Storing food

Managing stress – a family member has 
difficulty dealing with stress:

• Engaging in self-care activities
• Getting physically active
• Asking for help
• Immigration Experience
• Culture
• Personal histories/reasons for 

immigrating
• Educational issues such as prior 

educational experiences
• Employment and workplace issues
• Family issues: men and women’s roles

Final thoughts
Adult and family literacy are so often viewed 
as distinct fields and treated in isolation 
from each other. They have developed their 
own programs, practitioners, training and 
community. It is time for the adult literacy 
and family literacy communities to influence 
each other. It is our belief that the IFL Project 
has opened the door to exploring the endless 
possibilities for strengthening learning 
outcomes of adult foundational learners.
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 Communication: Essential Skill for Parents 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 Hello, this is Kim.  
  Hello, my name is Kim Wong 

(more formal).  
Date, Time of Day and Reason for Calling 

 It's ten in the morning. I'm 
calling to find out if ... / to see if 
... / to let you know that ... / to 
tell you that ... 

Make a Request 
 Could you call (phone) me back?  
  Would you mind...? / 

Leave Your Telephone Number     
 My number is.... 
  You can reach me at....  Call me 

at ...  
Finish  

 Thanks a lot, bye.  
 I'll talk to you later, bye 

Phone Conversation Challenges 

Have you ever had problems understanding 
native English speakers on the telephone? 
This is for a number of reasons: 

 People speak too quickly 

 People don't pronounce the words 
clearly 

 You can't see the person you are 
speaking with 

Tips 

 Ask the person to speak slowly 

 Do not say you understand if you do 
not; ask the person to repeat until 
you have understood 
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Essential Skills Profile       

Parent 

Developed by the staff and program participants of CanLearn’s family literacy programs 
Magic Carpet Ride and Learning Starts at Home 

Introduction 

Essential Skills Profiles developed by HRSDC describe how workers in various occupations use each of the key 
essential skills. They include a brief description of the occupation and examples of tasks that illustrate how each 
essential skill is applied. 

 “Job” Description 

Parents are responsible for daily operation of household as well as ongoing care of children in the family. Work is 

required 7 days per week, 365 days per year. There is no vacation time or sick leave built into the role. There is a 9-

month training period in which a parent receives limited preparation for the job.  The hands-on duties initially 

include feeding, bathing, changing diapers and soothing the baby. As the child grows, parents are required to 

attend to additional responsibilities in order to facilitate growth and developmental transitions of a newborn, a 

toddler, a preschooler, a school-age child, a preteen, a teen and a mature young adult.  

Essential Skills Required:  

A. Oral communication 
B. Reading  
C. Writing 
D. Document use 
E. Numeracy 
F. Thinking Skills 
G. Technology 
H. Working Together 
I. Continuous Learning 

 

A. Oral Communication 
 Interact with children to facilitate oral language development: listening, speaking, vocabulary 

and general knowledge 
 Interact with other family members: active listening, expressing feelings, asking others for 

opinions, apologizing, stating expectations , making requests, saying “no”, negotiating, praising, 
showing appreciation 

 Interact with service representatives when purchasing items, enquiring about prices or hours of 
operation 
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 Speaking with service representatives to identify cost-saving opportunities in the area of 
household expenses such as the mortgage, insurance, utilities, car-maintenance 

 Talking tor partner, to other new parents and to professionals about any concerns  for yourself or 
the child 

 Make phone calls to doctors, dentists, school, playmates, etc. 
 Initiate, follow up and/or attend  appointments  

B. Reading 
 read books and stories aloud to the children to facilitate language development  
 read various parenting books, magazines and newsletters to stay up-to-date on child development 

issues, such as nutrition and discipline  
 read notes brought home from school or child-care 
 read recipes for preparing meals 
 Read instructions to administer medicine  
 read health or medical books, to look up the symptoms of a child's illness and determine what action 

they should take 
 read a variety of household management materials such as service contracts, bills, instruction 

manuals, product labels 
 

C. Writing 
 Support children’s  efforts in learning to write 
 Keep a grocery list, adding items to the list 
 Keep a family calendar 
 May keep a journal to record the care of children 
 May write notes to school or child care 
 May write letters/notes to service providers  

 
D. Document Use 

 Read signs, labels or lists. 
 Complete forms by marking check boxes, recording numerical information or entering words, phrases 

or  sentences  
 Read tables, schedules or other table-like text  
 Fill our applications (example child-care subsidy, passport application) 
 Read assembly drawings (e.g. those found in service and parts manuals) 
 Read and sign service contracts, agreements, consent forms, etc.; making sure that you understand 

financial and legal obligations 
 

E. Numeracy 
 Prepare and manage family budget 
 Calculate cost-saving opportunities for the family 
  Pay for groceries when doing the shopping 
 Pay bills  
 Calculate the cost of various activities, such as pool admissions or transportation   
 Take an ill child's temperature  
 measure ingredients when preparing food  
  Preparing estimates (examples: groceries, Christmas lists, orthodontist bills and birthday 

presents) 
 Support children’s learning of math  
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F.  Thinking Skills 
 

a. Problem Solving 
 Select and engage children in  developmentally appropriate  activities to ensure optimal learning and 

development  
  Find ways for siblings of different ages to play together, without the older ones getting bored or the 

younger ones getting frustrated.  
 Deal with children fighting, often over a toy. They determine the best course of action, considering 

the seriousness of the situation, and how to discipline the children, if appropriate 
 Figure out how to deal with a sick child  
  Multi-tasking and  set priorities and meet deadlines (e.g., feed the baby, make breakfast, make beds, 

wipe juice off the floor, get everyone dressed, put lunch in the crockpot, find 4 coats and 8 mittens, 
tie 6 shoes, let the dog out and change a load of laundry all before leaving for an 8am doctor 
appointment) 

 Deal with temper tantrums, meltdowns, mood swings at home and in public  

 
b. Decision Making 

 decide what to feed the children for lunch and snacks 
 decide on the most appropriate activities to do with the children 
  decide whether to administer medicine or consult a doctor when a child becomes ill 
 when a child is injured, decide if a child's injuries are serious enough to warrant examination by a doctor 

c. Critical Thinking 
 

 Consider and analyze the sources of parenting information and advice (examples: who provided this 
information? Why/ is someone trying to sell a product or point of view?) 

 Consider  and analyze marketing messages of products and services 
 Consider self-care aspects of raising children (example: sleep deprivation during the first 2-4 years) 
 Identify housing needs such as location, size, access to services, and layout of the home and explore 

housing options 
  
 

F. Technology 
 Internet research: educational toys, child development information, parenting advice, safety 

recalls, free family events, family support resources  
 Digital skills: paying bills on-line, filling out applications online, communicating through e-mail, 

social media, texting 
 Establishing a balance between screen time and face-to-face family activities 

 
G.Working Together 

 
 Recognizing the importance of teamwork in a family 
 Deciding on roles and responsibilities for each family member 
 Discuss disagreements 
 As children grow, spending time together as a family 
 Listening when children have problems and questions 
 Talking with children, not at children 
 Setting reasonable expectations for children’s behaviour 
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 Explaining to children how to play work and share together and giving them opportunities to 
practice skills such as taking turns and solving problems together 

 
G. Continuous Learning 

 
 Raising children is learning experiences that none of us have trained for. Parents have an ongoing 

need to engage in many types of adult learning.  Parents can best help their children succeed 
with learning when they themselves have strong essential skills and when they have support and 
encouragement for their own accomplishments as parents, adult learners and workers. 

 
What We Learned through This Process? 
 
Many skills that adults use to manage their household and raise their children are exactly the same as the skills 
people use in the workplace; they are just applied to different circumstances; skills that parents develop through 
participation in family literacy programs are transferable. 
 
 

 Helping parents learn strategies for managing the household budget will build their financial planning and 
numeracy skills 

 Knowledge and skills parents need to be able to help their children’s learning and development through 
everyday life activities are not that different form the communication and team working skills needed in 
the workplace 

 Learning how to deal with  temper tantrums is excellent preparation for dealing with difficult people 
  Being able to get children to school or program on time is translates in to the skills of prioritizing 

workload and working to deadlines.  
 Parents’ awareness about their skills is the first step towards career-oriented goal setting. Awareness 

builds confidence which translates into a belief that they can be successful in a career. This is the first 
“stepping stone” for many adults to consider furthering their literacy skills and starting a new learning 
journey. 

 
Developing the parent essential skills profile has helped us resurface the essential skills embedded in the program 
curriculum and enhance our understanding of the power of family literacy approach to adult learning. 
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Introduction
The mandate for our agency is to fund 
research and to enhance the quality of life of 
those affected by Multiple Sclerosis (MS).

As members of the Client Services team, we 
wanted to have a better understanding of 
adult learning and incorporate more plain 
language into our programs. 

The Client Services department provides a 
variety of different services: 

• Information and referral 
• Support counseling
• Support groups
• Friendly visiting
• Family programs
• Advocacy
• Special assistance funding
• Recreation programs
• Social events
• Education programs 

Our primary clients are men, women and 
children with MS and those closest to them, 
such as their family, friends and caregivers. 
We also serve healthcare professionals, 
volunteers, sponsors, donors, members and 
the general public. 

Calgary & Area Chapter

Case study

Multiple Sclerosis Society

Our program
For the purposes of the foundational learning 
project, we focused on our core education 
programs. These programs are designed 
to educate individuals about what MS is, 
symptoms and symptom management, and 
living with MS. We chose to focus on one 
specific program “Understanding MS.” This 
program is for people with MS and their 
family and friends – anyone who is affected 
by the disease.

Our insights on  
foundational learning
When we started this project, we quickly 
realized that we didn’t fit the typical “mold” 
for adult learning. Our education programs 
are not designed to assess or teach essential 
skills or literacy and it wouldn’t be feasible 
for us to take this task on. We understand 
that we likely have embedded skills in our 
programs; however, the focus of our material 
is to teach people about MS. 

We are mandated to provide set information 
to teach individuals about MS. This 
information involves medical terminology 
specific to multiple sclerosis. When people 
register for our programs, we assume our 
adult learners are coming to us with basic 
literacy skills already. 

In addition to making assumptions about our 
adult learners, we know that our clients may 
come with additional barriers to learning that 
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stem from having been diagnosed with a 
chronic illness: fear, anxiety, depression, etc.

As well, our learners may have any or all of 
the following primary symptoms of MS, all of 
which could affect someone’s ability to learn:

• Chronic fatigue
• Cognitive challenges
• Problems with vision
• Chronic pain

We recognize that these barriers and 
symptoms can impact listening and attention 
span, and that we have to create our 
programs with all of these things in mind.

Even though we felt that we didn’t fit 
the mold for the IFL program, we greatly 
benefitted from the additional training as 
neither of us have a background in adult 
education. We found it made us more aware 
of techniques in our education presentations 
that help to keep our audience engaged. As 
well, we try to be more aware of the different 
learning styles and incorporate these into our 
presentations whenever possible. 

The information around plain language was 
incredibly valuable for marketing materials. 
The different evaluation techniques help us 
to ensure we are getting the feedback we 
need not only for funding, but to help us 
improve future presentations.

Changes as a result of the  
IFL Project
Added more visual props to presentations

• Large sticky notes for questions
• Flip charts with diagrams for medications
• More visual examples of how symptoms 

impact the body

Increased number of check-ins with learners 
to ensure that they understood the subject 
matter.

Tried a variety of evaluation tools used to 
help increase feedback.

Made minor changes to language in 
PowerPoints to ensure plain language where 
appropriate.

Attempted to incorporate more plain 
language into promotional materials. At 
times this is difficult as many promotional 
materials are beyond our control.

Initial contact was made by phone with 
registrants to assess their expectations and to 
help insure appropriateness. We learned that 
there are limits to this if clients are unwilling 
to disclose where they are at with the disease.

Learner impact
The only feedback we receive is through the 
evaluation given at the end of the program. 
The feedback from evaluations is positive 
overall and clients indicated they had their 
learning needs met. 

Our learners really appreciated that while we 
have a PowerPoint presentation that includes 
more of the technical medical information, 
we also incorporate practical examples. 
Whenever possible, we try to provide a visual 
aid to demonstrate what is going on with the 
disease or how the medications work. They 
liked the fact that there were two facilitators 
and the real life stories.
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Working with a mentor
It was good to have constructive feedback 
on our facilitation skills. They provided us 
with tips and tricks on presentation skills 
and engaging the audience. They provided 
feedback on the layout and time frame 
for the program. Due to time constraints, 
we probably didn’t use our mentors to the 
extent we could have, even though they 
made themselves very available to us.

Thinking about the future
Because we are not able to change the 
content of our presentations, we will focus 
more on the delivery. We will incorporate 
both visual ways of describing what is 
happening to the body, as well as using 
examples or stories that will help learners 
understand.

We will also put more thought into how long 
we expect our learners to pay attention to a 
presentation we are giving and how much 
information we want to provide in one 
session. While it may not be as cost-effective 

to break a program into 3 separate sessions, 
we are expecting a lot of our learners to take 
away everything from one long session.

Unfortunately, we have limited control over 
many of our print materials, our website, etc. 
We continue to work with our colleagues 
throughout the province. 

Final thoughts
We gained a greater awareness about what 
the term plain language actually meant. 
We can’t change the medical terminology 
but there are ways that we can present the 
information in a more user-friendly way, i.e. 
bullet points, diagrams, etc. 

We learned a variety of different and creative 
new ways to design and deliver evaluations. 
That will help us to collect a broader range of 
feedback about our presentations.

As a whole, we gained a lot of new 
information and techniques on how to 
deliver better programming for adult 
learners. 
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MS Society 
Education Evaluation  

 
Please fill out the following evaluation and demographic information.  
 
Sex Male  Female   

I am Person with 
MS  

Family  
member  

Friend  Professional 
 

Marital 
Status 

Single  Married / 
Common Law 
 

Widowed  Other  

Type of MS RRMS  SPMS  PPMS   NA   

Time Since 
Diagnosis 

0-2 years  3-5  years  6-10 years  11 + years  

Age 13-19  20-40  41-60  61-80  
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MS Society Education Evaluation 
Understanding MS Session 
 
1) On a scale of 1-5 please rate your current knowledge of MS? 

 Poor 
 Fair 
 Good 
 Very Good  
 Excellent 

 
2) As a result of attending this program I feel I have increased my skills to cope 
with MS? 

Yes No   
3) As a result of attending this program I feel I have increased my knowledge of 
programs/services available to me/family members? 

Yes No   
4) Did this program meet your needs? 

Yes No   
 
5) On a scale of 1-5 please rate your knowledge of MS after attending this program 

 Poor 
 Fair 
 Good 
 Very Good  
 Excellent  

 
6) Please rate the Presenter’s of today’s session 

 Poor 
 Fair 
 Good 
 Very Good  
 Excellent 

 

7) Any additional comments?  
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Appendix G: Canadian Mental Health Association Calgary Region

Introduction
The Canadian Mental Health Association 
(CMHA) Calgary Region provides a leisure 
and recreation based program (L/R) to 
assist our adult clients in recovery as they 
transition to community. Foundational skill-
based learning through leisure recreational 
activities facilitates wellness and enhances 
confidence. 

As our learners journey through our program 
activities, they demonstrate enhanced 
proficiency in using foundational literacy 
skills. They regain previous skill levels and 
gain proficiency with new life strategies. 
All increase their independence as they 
become more independent thinkers, with 
greater self-awareness and more effective 
communication strategies in interacting 
with their peers. These enhanced abilities 
combine to create increased self-esteem and 
decreased anxiety and isolation. All graduates 
are more able to function comfortably and 
capably in a team environment. 

We acknowledge the importance of 
continuous learning by providing ongoing 
Peer Mentor training to those learners 
desiring to volunteer in the program and 
support others’ learning processes.

Case study

Canadian Mental Health Association 
Leisure Recreation Program

Insights on foundational learning
Our involvement with the IFL Project enabled 
us to explore the community transition 
process for our clients though a skill-based 
lens. Prior to our involvement with the 
project, we viewed our transition process 
from a client readiness perspective. This was 
too subjective and difficult to define. From 
a skill-based format, we can now create 
indicators of success to structure movement 
from one level of L/R to another until 
transition to community is complete. 

Informing our clients of new opportunities 
to learn and practice skills meant part of 
this project was to redesign our monthly 
newsletter. We strived to provide a pictorial 
feature for each type of activity. Our pictures 
demonstrated people doing the activities 
and showed the places the activities would 
be happening. 

The feedback we received, especially from 
new attendees, was that they felt more 
motivated and curious about trying new 
things and going to new places. The way the 
newsletter narrative described the activities 
appealed to the participants’ desire to 
rediscover their interests and abilities. Written 
in plain language, our newsletter reached 
more clients and more clients became 
involved in our programming for the first 
time. 
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Program (essential skill) based 
insights
(student reflection – summer student in 
coordinator role provided August 2013)

Activity – starter level 

Our leisure recreation (L/R) model, where 
everyone new to the program begins at 
starter level, is effective as activities in the 
starter level are to break the ice, help people 
feel more comfortable in groups, encourage 
people to try new things, and begin building 
trust and accountability. By requiring 
participants to telephone to sign up for 
activities, they are practicing and fortifying 
communication skills. 

Long-time clients of L/R are also welcome 
to attend. This is beneficial to the group 
because those members are able to model 
acquired skills, encourage others to try new 
things and branch out into the community. 
New members will do more if they see others 
doing it. The essential skill of Working with 
Others is practiced more effectively the 
longer clients interact at this level. They also 
retain this skill more effectively by teaching 
others what they have learned and why it 
remains important to them.

City navigation skills are essential as 
participants explore all areas of the city. This 
includes reading a bus schedule, planning, 
and time management skills. These skills 
are required just to be successful in riding 
public transportation. If the activity is off-site, 
the group meets at the program location 
and rides public transportation together. 
Successful community transition involves 
continuous learning of these community 
navigation skills. 

Essential skills needed to transition to the 
next activity level – mid-range 

Comfort level:
• Being out in public (attending a walk 

might give better indicator than an 
onsite activity as it is in public)

• Interacting with others ( new and 
established)

• Building a trusting relationship 
(exchanging contact information to 
connect in the community outside of L/R 
programming)

• Confidence (to share personal insights, 
opinions and feelings)

• Engaged body-language (eye contact, 
physical distance, vocal tone, volume)

Completion of desired tasks and outcomes:
• Follow through with commitment
• Timing (arrived on time, remained for 

duration)

Desire to set new goals to advance skill level
• Program coordinator encourages client 

to try a few more starter activities, this 
time with them being mindful that in 
order to participate in mid-range they 
need be more consistent, sign up, come 
on time etc….

As it stands right now, the transition to mid-
range is a bit ambiguous and varies from 
person to person. 

Example: Below is an example of someone 
who is ready to transition into a mid-range 
activity: (summer student perspective)

A client is ready for mid-range activities when 
they:

• feel and show comfort getting to and 
from starter activities.

• are accountable by calling to sign up for 
activities and communicating with the 
coordinator.
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• feel at ease most of the time during 
leisure rec activities (some anxiety is 
normal and it would be unrealistic to 
ask people to feel totally relaxed before 
being mid-range).

• are familiar with the processes and 
routines of activities (ex. when the 
summer student went for the first walk 
it was a new route to them, but some 
members of the club knew where to 
go without being told or led, they were 
showing the summer student the way).

• know what to expect at activities and are 
beginning to take leadership roles they 
should already be in mid-range.

Potential challenges 
• People who are ready to transition may not 

want to because they want to stay in their 
comfort zone.

• It requires self-awareness on the client’s 
part to self-monitor readiness; at the starter 
level, it may take a bit more support from 
staff. 

We are working on a self-monitoring tool 
that clients can access and use to track 
their skill development. They will be able to 
provide feedback and request feedback from 
others as needed. We find participants have 
difficulty absorbing positive feedback so this 
will take practice.

The mid-range group activities provide the 
environment for continued learning and 
practice to enhance interpersonal skills, 
leisure recreation knowledge and confidence. 
Mid-range programs include activities that 
are longer in duration and more involved, 
such as out-of-Calgary activities for lunch 
or coffee, the Zoo, Spruce Meadows, and 
beginner hikes within the city.

The third and final level prior to transition to 

community is the experienced level. These 
activities/groups are for participants who 
have been attending regularly and show 
commitment to their program goals. Just 
like the mid-range groups, the experienced 
groups are not based on the amount of time 
spent in Canadian Mental Health programs, 
but rather the clients’ ability to consistently 
demonstrate essential life skills, comfort and 
fit in group settings, and goal commitment. 
These activities include any of the above 
activities within starter and mid-range 
groups plus any out-of-town activities, such 
as going to Banff, snowshoeing, hiking and 
picnics in the mountains.

Movement within these groups is based 
on goals set by the individuals and the 
evaluation of the Leisure Recreation 
Coordinators. This movement can be to a 
new level or return to a previous level. There 
is no limit to the amount of time someone 
can attend each stage or the program. Once 
goals are reached, transition is encouraged 
and planned. 

Independence
It takes independence to take transit or 
arrange transportation to get to activity. 
In addition, once the activity begins there 
is a good chance that the big group we 
start with will break off into smaller groups. 
This can cause anxiety for some people. 
However, overcoming this anxiety is part 
of the program and is a good environment 
for participants to learn to be more flexible, 
which is a very useful skill to have outside of 
the program in the community. 
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Leadership 
At the start of mid-range activities, we ask 
participants what they want to do so that 
we can make a plan. At mid-range, we 
encourage and expect clients to express their 
interest in doing certain activities as part of 
the group conversation. 

For example, at the zoo, we sat down at the 
café. Those who wanted coffee or a drink 
got one, and then we asked what people 
wanted to do that day. Ideally, this is where 
participants start to brainstorm ideas on what 
the day is going to look like. Some do share 
their thoughts and ideas while others don’t 
and just agree with everyone else. 

Leadership can be difficult to self-monitor 
because often people have this image of a 
leader as someone who is literally leading 
and steering a group in a certain direction. 
There are more subtle ways to show 
leadership and perhaps it would be beneficial 
to remind clients of some of them. 

Upon closer examination of our program and 
essential skills content, we identified that we 
deliver the following:

• Through observing and viewing, 
participants learn to interact with others 
in a more positive and meaningful 
way. Mentoring and modeling through 
activity-based play is essential to skill 
development.

• In order to reintegrate into the 
community, people with mental health 
issues must blend in. We call this 
normalizing. Our group learning process 
helps reduce the stigma people with 
mental disorders often feel. Thus, we 
do not focus on specific disorders and 
symptoms. We aim to change behaviours 
and thinking that will enable others to “fit 
in” by feeling a sense of belonging. 

• Building trust in oneself and others 
is important in order to be open to 
learning.

Project reflection
We enjoyed our experience with our mentor; 
she is an experienced and gifted mentor. She 
enabled us to place greater value on the work 
we do. We hold her in great esteem as she 
consistently demonstrated a keen passion 
for her role. She provided authentic feedback 
following her immersion in the activities with 
our participants. 

She also provided us with insight into 
our newsletter redesign. She suggested 
several enhancements, which has increased 
its readability and increased participant 
participation in several activities. We post our 
L/R newsletter online. This has given us the 
opportunity to receive ongoing feedback 
regarding its effectiveness.

It is our wish to apply for additional, more 
diverse funding now that the Canadian 
Mental Health Association Calgary Region 
provides two quality essential skill-based 
programs. These programs knit together the 
essentials of recovery and vocational success 
in the community. We have witnessed many 
life-changing experiences while walking 
beside the participants (clients, volunteers, 
and staff) in those programs. It is our hope to 
diversify from our current funding streams to 
place great emphasis on recovery skills. It was 
a privilege for CMHA staff to be mentored by 
such extraordinary professionals. 
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