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Preface

Literacy or basic skills instruction for the workplace is a new and
evolving field of practice for trairiers, program planners and other
partners in business, industry and education. With the growing gap
between workplace demands and workforce skills increasing, there is
now a need to ensure that employees with basic skills deficiencies have
education and training opportunities. Exactly how to go about this endeav-
our has been an area of concern for both employers and union leaders alike.
Basic Skills in the Workplace is a response to this need. It is a useful
resource and day-to-day practical guide for developing and implement-
ing workplace programs. These include programs for workers who
must confront a wide range of reading materials and adapt to a chang-
ing workplace now dominated by new technology, processes and pro-
cedures.

This boouk contains important and detailed information on basic skills
training under which is presented four majc. themes: understanding
the need for workplace literacy, identifying workplace training needs,
examples of practice in workplace basic skills training and discovering
approaches for program development. Together the different chapters
provide a roadmap for initiating, designing and implementing pro-
grams for workers who do not have the basic skills needed for our
emerging workplace.

Basic Skills for the Workplace speaks to this growing need for partner-
ships among business, industry and education that must be forged to
ensure the worker’s gainful employment, the extension of each per-
son’s potential and the future viability of our economy. Under one
cover, practitioners can now find all of the essential resources needed to
build literacy training. Over twenty-five experts from Canada, United
States and United Kingdom write about their experiences in develop-
ing, delivering and assessing workplace basic skills programs as well as

discussing and highlighting the major issues and trends within the
field.
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Introduction

Over the last few years there has been a growing awareness that a high
percentage of our workforce do not possess the rudiments of basi:
skills now required for a changing workplace. Demographic transi-
tions, employment shifts, rising skili requirements and workplace
technology appear to be some of the factors associated with this loom-
ing ‘skills gap’. Nonetheless these same factors are now providing
unique training challenges for employers, unions, workers and govern-
ments. As can be expected, different countries have responded to this
need for a highly skilled workforce in a variety of ways. For example,
some countries have developed workplace literacy and basic skills
training strategies rooted in the philosophy of partnership building.
However, due to resources, motivation behind the training and occupa-
tional demands experiences in workplace literacy has differed signifi-
cantly from country to country.

Underlying these experiences, there seems to be a common set of
questions and concerns that is frequently raised by practitioners when
speaking about workplace literacy and basic skills training - questions
like - How should I start up a workplace literacy partnership? What
literacy skills serve as a foundation for the higher level technical skills?
How do linvolve the worker in developing the training program and at
the same time meet the needs of the company? What are the best
instructional and assessment techniques to use? It was the nature of
these types of questions that evoked the need to find out how countries
such as Canada, United States and United Kingdom have developed,
delivered and assessed w urkplace basic skills training. It was thought
that by describing these different accounts, valuable lessons could be
learned by both the novice and experienced workplace trainer.

In this book, the editors have tried to capture something of the richness
of this experience by inviting a wide range of practitioners and analysts
to share their expertise on four major areas of workplace literacy. In
PART 1, Understanding the Need for Workplace Literacy, the reader is
asked to reflect on why besic skills training has become an issue in our
society. Definitions, types of partnerships and values inherent in work-
place education help provide the type of foundation required before an
effective approach io building basic skills can be formed.
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PART 2, Identifying Workplace Training Needs, discusses a number of
approaches for focusing on specific types of needs in basic skills pro-
grams. Practical information on how to set up a workplace literacy
program, approaches toward worker testing and methods for identify-
ing and developing job-related materials are some of the topics pre-
sented in this section.

What really makes workplace literacy such a dynamic field is the
diversity of vractice which is the central theme of PART 2, Examples of
Practice in Workplace Basic Skills Training. Although by far not ex-
haustive, this section attempts to describe a number of programs which
have moved from basic conceptual questions to actual design and
delivery of service to workers and trainees.

PART 4, Discovering Approaches for Program Development, provides
a framework in which programs can be examined with a view to
benefiting from the growing body of knowledge which is accumulating
inthe field of practice. Where to find useful resources, targeting materi-
alsand instructional strategics for specific groups and evaluating work-
place literacy programs are su.ne of these new ideas highlighted in the
section.

The reader will notice that some of the chapters in this book are similar
in content. This was done deliberately. The editors believed that by
asking individual authors to share their own experiences on a topic the
result would be a rich and varied type of reading based on opinions
drawn from a unique set of workplace circumstances. The fact that
these are diverse opinions about the same topic depicts the real nature
of this evolving field. As well, the reader will also cbserve a wide range
of writing styles in the book. Each author has a distinct voice which the
editors have sought to preserve rather than opt for some kind of
conformity in style and presentation. This will explain, in part, the
interchangeable use of words throughout the text such as workplace
literacy for basic skills training, learner for student and trainer for
instructor or service provider, to naame a few.

Any pioneering attempt to br’..g together a collection of writings on a
new subject hasits limitations. Such is the case in this book. Basic Skills
for the Workplace does not purport to represent all current views or
practices but does try to capture a ‘snapshot’ of the field. The editors
realize that there are many exemplary workplace programs that es-
pouse a partnership building philosophy, especially in the United
Kingdom, and the United States that do not appear here. In addition,
given that we are in the embryonic stage of this new practice znd the
time censtraints of the manuscript project, certain topics such as the
effectiveness of computer-assisted learning in workplace litera: v pro-
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grams and the identification of research needs have not been addressed
in this book.

Basic Skills for the Workplace is intended for a diverse range of readers.
First, it is a useful day-to-day resource for people who actually deliver
workplace literacy and basic skills training such as trainers, instructors,
union stewards, adult educators, tutors and other types of service
providers. Secondly, it can provide a practicai guide for people who
pian or support workplace training such as administrators, front line
managers, union personnel, counsellors and consultants. In addition,
it can provide helpful information for those people it business, indus-
try, education and government who are searching for a starting point to
improve the basic skills of our workforce. Finally, another group who
willfind the book useful are graduate students it the discipline of adult
education who may be relatively uninformed about the field. It will
provide them with a starting point as well, for developing a critical
analysis of issues in basic skills education,
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Introduction

Workplace literacy initiatives emerge from a great many vary-
ing situations and working environments. The processes
which businesses, lebour unions and educators utilize to
identify basic training needs and to devise solutions which
will suit the specific requirements of their workforce will of
course, differ depending on factors as diverse as the size of the
business, the extent to which it has an active union, and the
degree to which new processes and technological changes
have been introduced.

What is required in all cases however, before an effective
approach to building basics can be formed is an understand-
ing by all possible stakeholders - business, labour, educators,
the voluntary sector - of why workplace literacy has become an
issu¢ in our society. Understanding the need for workplace
literacy in a broad sense, which goes beyond the confines of
one specific workplace or industry, will provide the necessary
context for literacy initiatives in the workplace. Part 1 provides
that context.

In Chapter 1, Eunice Askov and Betty Aderman present the
history of workplace literacy, showing that it has solid roots
reaching back several centuries. They also deal with some of
the definitional aspects of workplace literacy to show that it
has many facets and varying manifestations. The partnership
of business/labour/industry and unions with educational
partners is seen as the major aspert differentiating workplace
literacy programs from other adult literacy 2pproaches.

In Chapter 2, Kennieth D. Hart outlines the main findings of a
Conference Board of Canada study on literacy in Canadian
business. He shows that identifying the problem and develop-
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ing policies for resolving it do not necessarily go hand inhand.
Only one third of the firms who had identified the problem
had developed policies to resolve it. The chapter presents the
challenges faced by employers and employees alike in coming
to terms with literacy deficits, and provides a perspective on
how business views basic skills - a perspective which could be
useful to other businesses trying to augment their under-
standing of workplace literacy.

In Chapter 3, Paul Jones analyzes some of the approaches to
defining adult literacy attainment which have emerged from
various Canadian studies and surveys. He shows how these
have contributed to a greater understanding of the dimen-
sions of workplace literacy needs, concluding with recom-
mendations for key stakeholders.

Glenda Lewe examines the dynamics of workplace literacy
partnerships in Chapter 4, discussing major aspects of part-
nership building and showing how each partner adds a vital
element to a successful literacy initiative. She presents several
workplace literacy program models, each based on a different
type of partnership. Tais chapter can aid business, labour and
education service providers to better understand the need for
workplace literacy partnerships and how to choose a model
that suits their own requirements.

Paul Jurmo tells us, in Chapter 5, that there is “no quick fix".
He discusses a number of key “lessons learned” from the
workplace literacy experience of the United States, making a
solid case for workplace literacy programs. But he also makes
it clear that the area is complex, with many decision points
along the way for those attempting to move from need to
realization.

In Chapter 7, James Draper shows how understanding values
in workplace education can stimulate appropriate workplace
literacy responses. He discusses five philosophical orienta-
tions and their relevance to workplace educational programs,
indicating how the values of educators and trainers are re-
flected in their daily language and behaviour.
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Part 1 concludes with Audrey Anderson’s assessment of the
role that the funding application plays in workplace literacy
program development. She shows how the understanding of
a community’s demographics and labour market trends serve
not only to establish the need for workplace literacy in general
but also to point the way toward specific approaches which are
attuned to community realities.




Chapter1

UNDERSTANDING THE
HISTORY and DEFINITIONS
OF WORKPLACE LITERACY

Eunice N. Askov and Betty Aderman

ABSTRACT

The history of workplace literacy in the United States is traced,
showing the tension which still exists today Letween spe<ific skills
training and more global education. The definition of workplace
literacy is broad, allowing for multiple approaches to instructiun.
The distinction between workplace li‘eracy and other community
adult literacy programs, regardles. of locatiin, is whether or not
instruction is designed by the partnership of business/industry
and/or unions with educational providers.

History of Workplace Literacy

Industrial workplace literacy is not a new issue. Its history
dates back at least 200 years. A look at this history allows us to
see continuity in the development of services to meet business
needs and involvement of governments and unions in work-
place programs.

Improved work performance has been an explicit goal of
workforce literacy programs since worker education programs
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8 Askov and Aderman

bagan in the eighteenth century. Debate over what kinds of
instruction foster motivation and productivity has raged for
200 years.

When the Sunday school movement in the 1790s extended
reading instruction to the English working class, one literacy
provider attempted to assure employers that her program was
not designed to disturb the social system. “My plan of instruc-
tion is extremely simple and limited. ... I allow no writing for
the poor. My object is not to make them fanatics but to train up
the lower classes in habits of industry and piety” (Simon,
1980).

The nineteenth century was a period of strong development of
worker education. In the 1820s, the Franklin Institute in Phila-
delphia and selfhelp worker groups advanced viorkers’ edu-
cation to include a mentally vigorous approach. Mechanics
learned science concepts to acquire “an understanding of the
principles which underlay their work - an understanding
which would elevate manual occupations, so that workers
would find fuller satisfaction in their labours and the work
itself would be improved” (Eurish, 1985). In the 1870s, sec-
ondary school vocational education programs began. Corpo-
rate schools were established to teach immigrants the English
Language and American culture as well as technical and spe-
cialized courses. Today, the ‘'mentally stimulating’ or concep-
tual approach to literacy instruction is again reconimended
over a more mechanistic approach as employers seek workers
who can engage in creative problem solving and who can
understand and manage complex technical equipment.

The recent upswing in workplace literacy activities began in
the 1960s. Companies offered ABE/GED services on-site, and
unions offered instruction to members as a union benefit. Job
Corps and CETA (Comprehensive Education and Training
Act) were established by the federal government to provide
training and basic skills instruction for persons seeking em-
ployment. Business and unions established a cooperative pat-
tern in operating Job Corps programs from the beginning.
Since 1967, the Appalachian Council (a nonprofit organizat-
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ion governed by AFL-CIO presidents in the 13 state Appala-
chian region) has contracted with Job Corps to provide out-
reach, vocational training, and job placement services for
disadvantaged youth ages 16 to 22.

The federal yovernment funded basic skills education through
the ABE/GED program beginning in 1964. Also during this
time two national literacy organizations, Laubach Literacy
Action and Literacy Volunteers of America, were organized to
provide literacy programs on a community basis (Mendel,
1988).

Evaluation of employment-directed basic skills programs
stressed establishing realistic goals, business/industry work-
ing in cooperation with unions to meet business needs, and
lessening reliance on pre-packaged programs (U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor, 1963-1978).

In the early 1980s, comnplex changes in the global economy
affected the United States. The U.S. economy shifted from a
manufacturing to service-oriented industries. (Naisbitt, 1984).
This resulted not only in a loss of jobs but also in a dynamic
change in the nature of job skills. Business, facing growing
international competition, retooled for increased productivity.
New technology displaced workers from jobs geared to mini-
mal literacy skills. A gap emerged between job requirements
and workers’ literacy skills. Workers were required to adapt to
a new work environment. As a stop gap measure, business
and industry pushed for training and job-aids that minimized
reading, writing, or math. Increased training of hourly work-
ers was required for workers to learn new procedures and to
operate new technology. Instructors and supervisors respon-
sible for training often found themselves helping employees
with math or reading (Torrence and Torrence, 1987).

Although workforce literacy was becoming an increasingly
important issue, few providers had resources to deliver com-
prehensive workplace programs. Limited funding and lack of
cooperative planning seriously restricted efforts. Needs were
expanding, but federal funding for adult basic education was
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10 Askov and Aderman

not. Few private industries allocated resources for in-house
literacy prcgrams. In 1985, private firms spent an estimated
1% of their training and education budget on basic skills

(Carnevale, 1986). Some local literacy providers developed
programs in cooperation with business and industry in an
effort to increase businesses’ share of basic skills funding.
Diverse kinds of agencies offered ABE/GED teacher-led-in-
struction or volunteer-based tutoring programs. However,
lack of community-wide coordination or effective pooling of
resources was a major weakness of program efforts (McGraw,
1987).

Partnerships between unions and business in planning pro-
grams increased. JTPA (Job Training Partnership Act), which
replaced CETA, was structured to equalize authority between
public and private sectors. JTPA mandated that both business
and union representatives serve on local Private Industry
Councils (PIC’s) (Job Training Partnership Act, 1987). In 1982,
a collective bargairiing agreement between the United Auto
Workers and the Ford Motor Company established a model for
union-management cooperation to provide funding for train-
ing and education of displaced and employed hourly workers.

Workplace Literacy Today

In the past, agricultire, mining, and labour-intensive manu-
facturing supplied the bulk of jobs. Today, ‘at risk’ workers are
losing: their place in the labour force because of increasing
requirements (Mendel, 1988). Few jobs remain that don't re-
quire training and even fewer are predicted for the future.
New jobs require new and diverse skills, training, and in-
creased investments of training time.

Thetextile industry is a good example of how redesigned work
requires worke: retraining. Operator jobs are becoming more
demanding - ause operators responsible for reducing
‘down-time’ u. expensive equipment must understand the
production process (Berryman, 1988a). Many factory jobs now
involve reading computer screens to monitor production.
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In many service industries, front line workers determine and
match customer needs to available services. This requires
systematic and abstract knowledge about the company’s serv-
ices, communication skills to diagnose needs in a question
and answer format, and the ability to use information pre-
sented in charts and graphs (Berryman, 1988 b).

More jobs in the future will require higher levels of education.
In the late 1960s, more than 40% of all jobs were held by high
school dropouts. Today, less than 15% « . all jobe are held by
dropouts. (Mendel, 1988). By 1990, it is predicted that the
majority of new jobs will require post secondary education or
training. Today’s middle-level skilied jobs will be the least-
skilled jobs in the future Johnston and Packer, 1987).

Workforce Literacy as an Investment

Workforce literacy is an investment in developing human re-
sources. Labour market needs fora literate workforce cannot
be met without upgrading skills of long-term employees and
new hires. American workers are becoming middle-aged. By
the year 2000, the average age€ of the workforce will increase
from 36 to ) years and 51% of the population will be between
35 and 54 years old. Because the labour pool is growing more
slowly than at any time since the 1930s, most of the workers
(more than 75%) for the year 2000 are employed now (John-
ston and Packer, 1987).

In the United States approximately 27 million adults qualify
only for jobs requiring less than a 4th grade reading level; 18
million adults who can read material up to 8th grade level have
trouble with “types of information presented in mid-skill level
jobs;” an additional 27 million adults who read above 8th
grade level need training to “read and understand technical
manuals” (Merz, 1988).

The number of young adults who work directly after high
schoo! will decrease by the year 2000. According to the Bureau
of Labour Statistics, workers under age 25 will decrease from
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12 Askov and Aderman

20% to 16% of the labor force. In addition, the U.S, military is
expected to draw at least 30% of eligible male high school

graduates and a growing numbe= of females (Johnston and
Packer, 1987).

Many entry level young adults do not have adequate basic
skills for the workplace. A recent national survey of young
adults, ages 21 to 25, showed that although most (95%) could
read and write sufficiently to perform simple one-step tasks,
they were less able to complete complex tasks. Educationally
disadvantaged youth have the Jeast developed skills (Merz,
1988). Employers will find this important because 299% of
entrants into the workforce will be young adults from educa-
tionally disadvantaged minority groups, By the year 2000,
16% of the workforce will be adults from minority groups
(Benezky, Kaestle and Sum, 1987).

An estimated 450,000 immigrants enter the U.S. each year. {f
this rate continues unchanged, half of the net population gain
through the year 2000 will come from immigration. The impli-
cation for the workforce is far reaching. Immigrants often have
low English reading skills. Based on a 1982 reading compre-
hension survey the Bureau of the Census estimated that of the
17 to 21 million adults designated as illiterate, 379% spoke a
non-English language at home (Johnston and Packer, 1987).
According to a report released by the National Council of La
Raza, 22% of all adult illiterates in the United States are Latino.
Of all adult Latinos in the United States, 39%-49% are not
literate in English (U.S, Department of Education, 1986). An
additioral problem is that 1.ew English speakers vary in
schooling and literacy in their native language.

Current Needs

Current resources meet only a small amount of need. Al-
though communities « : « ABE/GED and volunteer literacy
programs, programp  pation is low. For example, in the
South in 1986, slightly more than one percent of the undere-
ducated population received a GED or high school diploma.

Few workplace programs are in place. Almost 400 businesses
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responded to the 1988 Human Resources Survey, conducted
by the Pennsylvania Chamber of Commerce. Of these, 38%
indicated that they offered educational programs to employ-
ees within the last ten years. Of the companies who offered
educational programs, 68% offered postsecondary level; 7%
offered GED Training (grades 9-12); 5% offered Adult Basic
Education (grades 5-8); 4% offered Basic Literacy (grades 0-4);
and 3% offered Englishas a Second Language.

Government programs have increased. The U.S. Department
of Education has offered several rounds of competitions for
Workplace Literacy Grants, a specially appropriated competi-
tion requiring a signed partnership agreement between busi-
ness/industry and the educational provider. Likewise, the
U.S. Department of Labour, Employment and Training Ad-
ministration has awarded numerous grants for workplace lit-
eracy demonstration projects. The Department of Labour also
supports the National Mentor Network, including a newslet-
ter and conferences, to provide technical assistance to work-
place literacy programs. Furthermore, there is a new trend in
higher state appropriations for adult literacy. In states such as
Pennsylvania, Virginia, Tennessee, and Mississippi, substan-
tial statewide public or private appropriations for adult liter-
acy programs have been introduced in the last few years. West
Virginia, South Carolina, and North Carolina provided 100%
matching of federal dollars (Mendel, 1988). In Pennsylvania
and Illinois, for example, the State Department of Education
has made workforce education a major focus of program
funds and has funded projects to develop basic skills curricula
for prevocational or vocational occupations as well as funding
programs to provide basic skills services to business and
industry.

Literacy Screening

Literacy screening as a prerequisite to training has become
more prevalent in vocational education. Vocational programs
use 8th or 9th grade level reading and math scores as the cut-
off for entry into technical training, Beginning in July, 1988,
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JTPA service delivery areas have beer; required to screen new
participants for reading skills, Anyone who scores below a 7th
grade level or refuses assessment is required to enroll in a
literacy program. Unions are concerned about the job threaten-
ing aspects of literacy assessments and new training require-
ments for job holders. Educators have pointed out the need to
coordinate JTPA-basic skills instruction and vocational training,

Literacy screenings are becoming an important factor in ob-
taining employment and promotions. The Office of Employ-
ment Security (Job Service) offers a screening service for
employers. Employers contract with the Job Service to admin-
ister the General Aptitude Test Battery (GATB) to job seekers.
Test scores are made available to (he employer and kept on
permanent file with the Job Service. GATB test items measure
cognitive, perceptual, and psychomotor aptitudes. Use of
GATB testing has increased greatly since 1986 when the VG
scoring method was introduced to predict job performance
based on GATB scores. In Pennsylvania alone the number of
persons tested has grown from 7,000 persons a year (before
1986) to current jovels of approximately 50,000 persons a year.

With increased testing, concern has grown about the general
policy of one-time-only testing at the sart rather than conclu-
sion of job training programs as well as lack of systematic
€ncouragement of literacy instruction prior to testing. Other
concerns centre on the scoring system which provides for
Separate scoring of minorities. This procedure which ranks
individual scores only within racial categories permits minor-
ity job applicants to receive higher relative scores than they
might otherwise. In 1989, the National Research Council of
the National Academy of Sciences determined that separate
scoring of minorities was a fair solution to the problem of
consistently higher scores by white job applicants. Neverthe-
less, in 1990, the Labour Department proposed to suspend
use of the GATB test for referral purposes due in part to this
scoring practice. Comments against the proposal make the
possibility of suspension unlikely in the near future and dem-
onstrate the reliance of business on the GATB test.
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In Pennsylvania, a pilot program to offer basic skills ‘brush up’
instruction conducted by the Centre County PLUS Task Force
in cooperation with the Pennsylvania Office of Employment
Security has led to a change in policy. As of June 1990, Penn-
sylvania’s job seekers who have scored low on the GATB test
will be routinely eligible for retesting by showing proof of
participation in literacy instruction.

Cooperative Efforts

Coalitions and cooperative efforts are underway to promote
and provide literacy services. In the past few years, statewide
coalitions have been funded by the Gannett Foundation. Pub-
lic television stations through Project PLUS (Project Literacy
U.S.), local governments, and newspapers, have also been
catalysts for the establishment of coalitions. At local, regional,
and state levels, existing coalitions have been strengthened
and new ones established in the past several years. Coalitions
offer many advantages for strengthening literacy services:

e Literacy Coalitions bring together representatives of busi-
ness and industry, labour, school and volunteer literacy
programs, libraries, media, public relations, employment
and human service agencies, and community service or-
ganizations.

¢ Coalitions promote cooperation among literacy providers,
permitting a strategic mix of teacher and tutor-based re-
sources applied to community needs.

e Coalitions build employers’ awareness of literacy needs
and services.

e Coalitions function as referral sources not achievable
through single agency contacts.

e Coalitions enable a community to provide services for
large and small employers by pooling community re-
sources.

e Coalitions support innovative and inclusive partnerships
for proposal development, to private and public sources of
funding.
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16 Askov and Aderman
Definitions of Workplace Literacy

Defined as written and spoken language, math, and thinking skills
that trainees and workers use to perform training and job tasks,
werkplace literacy is a social, economic and educational issue.
In the United States, the term came into its own in the 1988
amendments of the federal Adult Education Act in which
workplace literacy was treated as a discrete category of service.
The description of workplace literacy services listed in the Act
reflect current practices and promote new directions.

The 1988 amendment defines workplace literacy services as
programs to improve workforce productivity by improving
workers’ literacy skills. Allocated funds promote partnerships
between business, industry, labor, and education. Funding is
made available for:

¢ Adult secondary education services leading to a high
school diploma or equivalent;

* Literacy programs for limited English proficient (LEP)
adults;

¢ Upgrading/updating adult workers basic skills to keep
pace with changes in workplace requirements, technol-
ogy, products, or processes;

¢ Improving adult workers’ competencies in speaking, lis-
tening, reasoning, and problem solving;

¢ Educational counseling, transportation, and non-working
hours child care services to adult workers while they par-
ticipate in a program.

Workplace literacy encompasses a variety of basic skills and
instructional programs. Most programs are offered at the
worksite, but instruction may also taxe place at a community
college, or other educational provider’s location. Collabora-
tion between the employer or union and the educational pro-
vider is essential to the instructional program. It is in contrast
to literacy programs which individuals seek out in the com-
munity. It also contrasts to community-based programs
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which may have a larger social goal of which literacy is one
component.

Programs that prepare clients for the workforce or that offer
retraining to displaced workers are variations of workplace
literacy that are sometimes labeled workforce education. The
primary difference is that clients are not employees of a partic-
ular workplace needing skills for job maintenance or job up-
grading. Hence, job training programs, even those specifically
devised to prepare workers for particular industries, are usu-
ally called workforce education rather than workplace literacy. As
their name implies, they are usually broader in scope than
workplace literacy programs.

Workplace literacy encompasses a variety of basic skills in-
structional programs offered at the workplace. Recently, how-
ever, businesses/industries as well as educators have become
interested in the functional context approach to workplace
literacy (Sticht, 1987). Sticht’s research has shown that general
literacy skills instruiiction, such as the ABE/GED curriculum,
does not transfer well to job-related basic skills needed for job
performance; on the other hand, job-related basic skills in-
struction seems to result in improvement of general basic
skills. The implication for workplace literacy instruction is that
basic skills are selected for instruction only if they promote
knowledge of job-related content and tasks. Materials from
the workplace used to accomplish work-related tasks provide
the functional context for basic skills instruction needed for
job performance (Philippi, 1988).

This approach has created a tension among literacy providers,
some of whom believe that the functional context approach
makes sense, given that it fits the business/ir.dustry training
model. Other educators feel that this approach is too limiting;
if jobs are really changirg, requiring higher order skills, then
workers ought to be trained in more general skills that will
prepare them for the future rather than for their specific jobs
in the present. As we review the history of workplace literacy,
this debate is not new. However, a consensus seems to be
emerging regarding the need for a thinking and knowledge-
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centred curriculum. Workplace skills are broadened to encom-
pass divergent thinking skills, a general academic knowledge
base, and flexible communication skills; English, social sci-
ences, and science content is chosen for its relevance to adult
living. Academic content is becoming more practical as work-
place skills are becoming more theoretical.

This and other issues related to workplace literacy, particu-
larly the decision-making process in designing workplace lit-
eracy programs, are discussed in detail in Upgrading Basic Skills
for the Workplace, available from the Institute for the Study of
Adult Literacy ai Penn State (Aderman, Sherow and Askov,
1989). Guidelines for teaching activities in workplace settings
are provided along with other resource materials.

Concluding Comments

The priority of workforce literacy for economic development
has invigorated literacy programs in the 1980s. A large segment
of the workforce has been shown to be in need of literacy
services, especially mid-level literates with 4th through 8th
grade basic skills who need skill upgrading to keep pace with
technology and changing work patterns. Functional context
instruction has emerged as a central feature of the literacy
curriculum, to improve both basic skills and job skalls by provid-
ing skill instruction in the context of job content and tasks.

Development of workplace and workforce literacy programs,
instruction, and materials is continuing. Emergent directions
include interdisciplinary literacy teacher/trainer courses for
vocational educators; thinking-based interactive computer
and video disk courseware; workforce orientation curricula
that provide a conceptual overview of the world of work for at-
risk youth; continued expansion of curricula into new job
domains and specific-training areas; and program links be-
tween workplace literacy, family literacy, and higher and con-
tinuing education. In these and other ways, workforce and
workplace literacy programs advance responsive service and
educational leadership.
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Chapter2

UNDERSTANDING LITERACY
IN THE CANADIAN
BUSINESS CONTEXT:
CONFERENCE BOARD OF
CANADA STUDY*

Kenneth D. Hart

ABSTRACT

This chapter presents the findings of an important survey of Cana-
dian corporate experience of literacy problems among employees
and their response to the challenges this phenomenon presents.
After outlining the principal findings and describing the study on
which they are based, the chapter goes into more detail on two key
elements of the study: the economic challenge of illiteracy and the
business response to illiteracy By way of conclusion, the chapter
draws linkages to another significant economic challenge to Can-
ada which is the crucial need for more training for our work force in
all occupations and the difficulty of expanding this training when
workers lack the basic skills required to learn.

*This chapter is based on, and borrows exiensively from, Robert C. DesLauriers, The Impact
of Employee llliteracy on Canadian Business. Otlawa, The Conference Board of Canada,
1990. Since this chapter is essentially an exegesis of that report, citations to the report are not
made except for direct quotes. Errors are the responsibility of this article’s author; any value
in the piece is attributable to Mr. DesLauriers’ excellent work.

ERIC 30




22 Hart

Principal Findings from the Study

Seventy percent of surveyed companies identfied a signifi-
cant problem with functional illiteracy in sume part of their
organization. Among the specific business problems arising
from illiteracy in significant numbers of firms in the study
were:

* increased error rate for input and production
processes 40%

* erection of barriers to training and skills acquisition 34%

* productivity losses 32%
* reduced product or service quality 27%
* slower introduction of new technology 26%

The surveyed firms revealed that literacy deficits in a work
force are often discovered only as a by-product of attempting
to introduce change, such as new technology, to the work
force. In an economy increasingly requiring change, such as
Canada’s, factors like illiteracy that inhibit adaptation become
major economic issues for the whole society, in addition to
being tragedies of the first order for the individuals affected.

About The Study

The Conference Board of Canada and the National Literacy
Secretariat of the Secretary of State of Canada co-operated on
the study. The objective of the study was to increase the
understanding of the impact of literacy on Canadian produc-
tivity and competitiveness. This objective arose from an ear-
lier feasibility study that indicated growing concern about
illiteracy among corporate executives.

Three sources of data were used:

® a questionnaire sent to 2000 randomly selected establish-
ments with more than 50 employees;

* a second questionnaire sent to 300 head offices of large
firms; and
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® 13 case studies of companies that had adopted specific
policies and programs to deal with illiteracy in the work-
place.

Responses to the questionnaires were received from 626 firms
(24%). These responses were complemented by information
gleaned from telephone interviews with selected executives,
the case studies of selected firms, and a one-day round table
discussion among business, labour, education and govern-
ment representatives.

The report investigated ‘functionai’ rather than ‘basic’ liter-
acy; capabilities that correspond to what are often referred to
by corporate human resource practitioners as ‘basic skills’,
Basic literacy skills included the ability to read ones own name
but little ability to use the skili to earn a living. Functional
literacy was defined in the study as: “the ability to read, write
and perform basic math at a level which enables an individual
to function independently in the community, including carry-
ing out work responsibilities and undertaking operational
training in a satisfactory manner” (DesLauriers, 1990: vii).

The Economic Challenge of llliteracy

Many Employers Face Challenges Because of Employee
Literacy Deficits

Seventy percent of companies surveyed felt they had a signifi-
cant problem with functional literacy in some part of their
organization. Companies experienced problems with literacy
across the country and throughout the economy. Sectors es-
pecially hard hit included Accommodation and Food services,
Municipal Governments, and Manufacturing. Industries suf-
fering least were Engineering & Professional Services and
Financial industries. Regional differences were minor, with
Quebec firms reporting slightly fewer problems than busi-
nesses in other regions while firms in Ontario and the Atlantic
provinces indicated slightly more concerns. Size of firm was
also not very important in distinguishing firms reporting more
problems from those reporting fewer, though smaller firms
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showed a slight propensity to exhibit more problems while
companies with sales over $100 million mentioned somewhat
fewer difficulties.

Many Employees Are Challenged By Literacy Deficits

Literacy deficits are estimated to affect between 1% and 30% of
the workforce in the surveyed companies identifying a prob-
lem, with the average estimated extent of the problem being
more than 10 percent. This estimate is made about employed
workers, after screening at the hiring and performance ap-
praisal stages has excluded many persons with literacy deficits
from the work force. Employers frequently cited employees
with less than 3 years service as a group posing particular
literacy problems. Workers in the 35 to 54 years age group
were most frequently identified as lacking literacy skills.
There were few differences between French and English em-
ployees but those whose principal language was neither En-
glish nor French were, not surprisingly, identified as a source
of literacy problems. As many as 20% of firms identified su-
pervisory employees as a group for whom literacy problems
occurred, while up to 80% mentioned employees in low skill
jobs as a source of illiteracy concern.

These employer-generated estimates of the extent of the literacy
problem in Canadian business are similar in many respects to
the figures produced in the “Survey of Literacy Skills Used in
Daily Activities” (LSUDA), conducted by Statistics Canada for
the M itional Literacy Secretariat. This survey, which involved
an a.sessment of responde.ts, rather than the collection of
opinions from their employers, showed that the proportion of
the population suffering from serious literacy deficits was be-
tween 16% and 38%, depending on how severe a deficit was
considered to render a person functionally illiterate. The
LSUDA survey found a strong relationship between secondary
school completion and functional literacy and a second be-
tween level of literacy skills and reported income. It also found
that the generation between 35 and 54 years of age at the time of
the survey included more individuals with literacy deficits than
the group between 25 and 34 years. However, individuals
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younger than 25 and older than 54 were even more likely to
have a problem (Montigny and Jones, 1990.)

Employees commonly demonstrate literacy related problems
by refusing opportunities for promotion, desirable new as-
signments or attractive transfers. For others, chronic under
performance may signal a problem. One story of a suspected
suicide attempt, brought on by an impending transfer to a job
that would require more literacy skills, surfaced during the
research.

Work Place Change and Adjustment Are Impeded by
Employee Literacy Deficits

The major challenge that illiteracy posed to employers was in
adjusting to rapid market change. Training and re-training
become extremely difficult if employees lack the functional
skills needed to absorb and analyze the material presented.
Some firms found that up to 20% of their training budgets
were being absorbed in remedial work on reading and writing
to prepare employees for training. Other difficulties caused by
employee illiteracy and faced by substantial numbers of em-
ployers fell into two categories. First were adjustment chal-
lenges, including the difficulty employees with literacy
problems had acquiring new or advanced skills, the introduc-
tion of new technology, the execution of a major reorganiza-
tion and staff reassignment. The second category comprised
operational issues, including increased process errors, pro-
ductivity losses, and reductions in quality. Serious literacy
related problems faced by fewer employers included health
and safety problems, excessive job leaving, and absenteeism.

The Business Response to the Challenge of
illiteracy

Diagnosis and Policy Formation

Discovering a literacy deficit is difficult for business. Only
about 10% of employers in the Conference Board survey indi-
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cated that self-reporting by employees was the way they had
discovered the problem. The fact that employees in these
firms felt they could come forward with a problem of this sort
clearly indicates that “these firms have created a climate of
trust, which makes employees feel they can come for help
without fear of negative consequences” (DesLauriers, 1990:
2). Other firms reported finding the problem as a result of
reviewing reports and records, performance appraisals and
interviews, difficulties encountered in training, slow work,
errors, or quality problems. One firm, attempting to re-orga-
nize its methods around teams, conducted a survey of em-
ployee attitudes to such a major change and found that 25% of
its workers could not complete the questionnaire.

The fact that performance problems are the main way in which
employers discover literacy difficulties has several implica-
tions. One is that even this survey probably understates the
problem since not all employers will have discovered it. An-
other is that finding a way to solve the problem is never a
simple process. For example, plans that depend on self report-
ing by employees will likely yield poor performance.

The chal'enging nature of this problem is shown by the fact
that only about one third of the firms identifying the problem
had developed policies to resolve it. The vast majority weie
dealing with the issue as it came up rather than systematically.
This approach included allowing people to retain work assign-
ments with which they were comfortable, facilitating a move
to a position requiring fewer skills, paying for training, refer-
ring the individual for assessment and training, and assisting
with early retirement.

Among firms tackling the issue systematically, policies that
had been put in place included:

* in-house basic skiils training 56%
* off-site basic skills training 44%
* second-language training 25%
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Training

The types of training used by employers varied greatly. A
small electronics firm got help from a provincial government
agency in developing training plans. An auto parts manufac-
turer was one of several firms that built shared programs with
their local school boards and community colleges. Even in this
urban age, at least one company mentioned its long term
commitment to the Frontier College Labourer Teacher model.

An example of a successful training program is offered by an
Alberta city. More than 10,000 employees work for the city,
about 60 percent in technical, skilled non-office occupations.
Compu! r based technology was eroding the number of semi-
skilled jobs the city had to offer. In addition, the employer was
developing productivity programs around decentralization
and employee involvement. Workers had to become more
proficient at reading instructions and manuals, working with
numbers, and problem solving with colleagues. Further, oc-
cupational health and safety was a concern and the employer
related accidents to the absence of basic skills. The employees,
for their part, were finding difficulties with internal job com-
petitions as the literacy and numeracy requirements of posi-
tions increased with technology introduction. The city
personnel department developed a program to increase the
literacy and academic levels of its employees and meet the
requirements of a technologically advancing work place.

Three principles governed the program:

e Co-operation among three levels of government and be-
tween the employer and the employees. The provincial
government provided instructors, supplies, and materials
through its Advanced education department and a local
training centre. The federal government funded the pro-
ject through Canadian Job Strategy Skills Investment Pro-
gram of the Department of Employment and Immig-ation.
The city provided a centre for the program and marketed it
to employees through pay cheque inserts, posters and
speeches. The union welcomed the program and encour-
aged members to participate.
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¢ Confidentiality for the participants. Confidentiality was
ensured by handling registration and placement through
the local training centre, avoiding direct involvement of
the employer in administering the program.

¢ Competency based learning. Two programs were offered.
One provided basic educational skills, the other a grade 12
equivalency. Participants were tested in reading, w.iting
and math prior to placement. Each placement was indi-
vidualized and the student progressed at whatever rate
was appropriate for his or her skill level and life situation.
This provided great flexibility for both the students, who
could take time off if family or job pressures interfered,
and the program which could manage a continuous entry
and exit apprcach. The program operated 12 hours each
day during the work week and one half day on the week-
end. There was no charge for the program but students
attended on their own time.

In its first five months the program graduated more than 100
trainees. Demand exceeds supply and all the partners in the
program express satisfaction. Other Alberta municipalities
have expressed interest in pursuing the same goals with pro-
grams of their own.

Employee Involvement

Twenty percent of respondents indicated that they involved
labour unions in their programs. Activities included joint pro-
gram development, promotion of programs to help the em-
ployees, time sharing between employee and employer, shop
floor assistance, and regular consultatior with the union.
Many of the most successful programs identified in the study
worked this way.

One such success story was developed at an Ontario hote!.
This business had 500 employees, many of whom were recent
immigrants from countries where neither English nor French
were the mother tongue, often from South-East Asia. This
created a series of communications challenges for manage-
ment, supervisors and workers. Both management and labour
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at the hotel were impressed by a program addressing these
challenges developed by the Ontario Federation of Labour
(OFL).

The Basic Education for Skills Training (BEST) program was
developed by the OFL with financing from the provincial
Ministry of Skills Development. It is aimed at improving com-
munication skills, opening up job training options, and em-
powering workers to participate more fully at work, in the
union, in the community and .t home. The program offered
English and French as a Second Language and courses in
reading, writing, math and communication. Training was de-
livered by union members after they hal themselves been
trained by program staff. Classes lasted 2 hours, twice a week
with the employer and worker each contributing half the time
and the hotel contributing space. After an initial success with
basic English, the program at the hotel has been expanded to
include intermediate English and basic French. Both union
and management agree that the program has surpassed ex-
pectations.

Recruitment

Forty percent of firms indicated that they conducted pre-
employment testing to screen applicants for literacy and nu-
meracy. These screens excluded 15% of applicants on average.
Depending or. category of employee, up to 69% of employers
demand high school graduation or some secondary schooling
before considering a candidate. The LSUDA survey, as previ-
ously mentioned, found a strong relationship between high
school graduation and functional literacy. Screening helps a
company avoid taking on workers who do not have the skills
needed in more competitive markets, but only so long as
unemployment is reasonably high and they can afford to pick
and choose.

Some respondents to the Conference Board survey indicated
that the labour markets in which they operated at the time of
the survey were so tight they had been forced to lower their
minimum requirements. The availability of workers will de-
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cline in the decades ahead. Two-thirds of those who will be in
ine work force in 15 years are already in it, according to the
Canadian Labour Markei and Productivity Centre (Sharpe,
1990: 23). If this is true, more firms will face tight labour
markets. They will have to find ways of working with employ-
ees who may not have acquired the necessary literacy skills. In
the labour world presently evolving, that will require training.
Employment and Immigration Canada has estimated that, of
all jobs created in the last fifteen years of this century, 64
percent will require 12 years of school and training and nearly
half will require 17 years (Employment and Immigration Can-
ada, 1990).

Concluding Comments

The Conference Board’s findings are part of a disturbing pat-
tern with respect to the labour force. Business and labour
agree that training and education will be the key to Canadian
competitiveness and economic success in the remainder of
this century and well into the next. However, total expenditure
on training Ly all industrial sectors is much lower in Canada
than in the United States. Then consider that those with less
formal education to begin with are less likely to acquire train-
ing in Canada and inore likely to have a literacy deticit that
impedes training (Sharpe, 1990). Finally, re-:xam‘ne the find-
ing that firms have had difficulty identifying and systemati-
cally upgrading the basic skills of employees with literacy
deficits, as shown by the Conference Board study. We are
creating an enormous economic trap for ourselves by system-
atically ignoring the under utilization of up to a quarter of our
citizens in our businesses. Increasingly we will have nothing
with which to compete but the skills and knowledge of our
peoplie, a renewable resource that we are depleting.

These findings indicate the urgent need in this country for a
three pronged attack on workplace illiteracy in the interest of
our future competitiveness. First, those entering the work
place from the school system must be fully literate and the

43



CANADIAN BUSINESS CONTEXT 31

schools must adopt a “zero defect” policy in this respect. No
excuses are acceptable for a system that holds a student cap-
tive for 10 to 15 years and cannot guarantee functional literacy
and numeracy. This is not meant as yet more teacher bashing.
As a society we have not insisted on performance standards
from our schools, nor have we systematically held the schools
to account. Which of us considers any information on the
quality of knowledge possessed by school graduates, or even
the proportion of dropouts, when casting a vote for school
trustee? Our schools have the capacity to provide a useful and
meaningful education to our children and we must demand it
of them.

Second, immigrants to this country, one of the great well
springs of our nation’s competitiveness, must have access to
training for, and incentives for the pursuit of, full functional
literacy in either or both of our official languages. They will
naturally want to get on with the business of building a new
life but over the years will regret a failure to acquire literacy
skills and become, rather than a great national asset, a serious
impediment to future prosperity. This is not to suggest that
immigration is even part of the problem. Rather itis an effort to
point out that we have not accounted accurately for money
spent t¢ “elp immigrants learn the languc.ges of our country.
We see it as an expense on people who are not even citizens.
The appropriate view is that language training for immigrants
is an investment in the future prosperity of all of us, one that
will be repaid many times over in increased personal and
corporate taxes.

Third, we must find a way of guaranteeing personal dignity,
economic security, and effective opportunities, to all those
labouring under the disadvantage of a literacy deficit who seek
to acquire this vital skill. We need their skills and their produc-
tive capability. The cost of the required training will be mini-
mal compared to the increased flexibility and productivity
with which our labour force will be imbued.

Mounting this three pronged attack on illiteracy is the great
challenge faced by all segments and sectors of Canadian soci

aNs 49 ;
¢ ,



32 Hart

ety. This is not a job for gcvernment alone, at any level. Rather,
the individuals, corporations, families, communities and gov-
ernments that make up this society must all find a way to
mount this attack. We do not lack a command and control
mechanism for fighting this war effectively - what is missing is
decidedly not a Task Force or Royal Commission to coordinate
our efforts. We lack decisiveness and activity. The analvsis has
been done, the tools are at hand. This challenge provides us
the opportunity to once again achieve great things together.
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Chapter3

UNDERSTANDING BAJIC
WORKPLACE SKILLS IN A
CHANGING BUSINESS
ENVIRONMENT

Paul C. Jones

ABSTRACT

This chapter explores the dimensions of the illiteracy problem in
Canada, particularly in the workplace. It addresses the question of
terininology by highlighting the current thinking on minimum
standards and situational definitions and depictsthe need for basic
skills training in a changing business environment. The chapter
concludes with an outline of how we might proceed to solutions in
both the shortand long term.

Functional illiteracy is a fact of life in the workplace. Often
unacknowledged, it is associated with a variety of personal,
social and economic problems. It inhibits the individual from
realizing his or her human potential, and it diminishes the
value of the human capital available to build our society and
our economy. And unfortunately, the problem will worsen
before it gets better.

All is not bleak, however. Never before has the issue of illiter-
acy been so openly the focus of attention in the public, private
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and volunteer sectors. Potential solutions abound, as do those
who would help. The challenge lies in identifying and sup-
porting the programs best able to channel these energies
effectively. In order to understand the context for solutions,
it’s necessary to address the question of terminology, a source
of both confusion and legitimate debate.

Terminciogy: Definitions

Most Canadians believe they know what the term “illiteracy”
means. To the publicatlarge, it signifies acomplete absence of
reading and writing skills. A illiterate person is presumed to
be unable to sign a document, read a stop sign or find out from .
the sports pages who won yesterday’s games. Literacy practi-
tioners mean something more general by the term. For them,
illiteracy is an insufficiency of basic reading, writing and com-
putational skills for the demands of everyday life.

Until recently, the number of years of an individual’s educa-
tional attainment was used as a surrogate measure of literacy -
with obvious and predictable problems. Someone with fewer
than nine years of formal education was deemed to be func-
tionally illiterate. Such a definition has the advantage of being
readily applicable to census data in most countries, and in-
deed to this day it is the only practical approach for organiza-
tions such as UNESCO that function internationally. The
evidence is compeiling, however, that the use of educational
attainment as a surrogate for literacy serves to misclassify many
people - more than 4 million Canadians according to one
estimate.

In the landmark Southam News report, Calamai (1987), estab-
lished a new consensus. He defined functional literacy in
terms of a minimum standard of competence in basic skills
below which, it was presumed, individuals would have diffi-
culty coping with the demands of everyday life.

Yet this approach to terminology does have shortcomings.
Functional illiteracy as so defined is not intuitively or immedi-
ately understood by Canadians at large. Further the definition

02




WORKPLACE ILLITERACY 35

does not allow for the fact that real-life literacy demands vary
between individuals and over time. To illustrate, a worker
who yesterday was able to cope may today face many prob-
lems because of a change in his or her situation such as the
introduction of new and more demanding technology. Simi-
larly a worker in a challenging job may exhibit more basic skill
deficiencies than a less accomplished individual in a less de-
manding position. A single ‘minimum standard’ definition of
functional illiteracy does not adequately allow for such varia-
tions in personal situations.

It may therefore be tempting to consider a purely situational
definition of illiteracy. Under such a definition, a graduate
engineer lacking a specific high-level language skill necessary
for daily functioning would be deemed functionally illiterate.
At the other extreme, a hermit in a cave leading a hunting-and-
gathering existence with no social contact would be catego-
rized as functionaly literate even with a complete absence of
reading and writing skills.

Logically consistent as such a situational approach might be,
it’s not practical in the real world. It would be difficult if not
impossible to design personalized literacy assessment instru-
ments for everyone in society, and the choice of meaningful
educational goals and standards relative to a myriad pursonal
circumstances would be fraught with problems. How would
one define goals, far less measure progress toward them?

The 1990 “Survey of Literacy Skills Used in Daily Activiiies”
released by Statistics Canada offers a compromise between
the ‘minimum standard’ and ‘situational’ approaches. Itiden-
tifies several levels of each of reading, writing and numerical
competence without at any point prescribing a single defini-
tion of functional literacy. It thus presents a multi-dimensional
mosaic of the Canadian population that will allow considera-
ble flexibility in situational definitions while creating a reliable
framework by which goals can be established and progress
measured.

For example, reading competence is measured in four catego-
ries that can be summarized as follows:
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Level 1: Canadians at this level have difficulty dealing with
printed materials. They most likely identify themsel-
ves as people who cannot read.

Level 2: Canadians at this level can use printed materials only
for limited purposes such as finding a familiar word
in a simple text. They would likely recognize them-
selves as having difficulties with common reading
materials.

Level 3: Canadians at this level can use reading materials in a
variety of situaticr.; provided the material is simple,
clearly laid out and the tasks involved are not too
complex. While these people generally do not see
themselves as having major reading difficulties, they
tend to avoid situations requiring reading.

Level 4: Canadians at this level meet most everyday reading
demands. This is a large and diverse group which
exhibits a wide range of reading skills.

By using this scale in conjunction with similar measures of
computational and writing competence, one has great flexibil-
ity to define illiteracy in various ways as circumstances de-
mand without foregoing the advantages of standardized
measures.

This approach to terminology, if it proves affordable, is likely
to become the new consensus subsuming within it the best
elements of the ‘minimum standard,” and “situational’ defini-
tions.

Terminology: Emotional Responses

Of course there’s more at stake with terminology than con-
cerns about inexactitude. The term illiterate’ is seen by many
as pejorative, even abusive. The starkest example of this was
exhibited at a medium-sized manufacturing firm where a
wildcat strike was narrowly averted after a television feature
about this company’s progressive literacy program. The term
illiteracy, had never been used in describing the program to
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participants, who felt humiliated they had been portrayed on
television as illiterates, ‘real dummies’

Indeed the experience of various organizations in establishing
workplace programs has been that enrollment rates soar dra-
matically, from almost zero to as many as one-third or one-half
of workers, if alternative terminology such as ‘basic educa-
tion!, ‘workplace skills’ or ‘academic upgrading’ are used
instead of ‘literacy training’

In the face of such misunderstanding of the term ‘illiteracy’ by
learners and business people alike, it is tempting to resort to
other terminology. Yet the term illiteracy, is emotive and pow-
erful and has the virtue of being direct. Alternative terminol-
ogy may be better understood and more immediately credible
to the casual observer; and other terms may offer a more
precise prescription for policy or >rogram design. The fact is
however such terminology is i. : dramatic and evocative.
Further it’s easy i. imagine that a program of ‘basic skills
upgrading’ could be subsumed, its identity eventually lost,
within a broader training scheme - it has happened before to
the ultimate detriment of progress toward lite:.. v goals. It
may be that different words are appropriate for - ‘entaudi-
ences. With the clients of literacy programs the iearners and to
a certain degree business organizations - more clinically de-
scriptive and less threatening terminology, such as ‘basic
workplace skills’ or ‘adult basic education’, n.ay be most ap-
propriate. In pedagogical circles, language detailing ‘skills
deficiencies’ and ‘levels of attainment’ may be more appropri-
ate. There will continue to be a role for the emotive terminol-
ogy of ‘illiteracy’, particularly in the advocacy and
fund-raising arenas.

There is nothing unusual or untoward about terminological
uncertainty in such a complex subject. The problem, no matter
how defined or with whatever terminology, is a serious one.

The Dimensions of the Problem

The 1987 report “Literacy in Canada” issued by Southam
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News was based on a literacy test administered to a large
sample of Canadians. A minimun: standard for functional
literacy was established by a jury of Canadians from many
walks of life, and was subsequently revised dow" wards be-
cause it was felt that the public would not accept the high
levels of illiteracy resulting from the jury’s definition. Even so
24% of all Canadians were found to be functionally illiterate,
including one in six Canadians in the labour force.

The study also addressed a number of myths surrounding
illiteracy. For example, it was found that the effect of first.
generation immigration on the illiteracy rate is only two per-
centase points. Indeed, the net impact of first and second
generation immigration is positive. The study also invest;-
gated the relationship between age and literacy. Is it perhaps
the case that older Canadians contribute disproportionately to
the literacy problem because they did not have educational
Opportunities when they were younger? Here too the results
were not reassuring. While it is broadly true that illiteracy
rates increase with age, younger Canadians perform no better
and perhaps less well on average than their U.S. counterparts.
It was also established that the number of illiterate young
Canadians coming of age each year exceeds the number of
illiterate older Canadians who are dying.

Several observers have noted that the high school drop-out
rates in many communities in Canada are comparable to, or
exceed those in inner-city areas of the U.S. The fact that we do
not have a visible underclass allows us to be more complacent
about this educational catastrophe. The “Survey of Literacy
Skills Used in Daily Activities” issued in 1990 by Statistics
Canada dia not, as noted above, identify illiteracy per se. Its
battery of questions was used to classify the population into
various categories of reading, computational and writing com-
petence. At the time of preparation of this book, the data on
writing had not been released, but here are some of the princi-
pal findings on reading and computation:

* The reading skills of 16% of Canadian adults are too
limited to allow them to deal with the majority of written
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material encountered in everyday life (Levels 1 and 2 as
defined in the previous section), including persons hav-
ing no abilities in either English or French (2%).

e A further 22% of Canadian adults can use reading mate-
ri~’ . .o carry out simple reading tasks within familiar
cu cexis with materials that are clearly laid out. However
this group does not have sufficient skills to cope with
more deraanding reading contexts (Level 3).

* Reading competence is correlated with educational at-
tainment, residence in Western Canada, birth in Canada
and household income. It is inversely correlated with
age. In all cases the number of those lacking the skills to
meet most everyday demands is depressingly high -
11% of the university educated, 30% of Western Canadi-
ans, 34% of those born in Canada, 18% of those earning
$40,000 a year or more and 29% of 16-24 year olds.

o Twenty-four per cent of Canadian aduits do not possess
the necessary skills to meet most everyday numeracy
requirements but can deal with commonly encountered
documents and forms requiring simple numerical oper-
ations.

e A further 14% of Canadian adults have limited nu-
meracy skills that enable them at most to locate and
recognize numbers in 1solation or in a short text. Their
skills do not permit them to perform numerical opera-
tions consistently.

¢ Functional numeracy skills are broadly correlated with
the same factors as functional literacy skills and indeed
there is a close association between functional numeracy
and reading skills. Only about one-half of Canadian
adults function at a level of both reading and numeracy
skills sufficient to handle the tasks normally encoun-
tered in everyday life.

While the Southam and Statistics Canada studies established
the dimensions of the illiteracy problem in human terms, the
Business Task Force on Literacy attempted to deal with the
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financial implications. The respected consultancy firm of
Woods Gordon devised a typology of potential costs. Some
kinds of costs, such as lost opportunity cost due to non-
promotability, were completely unmeasurable. For other
costs, such as training, health and safety, and productivity,
conservative order-of-magnitude estimates were made, and
these were aggregated to present what is the best guess of the
minimum cost of illiteracy in Canada. The price-tag is about
$4.5 billion for business and close to $11 billion for Canadian
society as a whole - each year! This total works out to about
$2,000 per annum for each functionally illiterate member of
the popuiation at large and of the labour force in particular. It
also equates to approximately 2% of the GNP. These are very
substantial numbers by anyone’s yardstick.

Various correlations have been established between illiteracy
and major social problems such as unemployment, crime and
the poverty of native peoples. One would be hard pressed to
say that illiteracy was the ‘cause’ of these social ills. To a
degree it may be an effect. More likely, it’s but one part of a
larger syndrome. Yet observers feel that the empowerment
provided by literacy is the best hope for breaking out of the
vicious circle of poverty and dependence. Illiter>";y may only
be part of the problem, but literacy training may be the critical
first step toward a solution.

There is little serial evidence on which we might assess how
the problem has changed in the past generation or two. Cer-
tainly over the past 50 years, basic literacy rates have risen.
Standardized testing has demonstrated a moderate decline in
performance over the past 20 years or so, but nothing to
indicate a wholesale return to earlier levels of illiteracy.

The Workplace Dimension

What has changed to render the problem more acute is the
workplace. The brawn jobs have largely disappeared and the
jobs that remain require vastly more in basic skills. There are
simply fewer places to make a living without adequate literacy
skills. Consider, for example, the shipping bay that exists
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within every moderately sized organization in North Amer-
ica. A generation ago all that was required to work in this
environment was a strung back and a minimal ability to read
simple lists and to count. With innoations such as just-in-
t 1 1e inventory control, the shipping department has under-
gone a dramatic change in responsibilities. There are now
up-to-the-minute computer printouts, telexes and faxes from
head office, plants, customers and suppliers. Often the ship-
ping personnel are expected to initiate activity based on infor-
mation available to them. Ironically, as the literacy demands
on these jobs have increased, the physical component has
diminished with the availability of materials-handling equip-
ment. These jobs have made the transition from brawn-work
to brain-work. What about the people in these jobs? Have they
made a similar transition?

One can trace similar dramatic changes in responsibilities
through the shop floor of many businesses. Statistical process
control systems place significant responsibilities on the indi-
vidual. Indeed, research has suggested that a typical blue-
collar worker spends close to 100 minutes daily in
information-processing tasks. Similar studies performed on
high-school seniors reveal only 60 to 70 minutes daily of com-
parable work. (Mikulecky, 1987)

As a result of these changes in \ e workplace, business is
increasingly concerned with the problem of functional illiter-
acy. A study of Canadian business establishments by the
Conference Board of Canada found that three-quarters of
them reported operational problems arising from functional
illiteracy among workers. According to Des Lauriers (1990)
one of the most common problems reported was that compan-
ies could not give training to employees because of difficulties
in comprehending training materials. The study also found
that illiteracy among workers is having serious effects on
product quality, productivity and even health and safety in a
significant number of Canadian companies.

It's Going To Get Worse Before It Gets Better

Unfortunately, ... situation is going to get worse before it gets
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better. New technelogy will continue to change the workplace
and with this technology, average literacy demands on the
workforce will increase. The knowledge industries within the
service sector will continue to grow. Despite all the jobs in fast-
food and other service outlets that are reported to have mini-
mal literacy requirements, the average job in the service sector
demands an advanced level of skills. Observational studies
have shown that white and pink-collar workers are spending
between two and two and a half hours daily in information-
processing tasks.

The economic context in which these workplace changes oc-
cur will also force greater attention to basic skills. Canada, as a
trading nation, cannot pursue the low-wage route of develop-
ing countries, but must instead compete with the world’s
high-productivity industrial powerhouses. And high produc-
tivity entails intensive use of basic and even advariced skills.
One aspect of the globalization of the economy is of course the
Free Trade Agreement, the explicit economic justification of
which is to enhance wealth through productivity. Inevitably
the emphasis will be on replacing low productivity jobs with
those demanding proficiency in basic skills.

Yet even as the demands for basic skills are increasing, the
supply is diminishing due to a demographic revolution that's
suddenly upon us. For the past quarter-century, Canadian
businesses have enjoyed the luxury of selecting the best work-
place entrants from the plethora of candidates available from
the baby boom. Now new workers must be found in the baby
bust generation. Business will not have the luxury of choice
and will have to consider hiring and training those with previ-
ously unacceptable basic skills. It does not help that this
demographic crunch comes at a time when the growth in the
participation rate of women in the workforce is levellir,; off.

So technology, global trade and the growth of the service
sector all lead to the conclusion that demand for basic skiils
will increase, but demographics signify that the supply of
basic skills in the form of trained labour force entrants will
diminish,
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Solutions: Prevention

Unless we learn how to prevent future illiteracy, Canada will
have a perpetual illiteracy problem. Indeed the Canadian
public holds many theories about the prevention of illiteracy.
As president of the Business Task Force on Literacy, I had
many opportunities to participate in radio phone-in shows,
and I soon realized there was a comn:ion pattern to my experi-
ences.

The first callers invariably have the solution: Send them back
to where they came from. Those more familiar than I with this
kind of radio programing tell me that such callers regularly
surface with the same solution regardless of the topic under
discussion. A few facts about literacy rates and immigration
dispense with the immigrant-bashers.

The next round of callers have an equally sophisticated analy-
sis of the problem and to them the answer is also clear: Shoot
the teachers! While there are undoubtedly lazy and incompe-
tent teachers in the system, it is patently unfair to suggest that
teachers should shoulder the entire blame. In conversations
with inner-city educators, I've been struck by their frustration
at the limited effect they can have on students they see for only
a few hours a day. Despite their best efforts, how much impact
can a teacher have on a student wi.o, from 3:00 p.m. to 9:00
a.m. each day, from Friday afternoon to Monday morning
each weekend, and from mid-June to mid-September each
year, looks at not one word of printed matter?

Most people are prepared to admit that their true mastery of
literacy skills occurred on their own time, in their own place,
with their own materials.

Immigrants and teachers are not the only ones to suffer the
wrath of Canadians on the subject of illiteracy. The parents
must be to blame. Advertising takes its knocks. So does the
permissive philosophy of Dr. Spock. And so also does televi-
sion - perhaps Mr. Spock! And ultimately it becomes clear in
these conversations that there’s no single factor that one can
blame, no grand conspiracy to keep Canadians ignorant.
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Society as a whole, it appears, sends a message to young
people that education in general and reading in particular are
not perceived as rewarding behaviour. Whether from music
videos or television, from advertising or the experiences of the
shopping mall, from the example of parents or the actions of
siblings, or even from the educational process itself, the mes-
sage is usually clear that fun and entertainment do not invclve
reading.

A radical revamping of society is a big challenge, but at the
very least we can counteract the anti-literacy messages with
positive images for reading. In this respect, Christie Brown
with its heavily promoted awards for Canadian children’s
books is to be commended, as is Canada Post for its use of
International Literacy Year to generate a multi-dimensional
approach to positive attitudes to literacy and reading. The
Canadian Advertising Foundation and its members are also to
be applauded for their decision to adopt literacy as a cause
over the next few years. Already the TV screens of the nation
are displaying powerful images that encourage parents to read
to their children. Central to the success of all of these activities
will be a smooth launch for ABC Canada, the private-sector
organization that many hope will become the 'Participaction’ of
the Mind in the 1990s.

Yet no matter how much society adapts to the literacy chal-
lenge, it is of absolute importance that we see changes in the
educational system itself if we are to achieve full literacy in
future generations of Canadians. We must come to terms with
the unarguable fact that our schools are producing, and in
many cases graduating, functionally illiterate young adults.

Without in any way suggesting specific pedagogical answers,
one must raise two basic questions: How do the students get
through the system with their basic needs unattended to?
And what is being done to stop this occuring repeatedly in the
future?

In this regard it is disappointing to note the generally inade-
. "ate response of the educational sector to these questions.
We see national organizations dedicated to change in the
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private sector (ABC Canada), the volunteer sector (the Move-
ment for Canadian Literacy) and even the Government of
Canada (the National Literacy Secretariat), but there is no
conparable group of official or even unofficial status within
the educational community. Here we run headlong into one of
the constitutional impediments to action that we experience in
Canada. For all that illiteracy is a national socioeconomic prob-
lem, education is explicitly a provincial responsibility.

There is evidence, however, that astute politicians on both
sides of the border now recognize that literacy is seen as a
good-news issue by a populace frustrated by the intractability
of most problems. In a recent study two-thirds of Canadians
assessed literacy skills as rating a 10 on a 10-point scale of
importance to Canada (ABC Canada, 1990). The challenge is
for provincial leaders to channel this public support into ef-
forts in the schools to prevent future literacy problems. What-
ever happens though, Canaca will have a balkanized
approach to the prevention of illiteracy in the schools. Each
province will have its own standards - if it has ary standards at
all.

Solutions: The Role of Key Players

Close to 80% of the labour ‘orce in the year 2000 is already
employed - or unemployed - today. If Canada is to weather
the skills shortages of the late 1990s, the upgrading of the skills
of adult workers must pley a major role in our plans.

The central question for business is what role it should play in adult
basic skills education.

There have been suggestions that business should be compel-
led to offer adult basic skills training. No suggestion could be
better calculated to turn business off the topic completely at a
time when strategic partnerships between business and oth-
ers will be very necessary. Businesses, especially small busi-
nesses, do not generally have expertise in basic skills training
and cannot be expected to do a good job. Also, if business has
the responsibility for training, it must have a comparable role

-
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in assessment, which many employees would find distasteful
or alarming. From a self-interest standpoint, some businesses
will be concerned that basic skills are more portable than
others: no employer can be sure that basic training dollars will
not walk across the street to the competition. Finally, we can
hardly expect business to train the unemployed and unem-
ployable. For these reasons, the primary responsibility for
adult training must rest elsewhere in the community. The goal
must be programs generally accessible to the public.

The recent formation in the late 1980s of the National Literacy
Secretariat must be regarded as a tremendous step toward this
goal despite the constitutional impediments to direct literacy
action by the federal government. It is the first time in this
century that an arm of the Government of Canada has been
specifically charged with the responsibility of formulating and
implementing literacy policy. Especially encouraging is the
role that the Secretariat has seen for itself in the workplace.
Various pilot projects have been supported, along with seed
funding for organizations such as ABC Canada.

The need for generally accessible programs does not rule out
workplace programs. Farsighted managements willing to take
the risk of losing employees with portable skills will recognize
the value to employees and to themselves of a benign, caring
environment. Managers facing the introduction of new tech-
nology will conclude that it is easier to upgrade their existing
and experienced workforce than to compete for new but inex-
perienced workers with greater basic skills. Labour unions
also may have an important role to play in the workplace in
providing their memberships with portable, marketable
skills. Already, the Ontario Federation of Labor and related
labour councils in Metro Toronto and Hamilton are running
what is probably the largest literacy training program in the
country.

On the whole, however, business involvement in literacy is-
sues is likely to assume a supportive rather than a leadership
role. Partnerships will be the norm, not solo efforts. Dona-
tions in cash, kind or facilities will grow. Business leaders will
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become advocates for literacy by publicizing the issue both to
the public at large and to their colleagues and associates,
perhaps through the Literacy Speakers Service managed by
the National Speakers Bureau in Vancouver. Businesses will
also assist their unions and third parties in establishing work-
place literacy programs on their premises and by timesharing
the participation of learners and tutors in such programs.

Yet how are such partnerships to he fostered? If a business
manager or a concerned employee decides to implement an
adult literacy training program, to whom do they turn for
advice? Possible answers in various communities include the
YMCA, the local library, the school board, the community
college, Laubach Literacy of Canada, Frontier College, com-
munity literacy groups, commercial education services such
as Control Data, commercial tutoring services such as Sylvan
Learning Systems, YES Canada if young people are involved,
the union or corporate human resource personnel.

That's not much of an answer. A busy manager cannot be
expected to do the research equivalent to that for a thesis on
literacy delivery modes. The ideal would be a toll-free 800
number that individuals and businesses seeking assistance
could call for counselling. Counsellors would be provided
with a full range and description of all adult basic training
programs across the country, and would be in a position to
advise callers of options in their local area. In this regard, the
formation of the National Adult Literacy Database at Fan-
shawe College in Ontario is the first step towards a solution. It
doesn’t provide the counsellors, but it does supply the data-
base necessary for any referral service.

In the meantime, there is one area where business can and
should lead rather than follow. on behalf of potential literacy
partners in governmental, educational and volunteer sectors,
business should define clearly its expectations in basic workplace
skills. Too often business sends mixed signals. We hear of
“back to basics’ at the same time as ‘specialized occupational
training’. A very important first step in this direction has been
supplied by Carnevale, Gainer and Meltzer (1988) in their

~r
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watershed report that identifies 16 basic workplace skills nec-
essary in virtually all jobs. These skills range from those we
would traditionally identify with literacy such as basic read-
ing, writing and computational competence, to more abstract
but equally important attributes such as interpersonal skills
and self esteem. By developing and openly promoting such
ideas, business would send a clear message of its needs to
those who can help.

Action of some kind is rapidly becoming an economic neces-
sity. Programs need not be expensive. We do not need edifices,
because most training will take place in the community, often
in the workplace. Similarly, while we might prefer profes-
sional staffs of literacy trainers, economics dictate a more
frugal solution. Fortunately, experience has taught that signifi-
cant work can be done with volunteer tutors whether in the
workplace or elsewhere in the community. Where profes-
sional guidance would be helpful is in training the tutors and
in assuring continuity and comprehensiveness of program-
ing. In Canada, the provinces must play this role.

Business is increasingly eager to be a partner in literacy solu-
tions. Sometimes it will be an initiator, but more often busi-
ness will support the activities of others. All sectors have a role
to play in helping the adult learner, but as with prevention
among young people, mobilization of the provinces is the key
to a thorough and lasting solution to the illiteracy problem in
Canada.
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Chapter 4

UNDERSTANDING THE
NEED FOR WORKPLACE
LITERACY PARTNERSHIPS

GlendaR. Lewe

ABSTRACT

Workplace literacy partnerships are often presented as a preferred
way of fostering basic skills upgrading in the workplace. Yet the
road to effective partnerships is a stony one, with many questions
to be answered before potential partners for literacy set out along
that road. This chapter discusses many key elements of partner-
ship building, with a view to helping potential partners forge
effective new alliances and assist those who have already done so
to assess their own efforts and gauge their success. A description of
three workplace literacy program models, based on differing part-
nership concepts, is also discussed.

Collaborate. Collaboration is one of the powerful ideas with which
our movement can enter the twenty-first century. It is the “one
way” that can embrace all the “many ways” to adult literacy.

Newman and Beverstock, (1990:213)

Partnerships are as old as history itself. They emerged when
people discovered that they could accomplish more in alliance
with another person or persons than they could accomplish
separate! - Partnerships exist wherever there is a context for
jointac - and the will to seek it. According to the Canadian
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Chamber of Commerce (1990:19), “Partnerships are estab-
lished by mutual agreement between two or more parties to
establish certain goals, and to construct a reasonable me_.ns
for achieving those goals.”

There has been a great deal of verbiage over the past several
years about the essential nature of workplace literacy partner-
ships. However, relatively little has been written about the
myriad dimensions of partnership building and the dynamics
of putting together effective alliances for literacy. There are a
number of key questions which need to be addressed when
contemplating building a partnership for literacy.
Here are some of them.

1. Who are the partners and how do you know they are the
right partners?

2. Who initiates the partnership and who takes on the re-
sponsibility for ensuring its success?

3. What are the most important qualities and elements of
expertise which the various partners can contribute?

4. What are the steps to be taken in forging these partner-
ships, and how is success of the partnership assessed?

5. How does the literacy partnership fit into the total work-
place training picture?

In tie tulowing discussion each of these questions is ex-
plored, and while the answers are not definitive, they may
guide the reader toward a fuller understanding of the com-
plexities and challenges of partteersi-ip building.

1. Who are the partners and how do you know that they
are the right partners?

There is no magic number of partners for a workplace literacy
initiative. It will very much depend on the circumstances of
individual workplaces. Quite often, however, there are three
or four partners.

In most cases, management will be a partner, and indeed
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management is a key partner since without management co-
operation it is unlikely that an effective workplace literacy
initiative could be launched. In a unionized work environ-
ment the union is also an important p. rtner. Without union
support workers could tend to be distrustful of the intentions
of management in addressing the literacy issue. An adult
educator service provider is often required as well to provide a
level of expertise on learning styles, strategies for improving
reading and writing, and putting together a training curricu-
lum. There could also be community literacy volunteers, rep-
resentatives of courseware and computer software, and
training consultants, depending on the scope of the program
envisaged. And don't forget that the most important - and
often the most forgotten - partner is the worker himself who
will be the most immediate beneficiary.

You know you have the right partners when:

* there is a spokesperson for a wide variety of concerns -
management, social and cultural, educational and
personal.

e there is a common desire to meet the same goal - a goal
which has been agreed upon at the outset by all partners.

e there is a clear understan ting of the process which the
partnership will be furthering and the steps which will be
needed to carry out the process.

You know that you don't have the right partners when:

e there are constant and nagging unanswered questions at
meetings of the partners.

e partners are pulling in different directions and contem-
plating different goals.

¢ the process to be followed is unclear or unacceptable to
some partners, with frequent changes in direction.

¢ there is a lip service to commitment which is not followed
up by concrete action.

If the second scenario is more familiar to ycu than the first, it is
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time to take along, hard look at the partnership and determine
whether it could be revitalized either with the addition of new
partners or going back to the beginning for new goal state-
ments and a clearer sense of purpose.

2. Who initiates the partnership and w.io takes on the
vesponsibility for ensuring its success?

The partnership could originate in a number of ways and for a
number of unconnected reasons. The company may initiate
the partnership in order to further corporate goals such as
higher efficiency and improved competitiveness. The union
may initiate the partnership to improve workers, ser:se of self
worth and to promote fuller participation in the union and in
the community. The education service provider may stimulate
the partnership through contacts with business and labour
with a view to extending educational outreach services to a
broader clientele. Workers, workers’ committees or quality
circles may themselves identify the need and solicit help from
the company and “*nion.

Many partnerships become unglued before they even start
because there is a lack of appreciation for the differing motives
which drive each partner. It is good to keep in mind that even
if partners are working from very different mind sets, the
ultimate goal of improving the literacy abilities of workers is
the same, and all partners can unite behind this common
factor.

Cohen-Rosenthal and Burton (1987) contribute this insight of
union-management relations.

While co-operation among partners is essential at all
stages of the partnership, particularly important at the
inception stage. To get started, there need be only one
objective in common. With adjustment for coraplexity,
the scope of cocperation is a function of the range of
common goals and objectives. The parties do not have
to agree on all of each other’s objectives and goals.
They can agree to disagree respectfully ... What the
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initial stage needs to establish at the last is that the
management finds that working on objective X is in its
interest and the union finds that working on objective
X is in its interest. They then agree to work on objective
X together. (1987:141)

The authors present “the concept of overlapping interests” (p.
8) as shown below. Labour-management co-operation around
the 1ssue of literacy car. be viewed within this context.

Overlapping Goals of Employers and Unions

Every partner is responsible for ensuring the success of the
partnership, although the defection of one partner may be
more critical than that of another. For instance, without the
management partner it is unlikely that a skills upgrading
initiative cab take place within the workplace on paid time.
The initiator of the partnership will, no doubt, feel a very
special interest in its success, although once the partnership
has been formed that par.ner may have no more influence
than the others. The elements of trust and respect between
and among partners is what is ultimately responsible for en-
suring success, as is the adherence to a commitment to carry
out one’s role.

3. What are the most important qualities and elements
of expertise which the various partners can contribute?

As mentioned above, trust and respect fuel effective partner-
ships. These qualities are required by all partners. In addition,
there are qualities which partners contribute in velation to
their own specific roles.
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For instance, a key quality which management can bring to the
partnership is awareness of worker sensitivity arourd literacy
issues and the willingness to relate to workers in a way in
which confidentiality is respected. Management also has the
ability to commit resources of time and facilities in either a
generous or niggardly fashion. Foresight in seeing literacy as
an investment for the future is probably one of the most
important qualities which management can contribute.

The union will bring the qualities of un- erstanding and advo-
cacy which one would expect from union representatives. The
ability to reach out to workers, to communicate with them
about the literacy initiative, the ability to demystify it, to
destigmatize it, to present it as an attractive option fc per-
sonal development will all be part of the union role. The union
prides itself on reaching workers through a variety of peer
approaches, and this ability to link worker with worker is a
quality which is done more effectively by the union than by
any other partner. As Sarmiento and Kay (1990:37) point out,
“one of the most critical ground rules is that the union should
be an equal partner with the employer in a joint program. If
the employer doesr(t fully recognize an equal role for the
union, you will probably find it difficult to ensure that your
members’ interests are met.”

The edu.cation service provider requires creativity and flexibil-
ity. Creativity in working through numerous possible adult
education approaches and recommending one which best
suits the workp!.ce, and flexibility in adapting approaches
and strategies tc a very specific workplace clientele. Without
these qualities, there'is no ccrtainty that a workplace literacy
initiative will have the relevance and the dynamism required
for success.

Other workplace partners such as courseware and software
providers (where applicable) will need to put the needs of
workers ahead of their own goals. Providing inappropriate
course material to workers will not serve the long range goals
of such providers and ultimately serves nobody’s interests.

The workers themselves provide the qualities of willingness to
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participate and openness to learning which is at the root of all
successful programs. In the final analysis, itis these qualities
which make it possible to forge an effective workplace literacy
partnership.

The expertise which the partners have to offer is just as impcr-
tant as the qualities which they bring. Both labour and man-
agement have a detailed knowledge of the processes and
procedures which make the work ~lace tick. Knowledge of
specific jobs, of new and changing tc hnology, and of general
workplace issues such as health and saiety and legislated
requirements such as the Workplace Haz -.dous Materials In-
formation System (WHMIS) will permit labour and manage-
ment partners to integrate these concerns into workplace
program r-lanning.

The education service provider brings a very solid expertise in
areas such as curriculum development, program design and
materials development and adaptation. The serv.ce provider
also brings expertise in how to assess workers needs and
assisting them in determining learning goals which meet both
personal and employment needs. Finally, it is the service
provider who is able to assemble a framework for assessing
worker progress in a way which maintains confidentiality
between worker and tramner while at the same time giving
general feedback on the program to other partners.

4. What are the steps to take in forging these partnerships
and how is success of the partnership assessed?

The germination of the partnership takes place atthat moment
in time when one of the potential partners recognizes that
basic skills training is important and that a specially targeted
workplace initiative is a desirable response to a very real need.
This 1ealization sets the scene for the first step in the partner-
ship: the reaching out to others either within or outside the
workplace who could use their own expertise in suggesting
possible approaches to basic skills upgrading. One new part-
ner could suggest others, and all would get together in com-
mittee. In all probability, the partnership, when complete, will
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include company and union representatives and either an
adult education service provider or a nrivate training consult-
ant. In the event that there is no unioii, a worker delegate will
probably be chosen to represent worker concerns.

The next step will be the information gathering stage. The
busiress and union will have some idea of the scope of the
need in general - but it would be a mistake to jump into
workplace literacy initiatives without ‘irst having a clear idea
of how basic skills upgrading fits into the total training frame-
work, or indeed without first knowing how training is itself
situated within the larger corporate picture. A needs assess-
ment may provide answers to various questions concerning
how the organizational climate and culture impact on training
and will point the way to other needs which require attention.
A literacy task analysis of selected jobs will also shed light on
the basic skills required to do those jobs, and this too will help
in determining the training design.

The next step will be for the partrership to decide on the end
product being sought. Here are some of the questions which
will be addressed at this juncture.

* Would a literacy task analysis of selected jobs be useful in
gaining a better understanding of the skills needed to do
jobs?

* Will there be an actual training program? If so, will it be a
“stand alone” program or o:1e which integrates literacy
with other content dimensions?

* Will an actual program be replaced or complemented by
any of the foliowing: Plain Language revision of written
materials, manual revisions, the preparation of new in-
struction sheets, c'irections, charts and diagrams?

* If a program is the end product, will it be in-house or off
work grounds, paid or unpaid, wholly or partly in work-
ing hours or on the employees, own time?

* Will content be general or competency tased, provided by
present training instructors or by outside service providers?
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e Will training attempt to cover employees throughout the
company or wii it be targeted to certain divisions or
groups of employees?

e What kinds of methods will be used to draw workers into
basic skills training without causing fear and concern?

e What can be done to assess workers’ competencies in a
relevant and non-threatening way? How will the issue of
confidentiality be dealt with?

e Will there - incentives for persons who complete a pro-
gram, and if so what will they be?

These questions cover the wide range of activities which will
take place throughout the life of the partnership. Having a
clear and agreed upon idea about these matters will pave the
way for an effective alliance. Once the program or relateu
activities such as Plain Language and manual simplification
tasks have been completed, it will be time to evaluate how
successful the partnership is.

Success can be measured in many ways. With basic skills up-
grading, it is probably not necessary to give formal assessment
tests to measure improvement. Improvement will be exempli-
fied in a number of ways such as: higher quality work, less
wastage and fewer mistakes, greater motivation, more interest
in serving on company and union committees, more interest in
accessing a wide variety of training opportunities, greater ca-
pacity and interest in transferability and promotability.

Once a program has been successfully completed, is it time to
dissolve the partnership? Probably not. But there is no doubt
that the partnership will change gears at some point. Once a
program has been successfully delivered, it will be necessary
to consider other client groups within the company who may
also need basic skills upgrading. As well there are always new
hires who may require a very special approach which com-
bines basic skills upgrading with orientation to an unfamiliar
workplace.

Evolving needs may require adding new partners and per-
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haps dropping others. It is important to remember that the
partnership is not a bureaucratic structure with its own life
and mandate but rather is a response tool to very specific
stimuli in the workplace. As such, it isimportant that it remain
adaptable to face changing circumstances and challenges.

5. How does the workplace literacy partnership fit into
the total workplace training picture?

The answer to this question is critical, since if the partnership
does not clearly address corporate and union training goals,
the company will not see fit to commit resources to more than
alimited, one shot program and the union will not see this as a
priority with many other competing issues which require
attention. It will be important for the partners to collectively
assess the place which the literacy partnership plays in the
total workplace training picture. Here are some consider-
ations:

® Basic skills training has influence beyond the training
context. Once fortified with stronger skills, workers are
able to do their own jobs better and to aspire to other jobs
within the company.

* A company which provides training opportunities and
which takes an interest in upgrading will be viewed as a
more desirable employer than one which leaves employ-
ees, skills to rust.

* Workplace training is one very vital response to new needs
created by changing technology and shifting world mar-
kets. Without basic skills training, the other technical
wraining which is necessary to respond to new challenges
cannot be effectively carried out.

* Workplace basic skills training cannot be seen in isolation
from the many other areas of workplace training such as
health and safety programs, employee assistance pro-
grams, multiculturalism and ESL programs, and work-
place orientation. It is important that facilitators or
instructors from all these program areas enter into a dia-
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logue with the basic skills instructor or coordinator so that
the basic ckills program can borrow relevant content from
them and so that these other programs can adapt their
approaches to appro_riate levels. In this way, basic skills
upgrading concerns become part of the total training picture.

Partnership building rests, of course, on much more than
having the answers. Personality factors are very much to the
fore, as are factors such as drive, commitment and even fer-
vour. A partnership does not work unless all partners believe
in it, and unless all partners are comfortable with their respec-
tive roles. Some endeavours will see all partners as equal,
while others will see the service provider more as a resource
than a partner. In either case, the nature of the partnership
should be set out at the beginning and agreed to by all parties.
Whether this is done formally or informally will depend on
the partners’ workstyles and preferences.

Often potential partnerships are stymied by two sad lacks -
one of them is the fact that possible partners simply do not
know each other and do not cross paths in the normal course
of events. The Workplace Literacy Program of the Department
of Education in the United States (Funding Guidelines, 1990)
has recognized this situation in a very specific way. Applica-
tions for project grants under the program must be submitted
from a partnership including at least one partner from a busi-
ness, industry, labour organization or private industry coun-
cil; and at least one partner from a State or local educational
agency, an institution of higher educatior or school (including
an area vocational school, an employment and training
agency, orcommunity based organization). By structuring the
program in this way, the bridge between the workplace part-
ners and the outside service providers is assured.

The other lack is the fact that workplace partners are not
always aware of the variety of workplace literacy program
models that are available to them and they may not choose the
best approach for their particular workplace. Given the im-
portance of this aspect, a description of three of the most
common and successful models follows.
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Partnership Program Models

There are various models for workplace ' ~racy programs. It is
hard to describe them all, since some of ...em are variations of
others. Three of the main models which are found in Cana-
dian workplaces are described here. Each is based upon a very
different partnership concept and each is enjoying success in
workplaces across the country. The models are not specific to
the Canadian context and will apply equally well for applica-
tion in other countries.

The Peer Tutoring - Learner Centred Model
Partnership: Union, management, worker

In this model, workers teach workers. Workers who feel that
they have rather solid literacy skills volunteer to be tutors to
co-workers. These worker instructors r-'ceive training from
training co-ordinators hired by worker instructors receive
training from training co-ordinators hired by the union or by
the company, depending on the origin of the program. Once
they have received training - generally a one or two week
course - the worker instructors begin the job of tutoring co-
workers.

In this model the program is entirely learner centred. There is
no pre-set curriculum or course of studies. Rather, workers
identify the areas they want help with. It may be workplace
related such as help with reading health and safety informa-
tion or instruction manuals, or it may be more personal in
scope such as how to figure out ta+ forms or grocery lists. It
might even include helping children with their homework.

In effect this is a community-based type of program which
happens to take place in the workplace. Generally work..s’
time for the program is paid either wholly or partly by the
company. The volunteer instructors tutor from one to six indi-
viduals, with every effort made at meeting the stated needs of
each participant.

The Peer Tutoring-Learner Centred Model is based on the
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principles of empowerment enunciated so well by Brazil's
Paulo Freire. Its strength is its “people orientation”, Its weak-
ness is that, in concentrating wholly on workers stated needs,
it often does not address specific literacy needs related to jobs.
It thus may not prepare a worker as quickly as some other
models do for transferability or promotability. The Ontario
Federation of Labour’s BEST Program is an example of this
latter model.

The Generic - Job Related Model
Partnership: Management, union, adult ec.ucator, worker

This too is an empowerment model - bu: .. a different sense.
Content is very much oriented to the workplace, and instruc-
tors are professional adult educators. Content is general rather
than job specific and it is to some extent learner centered
although not as fully as in the previous model. Because there
is a professional educator involved, the course can benefit
from the various learning strategies that adult educators have
in their repertoire rather than focusing on the more traditional
decoding approach that tutors with limited training might
take.

This program does not focus on job tasks unless the learner
raises job tasks as an item for discussion. Rather, a more
generic approach is utilized, with general workplace content
being emphasized, rather than content applying to a particu-
lar job. Efforts are made to show how literacy learning is not
frozen In one context but is transferable. For instance, the
skills of reading directories or filing can be transferred from a
workplace application to a home setting. The fire safety rules
for the workplace could be reviewed to see how many of them
were applicable to the home, and compare and contrast exer-
cises could be used to build capacities for making choices and
decisions based on full comprehension of written material.

There is a very practical bent to the empowerment of this
model. Empowerment occurs when the worker, perhaps for
the first time, can request annual leave by properly complet-
ing a form or can apply for a transfer by filling in a transfer
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application independently. Empowerment occurs when a
worker can read well enough to find out about other depart-
ments in the workplace and suddenly feels enough confi-
dence to participate in union committees.

Workplace documents are used to guide course content. One
such program, targeted toward dietetics and housekeeping
employees at Ottawa’s Civic Hospital, used diet sheets, safety
regulations and the hospital newsietter as course documents.

Generally this model divides participants into classes of no
more than four to six workers. Facilities provided for the
classes may be lunch rooms cr conference rooms. Classes are
offered once or twice a week, once again with the employer
contributing all or part of the time. Quite often the course will
take place just before or after a worker’s shift. The strength of
this approach is that it has some structure and utilizes the
skills of trained literacy practitioners. A weakness, if it is a
weakness, is that it is only partially learner centred.

The Job Specific/integrated Training Model
Partnership: Adult educator, labour, management, worker

Learning objectives for this program model are based on job
requirements and materials that workers need to use to do
their jobs. It is a job specific approach rather than the more
general approach of the previous model described. This
model builds upon research findings that suggest that reading
gains are much more lasting and substantial when tied to
practical tasks encountered on the job rather than more gen-
eral content.

This model is based on helping trades instructors integrate
literacy into existing training programs. An adult educator
literacy practitioner works closely with a trades trainer to
obtain an overview of the technical content of instruction.
Then the educator devises a training course to be given to a
number of trades instructors. This model has been success-
fully implemented by the New Brunswick Pipe Trades Associ-
ation. Their training program is based on a 40-hour course
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given by the consultant hired by the Association. The course
was given to twelve instructors. An Instructor’s Manual was
developed to assist the instructors in adding literacy elements
t> sheir programs. Some of the topics covered through this
model are:

* how to read charts, diagrams and graphics
e how to use glossaries, tables of contents and indices

* how common prefixes, suffixes and word roots can help
you understand trade specific vocat-ulary more easily

* strategies for improving comprehension of a technical text
» strategies for locating material in a text;

In this program model the educator is dealing with the in-
structor rather than the worker. The philosophical position
here is that workers may feel more comfortable dealing with
the trades instructor rather than having a separate basic skills
upgrading class given by a different person. In this model the
adult educator and the trades instructor each contribute their
main areas of expertise. Itis a true partnership model.

The strength of this model is that it channels and utilizes
existing workplace resources and it centres on job specific
content, the full mastery of which can go a long way to moti-
vate workers and increase their confidence about doing their
actual jobs. Persons who believe in learner centred ap-
proaches may not like this model as much as the others. It will
have appeal, however, for supporters of content specific read-
ing and for those who wish to see trades trainers use an
expanded expertise.

Which of these three models to use will depend on the individ-
ual circumstances that unions and companies find themselves
in arnd what resources are available to provide assistance. It
should be noted that there are many adaptations to these basic
models, and there are additional models as well. However,
consideration of the three models which have been described
and *“e types of partnership building that they entail will
provide a framework for future discussion and action.
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Concluding Comments

Partnerships resemble hot house flowers. They require the
right amounts of heat, moisture and light in order to grow. The
absence of one of these elements will reduce the liklihood of a
healthy and flourishing plant. In like manner, partnerships
are sustained by the combination of vital elements such as
commitment, trust and willingness to share expertise. One
thing is certain. Without effective literacy partnerships, basic
skills needs will be addressed inadequately and in a vacuum.
Only the combined expertise and resources of various inter-
ested and committed parties will result in basic skills pro-
grams which work and which open the vistas to brighter
worker futures.
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Chapter5

UNDERSTANDING,
LESSONS LEARNED IN
EMPLOYEE BASIC SKILLS
EFFORTS IN THE U.S.: NO
QUICK FIX

Paul Jurmo

ABSTRACT

Workplace education efforts in the United States have too often
been hampered by a tendency toward prepackaged ‘quick fixes’
which aren’t based on an understanding of the skills - related
proble:ms to be solved or the range of possible solutions. Planners
of employee education programs should take advantage of the
valuable knowledge and positive motivations which workers al-
ready possess. To do so, planners must establish a positive rela-
tionship with workers and develop an ongoing, systematic means
of developing instruction around the realities of workers’ lives
rather than on preconceived and often misleading assumptions
about what workers need to know.

The Growing Interest in Workplace Literacy

In the latter half of the 1980s, workplace literacy became a 1ot
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topic in the United States. Public policy makers, educators,
researchers, vendors of educational products, and the news
media bombarded employers and unions with the message
that something had to be done to improve the skills of the
American workforce. At the same time, many employers and
unions were learning first-hand that many American workers
were not prepared to handle the new demands of a changing
workplace.

In response to this new awareness of the employee basic skills
issue, employers and unions have on the whole been paying
more attention to employee training and education issues.
Some businesses have been forming task forces, examining
workforce resources in their communities and in their indus-
tries, assessing the basic skills of their own employees, and
actually jumping in and setting up programs for their employ-
ees. Unions have also begun establishing programs for their
members, and in some locations such as New York, Boston,
and Chicago, unions have formed consortia with other unions
to share resources around this issue of worker education.

On the surface, this growth in interest and activity seems like a
good thing. It appears that key players with an interest in a
well educated workforce have now become aware, done some
planning, and devoted some resources to begin tackling the
employee basic skills problem. On closer examination, how-
ever, it becomes clear that we shouldn't be too satisfied with
where we stand today, because the quality of existing pro-
grams and the level of commitment to quality programs are
not what they should be.

Iwould argue that, if we - as educators, employers, unions, or
public policy makers - really want o develop effective em-
ployee basic skills efforts in the United States, some hard
questions must be dealt with and a good deal more ground-
work must be done before we go much further. "Vith careful
preparations, we in the U.S. - and those conc >rned with
workpiace literacy in other countries as well - can learn from
the U.S. experience and avoid the mistakes of all too many
workplace efforts to date.
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The remainder of this chapter discusses a pumber of key
lessons iearned.

Lesson #1: There is No Single ‘’‘Business
Perspective’’ or ‘Labour Perspective’’ on
Workplace Literacy

It is safe to say that employers, which include for-profit busi-
nesses as weli as governmental and nonprofit agencies, and
unions have been challenged to look more closely at the em-
ployee basic skills issue in recent years. The response of em-
ployers and unions to the issue, however, has not been
uniform.

In some cases, employers and unions haven't really given the
problem much thought at all and haven't really developed a
position on the topic. Many of these employers and unions
have been busy keeping the’~ heads above troubled economic
waters and haven’t had the time to look in any depth at less
immediate issues like employee basic skills. This is tru: even
when the strength of these employers and unions is declining
due to inadequate skills in their workforce.

Other employers and unions have looked at the issue and
concluded that, indeed, their employees do have a basic skills
problem. However, whether for lack of resources, plans to
eliminate low skilled jobs, or other reasons, these employers
and unions have decided to ignore the problem and hope it
goes away.

Other employers and unions recognize an employee basic
skills problem and assume that the solution wili ultimately
have to be a long term effort to improve the U.S. school
system. What is ignored here, however, are the facts that (1) a
significant percentage of the U.S. workforce for the next
twenty or more years is already beyond school age, (2) the
problems of dropouts, drug abuse, poverty, and child abuse
which contribute to the illiteracy problem will not go away
soon even if all the proposed school reforms are implemented
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immediately, and (3) immigration, which is also a major con-
tributing factor to the adult illiteracy problem, islikely to remain
at a high level for some time. Waiting for school reform to work
is not by itself going to solve the employee basic skills problem.,

In some cases, employers and unions admit that they do have
some kind of employee basic skills problem, but they decide
that the solition should not cost them much time or money.
These employers and unions typically look for an educational
institution or vendor to provide a low cost, ‘quickie’ solution,
usually in the form of a standardized curriculum - whether
using textbook, computer, video, or other formats - not tailored
to the particular workers or workplace involved.

Some employers recognize that the skills of potential or current
workers are not what the werkplace demands. These employ-
ers conclude that an efficient way to deal with the problem is to
set up a test or other screening device aimed at keeping unde-
rskilled workers out of the company’s workforce to begin with
or somehow preventing existing underskilled employees from
moving into more demanding jobs.

And finally, there are a few employers and unions who have,
through careful investigations, identified a basic skills problem
in their workforce, looked at the options open to them, and
realized that an effective response will require real vision and
resources. These resources will include time, thinking, com-
mitment, a collaborasive spirit, and funds devoted not to just
“fixing the schools” - and the other problems of poverty, mal-
nutrition, disintegrated families, substance abuse, and teen
pregnancy which contribute to adult illiteracy. Resources also
must be committed to dealing with the millicns of undereduca-
ted adults who will make up a major share of the U.S.
workforce for the foreseeable future. While it would be nice to
be able to say this kind of response represents the business or
labour perspective on the workplace literacy issue, that simply
is not the case.

The reality is that businesses and unions are at present re-
sponding to the worker basic skill question in many different
ways.
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Lesson #2: Effective Programs Require an
Understanding of the Problem and of Possible
Solutions

In too many cases, corporate leaders, union representatives,
and public officials become aware that some kind of basic skills
problem exists in their workfor¢ : and then jump tco quickly at
implementing an employee ed: :ation effort without really un-
derstanding the problem or tue available range of possible
solutions. :

The necessity of careful needs assessment

Understanding the “workplace literacy problem” in a particu-
lar workplace requires careful study by all the parties con-
cerned. A team of managers, union representatives, educators
- and particularly employees themselves - should be put to-
gether, and team members should first “do their homework” to
learn from the considerable work already done by researchers
and other employers and unions.

For example, a number of national level reports (Carnevale,
Gainer, and Meltzer, 1990; Committee for Economic Develop-
ment, 1985; National Center on Education and the Economy,
1990; National Alliance of Business, 1987) have already been
issued in which employers tell us that they now want employ-
ees who can apply reading, writing, and math to real workplace
tasks. Workers must also be able to work in teams, communi-
cate verbally, and solve problems as they come up, rather than
wait for someone else to solve them. And because of the in-
creasing racial, ethnic, and linguistic diversity of the U.S.
workforce, U.S. workers and their employers need to know
how to understand and communicate with others in their
workplace who are ‘different’ from them (Johnston and Packer,
1987; Business Council for Effective Literacy, January 1987).

These reports show u that employee basic skills is no longer
defined as the 3Rs we learned in grammar school. An employee
education pl.nning team should use these broader categories
of technical and social skills as a frame of reference when it
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takes the next step of looking at the particular needs of its own
workplace.

If, fur example, the record-keeping or decision-making skills of
particular employees are areas which the team wants to focus
on, then the planners should be aware that traditional, aca-
demic reading, writing, and verbal English tests are generally
not designed to measure those specific real world skills. A
planning team should consider using alternative measures like
interviews with the employees and their supervisors, observa-
tion of workers actually carrying out those tasks on their jobs or
in simulated situations, and review of employees’ production
records as ways of producing a clearer picture of what skill areas
require attention.

The need to develop appropriate responses

But once that initial needs assessment is done, the planning
team can't stop there. Planners need to continue their system-
atic planning and investigate possible strategies for responding
to the problems they’ve identified. Rushing in to set up an
educational program might not always be the best response.

The solution to many supposed employee basic skills problems
might in fact be a restructuring of particular jobs to enable
workers to perform more efficiently and safely with the skills
they already have. The readiag materials used in a job might,
for exanple, be rewritten in a way that makes them more easily
understood by the workers who have to use them.

But in other cases, there might be no way around the fact that
an instructional program has to be set up. Then this is another
point where thoughtful planning is needed and one where
many workplace programs get lost. Intoo many cases, planners
of employee basic education programs have little prior experi-
ence putting tugether a literacy program, and they naturally
assume that any old instructional method will do. They assume
that teaching reading is basically the same process they went
through back in grammar school.

Planners might als0 be told that they shouldn’t go to the ex-
pense of setting up a school in their workplace and that, as a
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more cost effective alt rnative, technology is the way to go
(Chisman, 1989; Packer and Campbell, 1990). But whei. tech-
nology is defined too narrowly, employers might assume that
developing an employee basic skills program is simply a matter
of choosing the best educational software to plug into the
company’s computers. Experience is showing us, though,
(Freyd and Lytle, 1990; Smith, 1986; Soifer et al, 1990; Sperazi,
1990; Young and Irwin, 1988} that when many of the existing
software programs are looked at carefully, it turns out that they
are merely traditional fill-in-the-blanks workbooks in disguise.

Instructional theory ar:d contextualized approaches:

This brings us to the question of instructional theory, a sticky
topic which is naturally foreign to employers, unions, and
public policy makers who don't specialize in such mz.ters.
“Instructional Theory” is basically a question of what it is we
want to accomplish in an eciucational effort and how best to
reach those goals. Like it or not, this is a question which we all
have to be concerned with if we really want to set up effective
workplace education programs.

When we look at the research emerging from not only work-

~ place literacy programs, but from the fields of reading and

writing education, linguistics, and other disciplines, we see a
growing body of evidence which indicates that traditional,
academic approaches to literacy instruction - whether in work-
book, computerized, or video formats - don't work very well.
This research indicates that alternative, contextualized ap-
proaches are what we need to be developing.

Research is showing us that, too often, traditional literacy pro-
grams have simply adogied academic instructional approaches
found in schools. These curricula are seen as having little direct
relevance to the particular job tasks which the employees face on
their jobs or might face in future jobs (Mikulecky, 1981; Resnick,
1987). If mastery of job-related literacy tasks is at least part of the
program'’s purpose to begin with, such standardized curricula
are not a very direct route to those job-related objectives.

There is an even more fundamental flaw in many traditional
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literacy curricula, however. Such curricula are often based on
questionable assumptions about how people learn to read and
write, and they place undue emphasis on rote mastery of
fragmented pieces of wri ten language which are irrelevant to
adults’ lives, rather than on helping learners to develop the
strategies we all need to make meaning out of written lan-
guage. (Meyer and Keefe, 1988).

As a reaction against curricula which try to teach skills in a
vacuum, or isolated from meaningful uses, some literacy prac-
titioners have developed an alternative, contextualized ap-
proach to instruc .on. The contextualized approach argues
that literacy is the use of written language to accomplish real
worid tasks of interest to the reader and writer (Harman, 1987;
Harste, Woodward, and Burke, 1984). A contextualized ap-
proach to instruction is structured in a way to enable the
learner to learn by doing, to develop the strategies used in
fluent reading and writing by actually practising those strate-
gies in real, meaningful literacy activities. These strategies
include selecting, predicting, searching, tentative choosing,
and other thoughtful means of developing meaning from
print (Goodman and Niles, 1970).

Different interpretation of the contextualized approach

When we look at how workplace educators are applying tliis
principle of contextualization in practice, we find that no two
programs look the same. In some cases, practitioners are
defining the context rather narrowly for the learner, assuming
for example that, because a low literate worker operates a
particular machine, then the basic skills curriculum should
focus primarily on literacy tasks associated with that machine.

Others recognize that, to capture the interest of workers and
make the program more relevant to them, a planning team
must involve employees from the start in defining what literacy
tasks and topics to build the curriculum around. Otherwise, if
the learner is left out of the process of defining what is mean-
ingful, there is a real possibility that the curriculum will focus
on a literacy task which the worker already knows how to
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handle - or on reading materials found in a job which is
actually of little interest to the learner (Business Council for
Effective Literacy, July 1989). No matter how well intentioned
program planners may be, when these kinds of uninteresting
literacy tasks become the focus of a workplace literacy pro-
gram, the worker will very likely see the curriculum as some-
thing imposed and not something to be much interested in.

A new model

A growing number of workplace educators are now develop-
ing a third alternative for employee basic skills education
which rejects the two instructional approaches described
above - the academic model and the artificially-job-specific
model - which until now have dominated the field. The alter-
native has not received much attention but, in my view, holds
a great deal of promise.

This third alternative might go by anumber of names: ‘partici-
patory, ‘collaborative, ‘learner-centred, ‘worker-centred,
'partnership education, or other terms (Fingeret, 1990;
Jurmo, 1989; Sarmiento and Kay, 1990). Participatory pro-
grams reject the notion that the worker is an empty piggy
bank into which someone else deposits technical information.
To use a different metaphor, the worker is not seen as a
mechanical appendage of a machine which merely needs
some technical fine-tuning (Freire, 1985). Rather, the worker is
seen as a human being with considerable strengths and
interests.

A participatory workplace program sees these qualities as
assets and is structured to provide multiple opportunities for
workers to build on their strengths, to enable them to think
critically, analyze and solve problems, and communicate
clearly (Soifer, Young, and Irwin, 1989).

Using the participatory approach

In practice, we riow see this participatory approach in actionin
a number of workplace literacy settings. Workers in some of
these programs work in teams with their instructors to review
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what goes on in their jobs, to identify problem areas, literacy
tasks, and. uses of verbal communication they would like to
focus on (Aforve, 1989; Auerbach and Wallerstein, 1987; Busi-
ness Council for Effective Literacy, October 1989). The empha-
sis in this kind of needs assessment process is not so much on
workers’ deficits as on their existing abilities, interests, and
potential. The workers then study articles in the company
newsletter, work-related statistics, and other texts related to
the topics which interest them. They also write about those
topics, share their writings, and debate and give feedback to
each other about the content and form of the writings (Soifer,
Young, and Irwin, 1989). Verbal communication and math
activities - even for complex tasks like statistical process con-
trol - are likewise built around real world interests which
workers bring with them from their jobs (Business Council for
Effective Literacy, July 1988).

But in these programs the workers don’t necessarily focus
solely on job related topics. They might bring in issues from
their lives outside the workplace, topics like “How much
cement will I need to re-do the driveway at my house?” or
“How canlhelp my child do better in school?” or “What it was
like for me growing up in the hills of Appalachia.” Including
these non job related topics is not seen as something superflu-
ous or distracting from job related goals. Rather, by encourag-
ing workers to focus on a wide range of topics of personal
interest, participatory programs continually reinforce work-
ers’ abilities to use print to relate new experience to prior
knowledge. In so doing, workers come to see language as a
personal tool which they can use to accomplish many mean-
ingful, interesting goals.

Proponents of this approach tend to reject traditional mea-
sures of learner and program achievement on the grounds that
they don't accurately reflect what impact the program is actu-
ally having on the learner in the context of his or her life on or
off the job. These practitionars might use standardized tests,
“head counts,” and other traditional measures if that is what
their funders demand. But participatory educators tend to
prefer qualitative measures tailored specifically to measure
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how well learners are able to perform real life tasks of interest
to the workers ¢ .d their employers.

As described above, in the early planning stages learners and
their supervisors might be interviewed to identify a set of
learning objectives drawn from workers lives’ on and off the
job. To monitor learners’ progress toward those goals, staff
then continually call on learners to assess what they are
achieving as individuals and as a group. At the end of a given
instructional period, learners and their supervisors might
again be interviewed to determine what if any changes have
occurred in learners’ skills, attitudes, and other personal and
job related variables.

Evaluators can also check learners’ production and safety
records, review samples of their written work, observe learn-
ers on the job, and pose simulated problems to the workers to
see how well they can solve them. All of these qualitative
measures are now being used to more clearly define what
objectives need to be achieved in the program and how well
they are being achieved. In many of these activities aimed at
measuring learner and program progress, workers themsel-
ves are taking on active roles in defining program goals and
assessing their own progress and the effectiveness of the
program.

In this collaborative approach to workplace education, em-
ployers and educators are seen as partners who help define
what is studied in the program, but they don’t dominate the
process. In this collaborative process, workers’ self-esteem
and team spirit are reinforced as they realize that they have
something to say and have colleagues who are willing to listen
(Soifer, Young, and Irwin, 1989). So far, these kinds of partici-
patory programs seem to be producing the kinds of strong
reading and writing skills, critical thinking, self-esteem, and
social abilities all of us need to participate actively not only in
our jobs, but in our roles as family members and citizens, as
well.
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Lesson #3: To Build a Strong Workplace
Literacy Field, We'll Need a Sustained,
Thoughtful Effort

That's the good news: Creative, dedicated practitioners and
learners are making progress and developing more appropri-
ate forms of workplace education. The field as a whole has
much to learn from these new models. But the bad news is that
these kinds of carefully planned programs, unfortunately,
remain a distinct minority within the field. These ‘new and
improved’ programs require a number of ingredients not yet
widely available. Our challenge is to make sure that the basic
ingredients of vision, cooperation, qualified personnel, and
material resources are in place before we go much further with
literacy efforts which should be aiming at creating not only a
more productive workforce but a more just and democratic
society, as well.

Employers, unions, and public policy makers

For example, employers, unions, and public policy makers
faced with setting up a worker education program should not
just settle on ‘quick fix solutions’ because they are under
pressure from ‘the top’ to set up a program or because neatly-
packaged curricula seem inexpensive or easy-to-use. They
need to do the kinds of careful needs assessment and resource
development described earlier. By doing so, they will be doing
the same kind of thoughtful planning they should give to any
other business decision.

Our leaders in business, labour, and government should, in
effect, be exercising the same kind of critical thinking skill,
which they are saying U.S. workers need to be exercising at
this point in time. Otherwise, high level decision makers are
liable to end up throwing corporate and taxpayers’ dollars at
questionable workplace education projects. And, beyond be-
ing concerned about particular workplaces, employers, un-
ions, and public policy makers should likewise become
strong, thoughtful advocates for quality education for all chil-
dren and adults in their cominunities.
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Vendors

Other, often overlooked players in workplace literacy efforts
are vendors of educational texts, computer software and hard-
ware, videos, and consulting services. Some of these vendors
have in fact moved beyond traditional forms of education and
have been creating more meaningful instructional apprcaches
based on the realities of employees’ lives. But these publishers
and consultants are in the minority. Instead, we see too much
evidence of vendors who, often with little grounding in liter-
acy education per se, are selling questionable products and
services, and using misleading sales pitches. As a field, we
need to encourage workplace literacy publishers and consult-
ants to become our allies in the development of appropriate
methodologies rather than function as competitors for scarce
educational resources.

The news media

Itis also time that more representatives of the news media get
beyond merely repeating what is already known about the
workplace literacy issue or — worse - reiterating overly simplis-
tic, exaggerated estimates of the “menace of worker illiteracy”
or conveying the impression that the employee basic skills
problem is an easy one to solve. Journalists need to do more
digging to uncover what kinds of basic skills are really needed
by U.S. workers and show us what is really being accom-
plished or not accomplished by current employee basic skills
efforts. The public needs to know what needs to be done - and
by whom - to really create a strong American workforce and
society, and the media can help educate all of us (Schalit and
Donovan, 1989).

Adiilt educators

Adult educators also need to take the time to remember that
the process of developing a quality educational program re-
quires considerable technical skills anc 1clear vision. We have
as a field been pushed into trying to du our jobs with limited
training, inappropriate prepackaged materials and assess-
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ment tools, meager salaries and benefits, and instructors who
don't really know the learners and communities they are
supposed to be serving. In workplace programs, we are being
pushed into a focus on ‘the bottom line’ when in fact we know
that employee basic skills education is much more than fine-
tuning workers’ technical skills to “increase corporate profits’

Enlightened business jeaders (Business Council for Effective
Literacy, July 1990; Time Inc., 1988) don't use that kind of
dehumanizing rhetoric, and we shouldn'’t fall into the trap of
adopting that kind of talk because we think it will please
corporate and public funders. We need to learn how to negoti-
ate with the business community without selling ourselves
short. We need to be sure that we get the training, appropriate
assessment systems, and other resources we need to do a
good job. And we need to make it clear to the employers,
unions, and public officials we work with that effective basic
skills programs require much more than quick-fix solutions.

Workers

And, finally, if we believe that workplace literacy efforts should
aim at building not only a more technically efficient but also a
more just and democratic society, then we need to remember
the central role which workers themselves play in these efforts.
We mustn't forget that the success of workplace literacy educa-
tion in this country will be largely up to the workers who will
participate in the programs we create with them. If we Jeave them
out of the process of putting together our educational pro-
grams, we will likely fail to take advantage of their considerable
valuable knowledge and positive motivations.

Reports describing “the decline of the American workforce”
suggest that the U.S. economy is burdened by a workforce
whiclt isn’t up to the challenges of a new world economic
order. No doubt all of us will have to constantly upgrade our
skills to take advantage of the new opportunities ahead of us.

But we must remember that workers in the United States have
alot going for them already. And that includes even those who
didn’t get the opportunity to develop strong English language
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Jiteracy skills when they were younger. If the rest of us do our
part, we can make sure that all of our workforce gets a real
chance to succeed this time arcand.

Note: This chapter is based on presentations made during 1990 at

workplace-literacy-related conferences in El Paso, TX; Worcester, MA;
Baton Rouge, LA; Washington, DC; Chicago, IL; and Atlanta, GA.
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Chapter6

UNDERSTANDING VALUES
IN WORKPLACE
EDUCATION

James A. Draper

ABSTRACT

This chapter begins with looking at the “Why” of our behaviou,
raising a number of philosophical questions and examining some
reasons to reflect on and articulate our personal philosophy. This is
followed by a descripticin and discussion of five philosophical
orientations: Liberal, Behaviourist, Progressive, Humanist and
Radical. The relevance of each of these to workplace educational
prog:ams is illustrated. The section “Philosophically Where Do We
Stand?” discusses how, especially as educators and trainers, our
values are expressed in our deily behaviour and language. The
section on the importance of language looks at some of the words
used in workplace programs, and the need to take our language
seriously. Finally, examples of philosophical statements are given
to show that values and assumptions are to be for .d in a variety of
sources. Indeed, all of the chaptersin this book express values held
by individuals and groups.

The ““Why"’ of Our Behaviour

We do it all the time, often without realizing it. It is the
tendency of human nature to feel that what we do is rational,
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that there are good and reasonable explanations for our beha-
viour, that we are right in what we think and do. We do not
usually articulate these feelings, but they are ..ith us daily.
Our philosophy of life, that which guides us in our work and
in our relationships with others is an integral part of our
identity. However there is a danger that our beliefs may limit
our perceptions. Is there another way that I might act? 's there
another point of view I might isten to and benefit from? How
can I become more effective - as a teacher or planner - in a
workplace program? Are the assumptions I make about the
educational needs of others really a projection of my values?
How do I know? All of these are philosophical questions.
Being able to answer these and other questions helps us to
better understand the steps in workplace program develop-
ment such as the identification of training needs, assessment
of trainers, curriculum planning, delivery, evaluation and se-
lecting training materials.

The Random House Dictionary defines philosophy as “a system
of principles for guidance in practical affairs; the rational
investigation of the truths and principles o' being, knowl-
edge, or conduct”. Articulating our personal philosophy helps
us understand why we behave and thin}. the way we do.
Furthermore, it helps us to understand the consequences of
our behaviour and the influence our philosophy has upon
others, such as the persons we come in contact with in work-
place educational programs. It helps us to be consistent, and
question our inconsistency. It can help us in communicating
with others, providing we take care to describe our philoso-
phy and the language we use. It can help us defend our
actions: "I use this teaching approach because it expresses the
philosophy I believe in” Our philosophy expresses the as-
sumptions we hold about human nature and the capability
and willingness of people to learn. Being able to articulate our
preferred philosophy also helps us to be more professional as
adult educators, that is, to be able to describe our behaviour
from a theoretical point of view which is grounded in a specific
pody of knowledge based on research, critical reflection and
experience. The generalist practitioner is often only able to
describe what is done, .t why.
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Being able to articulate our beliefs and values, helps us to
bridge theory and practice; to more clearly see the relationship
between education and society, and the various social, eco-
nomic, political and cultural forces which impinge upon and
influence education. Our philosophy influences our practice,
and practice illuminates our philosophy. Rooted in our indi-
vidual history and the history of our society, our philosophy is
always personal yet it identifies us as members of a group.
Focusing on our beliefs helps us tc both utilize and create
knowledge.

The following section describes five philosophical orienta-
tions, all of which are evident in workplace basic education
programs.

Labelling our Philosophies

In their book, Philosophical Foundations of Adult Education, Elias
and Merriam (1984) discuss five philosophies: liberal, beha-
viourist, progressive, humanist, and radical. What followsisa
brief description and comparison of each.

Liberal:

Arising out of early Greek thinking, the purpose of liberal
education was to develop one’s intellect and morals (the idea
of what is right and wrong) and to develop one’s ability to
make wise judgements. The intent was to liberalize the hu-
man spirit through the development of one’s rational and
critical thinking capacitics. The student was usually guided by
an authority figure - a teacher who was conversant with the
content. Being teacher-centred, the dominant teaching
method was the lecture. The liberal tradition was intended to
be a discovery of the self with outside assistance. What a
person learned was expected to be reflected in everyday life.

The relevance of this orientation to workplace basic education
is the value which it places on the quality of the ”philosophi-
cal” content which is being read, presenting to the reader new
and relevant ideas which often go beyond the workplace. The

~
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liberal tradition attempts to teach people to think, to reason, to
question, and to raise timeless questions such as what is
justice, truth and goodness.

Behaviourist:

Growing out of the stimulus-response werk of B.E. Skinner
and others, this philosophical orientation aims to change be-
haviour in the direction of pre-determined stated objectives.
The goal of behaviour modification or conditioning is teacher-
directed and teacher-rewarded. The student is led through a
sequencing of learning modules toward an ultimate goal
which can be measured and quantified. Competency based
training is a prime example of this philosophical orientation,
whereby the outcome and the means for reaching it are pre-
programmed. Reaching this end goal is all important. The
negative aspects of this approach to education are frequently
emphasized, for example, that the student gives up a degree
of freedom, putting himself or herself in the hands of another
person in order to reach a pre-determined goal which, it is
presumed, has some value to the student. This task oriented
approach to education often ignores the previous experiences
of the student and the choices of response are limited. The
student and the teacher enter into a kind of contract with one
another.

This approach to education is widely practised in workplace
training programs, where one is taught to master specific
sequentially arranged skills such as learning to use a computer
Or preparing to write a grade eight mathematics examination.

Progressive:

Beginning in the early part of this century, this philosophy
grew out of a socio-political North American context charac-
terized by: industrialization, utilitarian values, the expansion
of vocational training, capitalism, citizenship and language
training of new immigrants, as well as the increasing predor-
nance of the scientific method in explaining human behaviour
These values were reflected in the public schools which were
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often isolated from community daily life, and characterized by
an authoritarian approach to education, focusing on facts and
memorization. A reaction against this was an attempt to pro-
gress towards education which would introduce new atti-
tudes, ideas and teaching methods. The intention was to free
students to value the experiences they already had about their
communities; to make education relevant and applicable by
developing skills of problem solving and by using the scien-
tific method to discover knowledge with field irips and pro-
jects. The teacher became a facilitator. Education became more
democratized, more focused on the pragmatic. Education was
seen to be both experimental as well as experiential.

This progressive approach had a profound influence on the
practice and theory of adult education. To a great extent, the
traditior.ul roles of students and teachers now became inter-
changeable, with each learning from and teaching the other.
Experiences were valued and encouraged. Participation in
one’s own learning, with degrees of control over what is
learned, and the idea of life-long education took on a new
depth of meaning. This philosophy also helped to raise ques-
tions about the social responsibility of institutions such as
schools and private industry. Beginning with an assessment of
needs, this learner-centred approach to education was seen as
an instrument of social change. Much of the spirit and practice
of this progressive philosophical orientation are to be seen
today in many workplace basic education programs.

Humanist:

The progressive philosophy focused cn the social conicxt of
individuals; the humanist philosophy focused on the dignity,
freedom and value of the individual. It arose out of an 18th
century reaction against the authority of traditional institu-
tions and the anonymity of industrialization which was
thought to dehumanize the individual. Viewing individuals
holistically, humanistic philosophy valued the intrinsic, intui-
tive, ethical sense of people and