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The Project Adult Literacy Society, or P.A.L.S., is a nonprofit organization in Edmonton, Alberta
who assists adults who struggle with reading, writing, math, and technology by providing tutors
and in-classroom education. The main focus of this research is to identify barriers adults with low
literacy face when trying to pursue higher education and living wage employment. By liaising with
P.A.L.S. students, staff and volunteers, the research team attempted to identify this focus through
qualitative research methods. The main method of data gathering was conducted through the use
of interviews over the phone, face-to-face interviews, focus groups, and first-hand observations
at the facility for background information on how the program operates. A total of thirteen
voluntary participants' varied in age, gender, education, and length of time enrolled with the
organization which allowed for a range of diverse perspectives for the data. Results from the study
suggested that many participants in P.A.L.S. programming have an advantage toward literacy
developments due to the overwhelming amount of support provided by volunteers and staff and
the social network created which impacted a positive growth toward students' self-confidence.
Furthermore, this study found that student goals beyond their literacy development were
consistent with gaining independence, pursuing higher education, and giving back to the
community. The obstacles that the participants faced when pursuing these goals, even with the
advantages provided through involvement with P.A.L.S., seemed to reflect the available resources
to further accommodate their learning developments. These lacking resources include the time
offered, the material available, and availability for specialized professionals to further assist
developments. The report concludes that investing in further research and funding is essential to
address the fluid nature of adult education. 
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   Literacy is a necessity for everyday life in highly
developed societies such as Canada. It includes
everything from reading a utility bill, clearly
communicating our thoughts, or even browsing for job
postings on the internet. It can be quite a disadvantage
for people who struggle with literacy and can affect
both economic and social well-being. Adults affected
by this have a harder time being gainfully employed,
seeking higher education, or even finding connections
within our society. Project Adult Literacy Society
(P.A.L.S.) is a non-profit organization in Edmonton,
Alberta, that aims to help individuals who struggle with
such literacy challenges. P.A.L.S. offers programs in
Literacy, Literacy for English Language Learners, Math
Literacy and Computer Literacy (P.A.L.S., About Us).
The students meet in both classroom settings and with
a designated volunteer tutor and work to follow a
homework plan to accomplish their academic goals. In
a technologically advanced society that is constantly
growing, this problem becomes fluid in nature. Through
examining perspectives of learners and faculty at the
non-profit organization, this paper aims to identify the
learning barriers faced when adults with low literacy
aim to pursue higher education, employment and higher
quality of life. 
     According to the Programme for the Assessment of
Adult Competencies (PIAAC) discussed in The
Conference Board of Canada (2014), literacy skills are
defined as “the ability to understand, evaluate, use,
and engage with written texts to participate in society,
to achieve one’s goals, and to develop one’s knowledge
and potential - accessing, identifying, and processing
information from a variety of texts that relate to a
range of settings.”  Literacy skills are not just about
reading and writing but include numeracy and
problem-solving skills. OECD or the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development which is an
international organization that helps make policies to
better the lives of people around the 

world had a report in 2014 that reported 49% of adult
Canadians have literacy skills that are below the high
school level with 18% of them being at the lowest level.
Canada was ranked 11 out of 23 OECD countries that are
evaluated by PIAAC to assess the global literacy skills
and earned a “C” grade compared to other nations.
Provincially, Alberta, Prince Edward Island, British
Columbia, Manitoba and Saskatchewan were graded a
“C”; where the rest of the provinces and territories
scored a “D” grade. For a highly developed country that
prides itself on freedom, adult literacy has to be
prioritized to address the demanding issue. The value of
freedom will only be a dismissed campaign slogan if the
people are restricted from confidently pursuing the life
they deserve due to unaddressed learning barriers. 

       As of 2020, P.A.L.S. reported 247 learners enrolled
in the organization that originated from thirty-two
countries including Canada. In a multicultural country,
the population consists of very unique backgrounds in
language and education. However, low literacy is not
only limited to new Canadians. Literacy challenges exist
among many Canadian-born individuals who struggle
with learning disabilities or were not offered appropriate
education throughout their childhood. It is key to
understand that adults with low literacy vary in age,
nationality, and background in education which creates
an especially hard issue to be successfully addressed. 

   Individuals with low literacy skills are more likely to
report financial stress, poor health, be less politically
engaged, and be more socially isolated (The Conference
Board of Canada, 2014). Due to literacy difficulties,
adults are faced with limited employment options and
restricted to certain social circles which can impede on
the overall quality of life. While society continues to
advance, this problem may only grow larger. The
intention of this study is to work alongside adults with
low literacy and have their needs be properly heard,
with the aim to offer appropriate feedback that will
address such impediments and offer a better quality of
life for such a large portion of the Canadian population.
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Literature Review: Smyth and The Movement
of Canadian Literacy

 To provide further information and context, a
literature review will be done to examine why this
problem should be addressed to enhance our
understanding of literacy challenges in a greater
context. The two literature reviews provide more
knowledge on literacy and what Canada has done to
address it and the economic impact it has had on
communities. Suzanne Smythe (2015) offers a
perspective of policies concerning adult literacy in
Canada approaching the topic with relevant qualitative
data. The Movement of Canadian Literacy (2001), a
non-profit organization that represents a literacy
coalition from every province and territory, discusses
the importance of literacy skills in both economic and
social perspectives using quantitative data.

Policies on Adult Literacy

 Smythe’s (2015) paper discusses adult literacy policy
and practices in Canada over a ten-year period,
drawing on the concept of policy networks, powerful
literacies, and workarounds. Policy networks suggest
that policies are “mobile” meaning that they are
unpredictable and travel transnationally and across
local spaces. Policy networks are often complemented
by the concept of powerful literacy, which attempts to
enhance the autonomy and control of helpless learners
over their environment (Crowther, Tett, & Hamilton et
al, Smythe). Lastly, workarounds are how educators
and learners participate in policy networks and are
powerful enough to influence policies, “ how educators
and learners participate in policy networks as powerful
actor” (Smythe, pg. 6, 2015). Educators and
organizations help form new spaces for more inclusions
in literacy as well as innovative practices and that has
affected policies. Adult literacy education in Canada
falls under provincial and territorial jurisdictions and

is often provided by the community and is sometimes
funded by the provincial and federal government
through a partnership either on a short-term basis or a
long-term basis depending on what available funds there
are (Pg. 6, 2015). One of the critiques that have been
mentioned is that Canada's systemic policy approach to
adult literacy is not cohesive or coherent especially with
a lot of literacy programs across Canada not being a full-
time profession for many. One of the frustrations of an
interviewee in the paper was that they want to be a
literacy instructor but many places do not pay well (pg.7,
2015). With P.A.L.S. it is a volunteer to student-based
learning and it is a great way for many to build volunteer
experience but it could be tough for people who do want
to do this full-time. Many provinces have a minimum
threshold when it comes to the level of literacy skills they
need. It was found that the minimum was Level 3 literacy
skills as they found that was the average that most
people should be able to function in society. In Ontario, it
was an indication for employability if they had at least
Level 3 of literacy skills. Many of the policies that have
come out target those that are in the Level 1 and Level 2
so they can fully contribute and take part in society once
they reach the minimum Level 3. The Northwest
Territories, Nunavut and Yukon’s literacy councils have
used more community-based methods to explore literacy
that is rooted in Indigenous culture and language to
address low literacy skills. There have been few literacy
policies that have been implemented but the ones that
have been are not cohesive across Canada however
adult literacy policies across Canada need to reflect the
learning needs and interests of the people who are very
diverse. 
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 Economic and Social Values of Literacy Skills

 The Movement of Canadian Literacy (MCL) discusses
the importance of informing the government and the
general public about adult literacy in Canada to
provide quality literacy education prior to the budget
consultation in 2002. Literacy has a very important
impact on the economic and social wellbeing of our
society, and “ commitment to literacy is crucial to our
national prosperity and to our future competitiveness”
(MCL, pg. 4, 2001). Addressing this issue alleviates a
lot of the economic strain that many people face.
Canadians who have low literacy skills represent
“untapped resource” losing out on almost $4 billion in
wasted potential (pg. 4). Adults with low literacy are
very skillful, however with low literacy skills they are
not able to fully interact in society. For people who
have the lowest literacy skills in Canada, the
unemployment rate is about 26 percent compared to 4
percent of those who have higher literacy levels. In
Canada literacy is very important for an individual's
success; it correlates with their earnings, with men
making $585,000 extra over their lifetime and women
making $683,000 extra with higher literacy skills (pg.
5). 

Literacy barriers make it hard to deal with certain social
issues so reducing the literacy skills among adults helps
reduce child poverty, it also reduces strain in our
healthcare system with people being less likely to misuse
medication or misunderstand health information, it
reduces crime and strengthens our democracy by people
participating in communities and are less likely to shy
away from casting a ballot (MCL, 2001). Literacy impacts
everyday life from jobs to our health and social cohesion.
The report argues that improving literacy will improve
the outcomes for individuals, their families and
communities. P.A.L.S. helps contribute directly to all three
aspects while aiming to aid learners at an individual level. 

      Canada is one of the few countries that does not
have a cohesive strategy addressing adult literacy.
Investing in literacy programs needs to start with policies
that better enhance the lives of the learners who take
part in the programs. Provinces and territories take the
lead on how to address adult literacy, but it is not their
main priority. The federal government can help develop
policy directions that can make it more cohesive across
Canada. Moreover, investing in consistent and flexible
funding for training is essential to support the future
success of nonprofit organizations. Literacy is very
important economically and socially for Canadians, the
federal government needs to find better initiative and
policies as discussed to truly help our society
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Methods

     To recruit participants for this study, a poster was
created along with a recruitment sheet that was both
provided to the community partner to post at the
organization. The qualitative research method
originally applied was the use of in-depth interviews
over the phone. Hoonaard (2018) describes the
“purpose of in-depth interviews is to allow people to
explain their experiences, attitudes, feelings, and
definitions of the situation in their own terms and in
ways that are meaningful to them” (105). This was
important to consider as each learner has a unique
reason behind struggling with low literacy and the
authors wanted to capture this accurately as possible.
These interviews were to be scheduled to
accommodate the participants' availability to ensure
the maximum amount of participation. 
     Each interview had a detailed chronologically made
interview guide to follow, with flexibility for additional
questions at the discretion of the researcher. Prior to
constructing and developing the interview guide, a
clear aim of the discussion had to be addressed. The
interview guide went under a considerable amount of
editing to be certain the wording was appropriate and
the topic was distinctly addressed, requesting
feedback from professionals in the field of qualitative
methodology and adult education. 
  Although there was success with the original
method, adjustments had to be made to accommodate
participants and maximize participation. These
adjustments involved in-person recruitment at the
organization, where researchers gently encouraged
students to participate by communicating that
participation would assist the overall delivery of the
education they were receiving. Numerous participants
felt more comfortable with their peers, who were able
to sympathize, which translated the original method of
in-depth interviews toward one focused on both
interviews and focus groups.

In both focus groups and interviews, two researchers
were present to act as a moderator. After both over the
phone and in-person interviewing, the total number of
participants for this study was thirteen.
   Moreover, to be able to capture as much data as
possible in the limited time period the study took
advantage of previously reported student testimonials.
These testimonials were provided in the organization's
annual reports which were shared to the research group
by P.A.L.S executive director. The annual reports for
2018, 2019 and 2020 provided vital information such as a
breakdown of student experiences, the composition of
student enrollment, a discussion of program success, a
preview of the available sponsorships, and much more.
All three annual reports provided information that
facilitated the depth of this report.

Advantages and Limitations

   This study underwent significant considerations to
have multiple advantages. However, there was room for
a few limitations that are worth noting. Below is a
reflection of both limitations and advantages of all
aspects of the study, including different approaches to
both in-depth interviews and focus groups. 
    An advantage to this study was that the researchers
were able to speak to a larger amount of people in the
same time period as our interview method approach
shifted from one focused on interviews to one that
included both interviews and focus groups. This was an
advantage to be able to recruit more people and
ultimately more data into the study. Focus groups
allowed for different levels of engagement, as noted by
Dendle, Buys, and Vine (2021) which was experienced
during the interviews. The participants seemed to
remember relevant information to the study once they
heard their colleagues discuss their views, and also felt
they could expand more on the topic at hand. While
Dendle et al. mention that larger focus groups can
become problematic due to generating too much
information for participants to comfortably read and
process, making it difficult to ensure each participant’s
perspectives are heard, and causing them to feel
overwhelmed and overvalued, the group sizes were able
to maintain at around two participants at a time, with a
maximum of four. 

  

Research Design
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      Another advantage is that the participants
included a fair number of P.A.L.S. volunteers rather
than just students. While the students are the ones
receiving what P.A.L.S. has to offer, incorporating
volunteers/staff seemed to enhance the
understanding of any experienced limitations by
interviewing those working and volunteering for
P.A.L.S. 
     While the initial goal was to conduct interviews
over the phone, the research team ended up going
into P.A.L.S. as not many people were signing up
with the recruitment sheet. Some benefits to the
few over-the-phone interviews were ensuring
everybody was safe, not subjected to any anxiety
by our presence, and allowing the team to take
notes during the interview (Morris, 2015, pg. 93).
The phone interviews concluded after a shorter
period of time, which allowed for the participant to
continue with their day relatively quickly. However,
the face-to-face interviews ended up being an
advantage, allowing for the inclusion of more
general subjects to ensure a type of trust with
participants, with the intent of being “no longer
objective, faceless interviewers”(Morris, 2015, pg.
82). Being in person also allowed for more human-
like conversations that were not just focused on
interview questions, but also included conversations
that expressed the team cared about what the
participants had to say and could relate to it
(Morris, 2015). At first, there were concerns about
disrupting individuals’ class time and anyone getting
exposed to COVID-19. However, interviews were
conducted with the individuals in their free time,
and everyone had to be double vaccinated to even
enter the building. 

    

  A limitation to the study was that there were not as
many participants as expected, considering there are
300+ students at P.A.L.S. one can assume that with
this higher enrollment, a limitation would need to be
placed on many participants were interviewed. This
was not the case. As mentioned, it was difficult
recruiting participants just with the sign-up sheet, so
the program coordinator thought it would be best if
the team came to P.A.L.S. in person to hopefully get
more participants. The one visit to P.A.L.S. however,
superseded expectations, and enough data was
collected given the crunched timeline.
    Another limitation was that the team had planned
on splitting the interviews between the four of us.
Only two researchers conducted over the phone
interviews. At P.A.L.S., the team split into groups of
two during focus groups. While this helped to reach a
higher population and ensured nothing was missed
during interviews, there were differences in how team
members guided the interviews. Included were a few
sub-questions in case the initial question was not being
answered accurately in order to understand the
strengths and weaknesses of P.A.L.S. As a result, the
answers for a few participants ended up going in
different directions. However, answers were received
accurately to the core questions asked.
   Following our last limitation, the team did not take
advantage of probing with the interviews. Probing
can be defined as “involving endeavouring to get the
interviewee to clarify, expand or reflect on an answer
given” (Morris, 2015, pg. 87). An example provided by
Morris is asking how long the interviewee lived in a
caravan, to which they replied “about four years,”
followed by Morris’ probing question “so what was
that like?” before asking the interviewee where it was
they lived during that time (Morris, 2015, pg. 87). As
this was each team members first attempt at a real-
world qualitative interview, it was recognized after
the fact and upon further research that probing in the
interviews should have been more appropriately used
in order to gain more confidence and reassurance that
interviewees were fully understood and interviewers
were not making assumptions about what the
participants were saying, due to the communication
barrier experienced. 
    
  



Guiding Theory

   There was a consistent overarching theoretical

framework throughout the entire project which

reflected the principles of applied sociology. This theory

can be interpreted in different ways due to the

considerate amount of similarities it has with public

sociology. For the purpose of this report, public

sociology will be defined as the “application of theories,

perspectives, concepts, and methods to address issues

in real-world settings” (Milne, 2021, p. 6). The project

was inspired by Michael Burawoy’s (2004) view that

sociology should be “a unity that incorporates a

plurality of perspectives,” (p. 1612) and should work

both inside and outside academia. The research team

discussed the initial project ideas and details, created

an interview guide, interviewed participants, and

compiled results in a manner that would deliver

promising results to both academic and civil society. In

this context, the guiding theory of applied sociology will

deliver results that will aid in identifying what adults

with low literacy need to pursue living wage

employment, higher education and a higher quality of

life.

 “Application of
theories,

perspectives,
concepts, and

methods to address
issues in real-world

settings” 
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    Lastly, the only other limitation was the length

of the study. Due to this project occurring for the

sociology class, the team only had about a month

or so to complete the interviewing process. If

there was more time, more participants could

have been recruited and the team could have

perhaps delved deeper into students' and staff’s

experiences at the organization. However, with

the availability of the organization's Annual

Reports from 2018 to 2020 the data was also

accompanied by previous student testimonials

included in these reports which may limit this

disadvantage.



Data Collection and Analysis

     The data collected for this report spanned over the
course of a two-week period, where most of the
interviews were conducted at the facility and some
over the phone. Approximately thirty percent of the
data was gathered through one-on-one interviews,
where half of these interviews were conducted over
the phone and the others at the organization. The
remainder of the data collection was done through
focus groups at the facility ranging from two to five
participants per focus group excluding the
researchers.

      Each session was audio-recorded, which was then
transcribed within the following three days of
conducting. Allan Morris (2015) suggests an
advantage to “transcribing yourself is that you can
leave out material that is not pertinent and add
comments where appropriate about how the
interviewee responded to particular questions…. You
can also describe body language” (pg. 122). To ensure
the data being transcribed reflected the tone,
meaning, and details throughout the interview, one of
the researchers present at the interview transcribed
the recording. Interviews and focus groups that were
conducted at the facility each included two
researchers, while over the phone only one
researcher.

 All transcriptions were modified to secure the
confidentiality of all participants by using appropriate
cryptonyms when needed. Participants were made
aware during the consent that their identities were
protected and not to be used in the final report. Both
interviews and focus group sessions ranged from
approximately fifteen to sixty minutes in length; the
longer sessions being in-person. At the end of each
session, the participants were thanked for their time
and offered to be given the report when completed.
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Participants

    Two phone interviews, two in-person
interviews, and three focus groups with a total of
thirteen participants made up the data of this
study. The participants in the study were adults
with low literacy, volunteers and staff involved in
the non-profit organization Project Adult Literacy
Society in Edmonton, Alberta. There were a total
of five men and eight women, all between the
ages of twenty-two and sixty-four. Two students
were interviewed over the phone, whereas the
focus groups consisted of one student and one
volunteer, three students and one volunteer, All
participants were Canadian citizens, however a
large portion had originally immigrated from other
countries in Africa, the Caribbean and Asia. 

   The volunteers and staff at Project Adult
Literacy Society were encouraged to participate
due to the insight they possess working with
adults struggling with low literacy. There were a
total of three volunteers and one staff member in
our study, where two were male and one was
female. The shortest time the faculty members
were involved with the organization was two
months, and the longest time was fifteen years.
There was one immigrant and three Canadian-
born volunteers and staff participants in this
study.

 All in-depth phone interviews, in-person
interviews and focus groups were to be recorded
and verbal consent was acknowledged at the
start of each discussion by all participants stating
their name and the date. Before any data
collection was conducted, MacEwan Ethics Board
approved all processes for the study. In the
entirety, consent highlighted the intent behind the
research and that the discussion was being
recorded.



(1) becoming familiar with the data, (2) generating
coding categories, (3) generating themes, (4) reviewing
themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6)
locating exemplars” (Sharp & Sanders, 2019, pg. 118).
Keeping in line with this process, the transcripts were
gathered and analyzed for keywords and the context
of their surroundings. Themes ranged from age ranges,
goals of the students, and the reasons as to why they
sought the P.A.L.S. program. A sample of the themes
that were found can be read at Table 1. For the ‘codes’
column, there is a list that contains keywords that were
used to highlight persistent keywords and ideas. The
‘description’ column contains the context that the codes
find themselves in. The themes of this data were picked
up from this immediate context. The ‘files’ column
showed how many transcripts picked up these themes
and the ‘reference’ column displayed how many times in
the transcripts were the themes identified in unique
sentences    
  Transcripts were coded separately, then compared
and discussed to define the recurring themes. These
were then translated to main themes, which were then
described in three subsequent subthemes. The
organization's annual reports over the years of 2018,
2019, 2020 were used for additional student
testimonials and statistics. 
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   Interviews and focus groups were divided for
every three transcriptions there was one
interviewer. The method of transcription “entails a
translation (Slembrouck, 2007; ten Have, 2007) or
transformation of sound/image from recordings to
text (Duranti, 2007). The process is a selective one
whereby certain phenomena or features of talk
and interaction are transcribed” (Davidson, 2009,
pg. 38). This technique is valuable in qualitative
research as it allows researchers to capture the
nuance of body language and the inflections of an
interviewee’s voice as they are in conversation.
  
  Once the transcripts were completed the
documents were uploaded into the Nvivo
application to be coded and themed. This process
involved highlighting certain sentences thought to
be important or fit into a particular theme. When
looking for themes in the transcripts it is first
useful to develop a process. Sharp and Sanders
defines this process as “iterative and consisting of
six steps: 

 
Table 1. Sample of Codes and Themes



The digital world now, in no secret, dominates Western
societies in all aspects of life. A barrier that exists for
those who did not grow up in the digital world is being
able to translate their desire for other employment
options that offer opportunities for self-fulfillment and
growth. Participants stressed without the ability to
search the opportunities available online and pursue
these opportunities, they are stuck.

 A commonality, when asked what goals participants
were trying to achieve, was the idea of giving back to
the community and to each other in some way. After
achieving their education the employment students
often sought after was areas such as a “social worker,”
a “doctor” or a “home aid.” Student participants were
able to see the importance of helping others and how
impactful considering other needs is to certain people.
Furthermore, if employment in the industry of helping
the community was not of interest, “help other people
through volunteering” was. The majority of participants,
both students, staff and volunteers, really valued
giving back to the community in some way. 

"Understanding when my children would bring home
things from school, things about homework or field
trips they were going on or whatever instead of
somebody just saying to sign your name here I’ve
been able to understand where they are going, why
they are going, whatever field trips it happens to be."

 Once the students' literary goals were met, giving back
to their families was also extremely important. The
P.A.L.S Annual Reports between 2018 and 2020, as well
as throughout the interviews and focus groups,
highlights the main drive behind wanting to acquire
proper literacy skills. Although employment was a
priority, the family was also a key motivator for
students to pursue help. Students were wanting to
better support and “be the caregiver to [families].” 
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Theme: Student Goals

Participants often acknowledged the
disadvantages adults with low literacy face when
pursuing and maintaining employment. Students
who have difficulty communicating fluently,
reading, writing, and computer literacy explained
they resorted to working in less than desirable
working conditions to have a living wage.
Students often share the goal of pursuing a GED
or post-secondary education that allows them to
attain even better employment that would be less
straining on the mind and body. Those enrolled
with the organization for a long period of time that
have successfully beat their literary challenges
were able to acquire better employment, even
without obtaining higher education.

"Getting a college education is the first thing
before getting a job because I have a health issue
now as I was working in warehousing, and I can
no longer do that again, that’s why I came to
P.A.L.S., to get some preparatory education for
me to be able to go to college."

   A challenge that adults with low digital literacy
face are searching for employment. Not only do
students have to work toward reading, writing or
communicating to pursue living wage employment,
but this proves they also have to familiarize
themselves with technology. 

I worked a lot when I came in this country.
During that time they never pushed us to apply
online before. Now they only will let you do it
there even though I don’t know how. How can I
get a job now?

 

“I got a brand new permanent part-time job
that I wanted all my life”  - P.A.L.S. Student

“Eventually, I want to be able to be good
enough to help people.” - P.A.L.S. Student

Findings



Feedback by the students and volunteers seemed to be
consistent, with one participant stating that they
needed “more one on one tutoring, for longer periods of
time” and another who “just needs more of that one on
one” both inside and outside classroom settings to
ensure that they could accomplish their goals. A
commonality shared between a few students in one
focus group was that having someone more available to
not only teach them how to read and write but how to
maneuver through other tasks as well, such as “how to
go to the bank, get groceries, (and) understand
society.” Low literacy could therefore be seen to cause
other negative side effects, like understanding daily
tasks.

   In an interview with one of the staff members, they
had discussed how the material had come a long way
since they had started at P.A.L.S. Most of the content
they had, in the beginning, was “strictly for people who
are reading from the grade 3-4 level.” More content for
adults is a need for learners as “one of the biggest
problems” that the P.A.L.S. programs have is that “it’s
really hard to find the materials for that that are not
childish.” Keeping the material relevant to the reader in
terms of age and maturity is a need because, as one
staff member put it, “one of the things you have to
understand with adult literacy is that you don’t want to
teach them something they don’t already know because
then they get bored and leave you. You have to keep
them engaged.” There was another instance where one
participant told the researcher that materials needed to
“show more pictures instead of the writing. Pictures
right, its visuals, like you gotta show the pictures to
explain what you are looking for” to accompany the
written portions of their lessons. There was a sense that
the learners wanted to be able to learn without having
to use books targeted towards children.
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 Adults experiencing low literacy skills also tend to
have difficulties completing day-to-day personal
activities that others who don’t experience these
difficulties do not consider. Persistent in both the
study and P.A.L.S. Annual Reports over the last
three years, a key motivator to pursuing help with
literacy skills was the desire for independence.
Students were wanting to be able to “send texts
messages,” or “read letters from their building” or
“complete vulnerable sector checks” without
consulting other people. These daily tasks for the
student participants can be daunting and are not
considered by the rest of society. That sense of
independence was an overarching goal for most
student participants involved in the study. 

Theme: Obstacles

 The participants involved in this study were
grateful to have a program like P.A.L.S.. that was
dedicated to helping adults with low literacy skills.
The P.A.L.S. organization offers programs that
teach English, technology, math and literacy skills
but these are often complex and require time and
attention. Time was an issue for a few of the
participants who had taken part in this study.
Some of the frustrations that the learners felt was
that there was not enough time to learn the
materials at hand or there was not enough time
shared between the tutor and the student. One of
the interviewee’s shared that:

"Expecting them (P.A.L.S.) to do more (for
students) because there are people out there that
are like me and need information to be educated
and to continue with better information and
they could add more to what they are already
doing, because there are people like me out there
who want this kind of school setting."

 

“Understand my letters, and understand
information concerning me” - P.A.L.S.

Student
 

“I need more time” - P.A.L.S. Student
 

Let’s say, materials first.” - P.A.L.S. Tutor



There are usually feelings of content when discussing
how their learning history are taken into consideration
at P.A.L.S. The tutors try their best to help them in a
manner suited for their learning styles which requires
specific time and resources.

Theme: Benefits

   As a non-profit organization, P.A.L.S. relies on the
help of the community to volunteer to help the students
enrolled. Without the donated time and passion by
these individuals, the organization would be at a
disadvantage. The participants would often bring up
the reliability of the available volunteering tutors and
teachers and how vital it is to the development of their
success in our interviews and focus groups. More often
than not, the students believe that the staff and
volunteers “help increase [their] self-confidence” and
offer them the motivation to accomplish their goals.

It was the tutor that worked with me, believed in me
and that has been very patient with me when I got
frustrated or confused [that makes learning easier].

 The study allowed us to see this in action, where both
staff and volunteers explain their future plans that went
above what was asked of them. In one instance,
discussions of starting a “positivity workshop.. [that]
teach you how to be positive” was introduced. This
individual went above what was expected of them, to
teach literacy, and worked towards other barriers that
may prevent success within the non-profit. In another
instance, a discussion for a proposed class “on
organization and daytimers” was introduced. This
individual saw a barrier that restrained a group from
being able to succeed on day-to-day tasks and created
an opportunity to help students with this. The staff and
volunteers have clearly shown passion, and feedback
from the students suggests without this passion it would
be hard to succeed.

2021 11

   There were several students who shared that
they had trouble accessing education because of
difficult living conditions, including learning
disabilities. One of the students told us of their
experience through dyslexia because they “didn't
find out [they were] dyslexic till age of 13” which
had been a contributing factor as to why they
“struggled throughout elementary and junior
high.” Since starting P.A.L.S. there has been
significant accomplishments in their
comprehension, where one student states that
they have “[gone] up at least 4 reading levels
from reading at a grade 3 now I’m reading at a
grade 6.” Another student spoke of their troubles
in elementary school because they had sustained
an injury that led to a “disability called short term
disability detention disorder” that was the cause
as to why they could not focus in school. When
these students were introduced to P.A.L.S. they
were partnered up with tutors who tailor the way
that they teach that accommodates the learner
individually. Alternatively, they may have
someone who works with them previously in
another capacity which P.A.L.S. accommodates
for as well. A staff member discussed a
cooperative program that P.A.L.S. operated for
people who have mental health issues or who are
developmentally delayed who come to the
program with someone already working with the
student. The process of how it works is as follows:

What we do is that the programs that they’re in
give us a qualified worker, who knows how to
work with that person and who is actually
already committed to care with them. They do
the training but we give them the books and
materials and all the same support that we
would give anybody else.

 

“I struggled through elementary” - P.A.L.S.
Student

 

“The tutor really helped me” - P.A.L.S.
Student

 



There are usually feelings of content when discussing
how their learning history are taken into consideration
at P.A.L.S. The tutors try their best to help them in a
manner suited for their learning styles which requires
specific time and resources.

 As previously discussed, forming connections within
the community is difficult for those facing literacy
challenges. This social disadvantage can be isolating
and does not provide room for growth. A common
theme introduced was that not only are
accomplishments met at the organization, but that
learners often “made new friends, connections and feel
part of a community.” 

When you’re at home and doing learning, you’re just
kind of nose to the book and that’s all you’re doing and
you don’t really get that interaction and different
points of view, kind of thing.

 Learners were able to share openly with other learners
which created a motivating atmosphere to conquer the
goals set after. They are able to share an
understanding of literacy challenges together, without
feeling self conscious. Participants often pointed out the
importance of shining light on literacy challenges within
the community. Some explained that “there are people
like me out there who want this kind of school,”
however are not aware that so many others also
struggle. Participants value the organization and stress
that “there’s not many places like it. [They would] love to
educate people but there’s not too many people
wanting to listen.
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 A response by one of the staff members, when
asked what they thought was the most
challenging aspect of the program for the
learners, was  ”their lack of esteem. Their lack of
confidence. They have failed and failed and
failed. And it just… they come in and… I would say
fifty percent of them tell me that “I’m stupid.’”
Confidence was an issue that students were
struggling with before enrolling in a P.A.L.S.
program. An experience shared by a student was
that they “struggled a lot with reading, writing,
and spelling. I was self-conscious and below
average.,” Through P.A.L.S. this student was able
to achieve greater self-esteem through
developing their literacy. They described
themselves as “more self-confident and better at
helping my children with their homework.” The
organization's safe environment towards their
learnings contributed to the positive outlook and
gained self-esteem. One of the students said that
a tutor had taught them breathing techniques
when they were feeling stressed. Part of what this
individual found to be the most helpful when they
arrived at P.A.L.S. was “The support and the fact
that I was not gonna be yelled at by people who
taught me all my life.” There was a lack of support
and resources in their life prior to P.A.L.S. that
hindered their literacy development. 

What we do is that the programs that they’re in
give us a qualified worker, who knows how to
work with that person and who is actually
already committed to care with them. They do
the training but we give them the books and
materials and all the same support that we
would give anybody else.

 

“I feel a lot more confident” - P.A.L.S. Student

“People here help and care for each other” -
PALS Tutor

 



RECOMMENDATIONS
WITH CONSIDERATION OF THE FINDINGS IN THIS
REPORT, THE BELOW ARE TO BE CONSIDERED FOR
HIGHER SUCCESS.
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 Use engaging, real-life materials for
student learning objectives.

Increase and continue in-person classroom
dynamic, with support from one-on-one tutors.

Provide a specialized professional on-site for
those with more complex learning needs. 



First Recommendation

Due to the overwhelming feeling of content the students at the organization shared with
regard to the staff, volunteers, and social atmosphere, it is strongly encouraged that the
learning delivery methods used are continued. The in-classroom component allows for the
opportunity for students to network themselves, feeling less isolated than those who do
not involve themselves with the organization.  Furthermore, one-on-one tutoring allows for
more opportunities for the students to create meaningful connections and more feelings of
support through their learning journey. However, time is essential for learning
development and it is encouraged that more time is provided for the students in the
classroom and with their tutors.  If this recommendation is considered, further growth of
self-confidence through social networking and learning supports could be advantageous
to the organization and student success.

Second Recommendation

During the study, oftentimes both student and volunteer participants had mentioned the
importance of having relevant material to have great literacy development success.
P.A.L.S. has a considerate amount of materials within the library, however many stressed
the idea of having material that is relevant to day-to-day adult activities. These materials
should allow for critical thinking and provide an opportunity to apply the learning
objectives to real-life settings. For example, using materials that could reflect what a
government letter would look like, or adding up numbers that could reflect a grocery bill
or a tax return, or perhaps a report card from an elementary school for those who care
for children in their life. Encouraging these resources could further eliminate the learning
barriers of adult literacy learners.

Adults with low literacy skills, as identified, can range in many respects. Although not
everyone with low literacy faces learning disabilities or mental illnesses, it was an
identified barrier in this study. With this into consideration, and to allow for future success
and limit the barriers these adults faced, we recommend having a specialized professional
easily accessible to students. These professionals should be well trained with a lot of
history working alongside adults with learning disabilities and other conditions to be able
to provide learning strategies that will facilitate future success toward students learning
journey. Although the staff at P.A.L.S. provide lots of support, it would be beneficial to
have somebody well versed in addressing such complex and unique cases.

Third Recommendation



Concluding Thoughts
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   Literacy is a fundamental building block for a good
quality of life, and it is a necessity for all day-to-day
activities. While society continues to adapt toward new
innovative ways, adults struggling with low literacy are
left in the dust. Through the literacy review, it is
suggested that policy and funding are not properly
invested in among the Canadian population.
Furthermore, Maxwell’s (2015) study on working-age
adults with low literacy skills reported that the rate of
adults with low literacy skills was around 42 percent
and remained fairly stagnant since 1994, when the first
international survey was released. The report also
argues that “the Canadian Council on Learning
estimates that, based on current education trends, the
number will still be 40 percent in 2031.” These numbers,
supported by OECD’s report, show Canada does not
take adequate measures to properly plan or fund
resources to help address adults with low literacy
levels. Producing a functionally literate society has
economic benefits, and without proper planning, this
becomes an even greater problem. Jamieson (2006)
reports that “each additional year of education a
person receives, increases earnings by approximately
8% a year, and that high school graduates earn
approximately 50% more than those without high school
diplomas” (pg. 573). Having functionally literate citizens
is essential for Canada due to the ability to build more
human capital and social cohesion.
    Despite these numbers, we found that the quality of
education that the students are receiving during their
learning at P.A.L.S. is exceeding expectations. A
number of participants find that the tutors and the
staff at the organization are able to provide them with
a supportive atmosphere that is needed to comprehend
and absorb the materials. Moreover, this study found
the students enrolled with the organization have an
advantage to a motivating working environment.
Students are able to network themselves and form
relationships with their peers which translates into a
successful working environment. 

 
Through both these elements, participants proved that
the amount of self-confidence grew tremendously. When
students initially began their learning journey, it was
reported that nearly all of them lacked the confidence to
believe they were capable of pursuing proper literacy
skills. However, through the social circle and proper
support from the organization, this was no longer a
barrier they faced. 
   In many instances throughout the study, it was
encouraged that certain resources are further needed
for more success. These resources requested were
materials such as books or curriculum outlines that reflect
the everyday experience of the students. At some
stages, recommendations from the participants included
the concept of a “life tutor” would be beneficial for their
literacy development. In scenarios such as “grocery
shopping, trips to the bank, or completing important
documents for building managers or social workers,”
literacy skills are essential. Other resources would
include having specialized professionals at the
organization that are well versed in practices with
students who face mental illness, learning disabilities or
other invisible barriers that students face. Lastly, it was
consistent among most participants that more time is
needed to address their literacy needs. Although one-on-
one and classroom environments are offered, this time
was still not enough for some adult learners.

 "The rate of adults with low literacy
skills was around 42 percent and

remained fairly stagnant since 1994"



Concluding Thoughts
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   The study identified the goals of students that go
beyond their literacy development that may have
played a key role in beginning their learning journey.
These goals were consistent with the desire for more
independence. Adults with low literacy rely heavily on
others around them, by pursuing literacy skills it is their
goal to have control of their lives. Other goals reflected
the notion of wanting more education to pursue better
employment. This education ranged anywhere from a
GED to a college diploma. Lastly, student goals aligned
consistently with wanting to give back to the
community in some way. This was in the form of
volunteer work, family relationships, or career paths
that directly involved helping those around them. 

  The findings identified in this study were then
translated into recommendations for P.A.L.S. and other
organizations that have tasked themselves to support
adults with low literacy. These recommendations
include maintaining the learning styles that P.A.L.S. has
adopted to promote and continue the support networks
available to build self-confidence. It is encouraged that
other classes recommended by P.A.L.S. volunteers and
staff that indirectly help literacy development should
be continued. Other recommendations suggested were
to provide more resources that directly relate to adults'
day-to-day life, which will allow them to critically
engage with their learning development and apply to a
real-world setting. It is further encouraged to have a
specialized professional more readily available for
adults with low literacy who face mental illness or
disabilities to accommodate for alternative learning
methods. Lastly, a recommendation to consider is to
have more class time and one-on-one tutoring available
to continue the support of their learning needs. 
 

 
  While feedback given suggested the quality of the
experience offered by the organization was
overwhelmingly positive, it was the number of resources
available that could be improved. A significant challenge
that is attributed to this is the confined barriers set forth
by the available funding and appropriate policy.
Although the help of others speaks volumes,
unfortunately, restrictive funding sets a major barrier to
providing appropriate resources for success. The lack of
cohesive policies targeting low literacy in Canada makes
it so that there is a perception that this problem does not
exist because people often do not talk about it. Policies
then are not created addressing this and it makes it hard
for many communities to run a program that addresses
low literacy. P.A.L.S. is one of the few programs that are
able to be run and produce great results with the staff,
volunteers and learners all speaking about their great
experiences with the program. With the
recommendations put forth, following through and
prioritizing the needs of adults with low literacy levels we
could improve the economic, social and political well-
being of our society by helping individuals have access
to programs like P.A.L.S. 



Burawoy, M. (2004). Public sociologies: Contradictions, dilemmas, and possibilities.    
 Social Forces, 82(4), 1603- 1618. https://doi.org/10.13 53/sof.2004.0064

The Conference Board of Canada. (2014, June). Adults with Inadequate Literacy Skills.
https://www.conferenceboard.ca/hcp/provincial/education/adlt-lowlit.aspx. 

Davidson, C. (2009). Transcription: Imperatives for Qualitative Research. International
Journal of Qualitative Methods, 35–52. https://doi.org/10.1177/160940690900800206

Dendle, K., Buys, L., & Vine. D. (2021) Online focus groups: National Focus Groups With
Diverse Older Adults. SAGE Publications
Ltd,https://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781529758535 

Donald G Jamieson, PhD, Literacy in Canada, Paediatrics & Child Health, Volume 11,
Issue 9, November 2006, Pages 573–574, https://doi.org/10.1093/pch/11.9.573

Hoonaard, D.K.V. D. (2018). Qualitative Research in Action (3rd Edition). Oxford
University Press Academic Canada.
https://bookshelf.vitalsource.com/books/9780199030064

Maxwell, J. (2010). It’s time to reboot education for adults with low literacy skills.
Waterloo: Tamarack - An Institute for Community Engagement, 2010, 1-18.

Milne, E. (2021, September 21). SOCI 418: Qualitative Methods [Powerpoint slides].
Department of Sociology, MacEwan University. 

Morris, A. (2015). A practical introduction to in-depth interviewing. SAGE Publications
Ltd https://www.doi.org/10.4135/9781473921344

References

172021 

https://www.doi.org/10.4135/9781473921344


Movement for Canadian Literacy. (2001). Literacy Is for Life: Strengthening Adult
Literacy Is Key to Canada’s Economic and Social Prosperity. Submission to the House
of Commons Standing Committee on Finance. Pre-Budget Consultations. In Movement
for Canadian Literacy. Movement for Canadian Literacy.

Skills - Adult participation in training, by skill level Annual incidence of job-related
training, average- and low-skilled adults. OECD. (2015). Retrieved November 28, 2021,
https://www.oecd.org/skills/. 

P.A.L.S. (n.d.). About Us. P.A.L.S. - Project Adult Literacy Society. Retrieved November
28, 2021, from https://palsedmonton.ca/about/. 

Project Adult Literacy Society. (2020). Impact Report 2020.

Project Adult Literacy Society. (2019). Annual Report 2019. 

Project Adult Literacy Society. (2018). Annual Report 2018. 

Scharp, K. M., & Sanders, M. L. (2019). What is a theme? Teaching thematic analysis in
qualitative communication research methods. Communication Teacher, 33(2), 117–121.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17404622.2018.1536794

Smythe, S. (2015). Ten Years of Adult Literacy Policy and Practice in Canada: Literacy
Policy Tensions and Workarounds. Language & Literacy: A Canadian Educational E-
Journal, 17(2), 4–21. https://doi.org/10.20360/G2WK59

References

182021 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17404622.2018.1536794


Recruitment Material

Appendices

192021 



Can you tell me about yourself, for example where and which year you were born?
Which P.A.L.S. programs are you involved in?
What challenges do you experience when trying to accomplish your goals?
In general, do you feel that there are any education or training programs that would further
assist you to access education or living wage employment?
What forms of education or training would assist you to address these needs and overcome
these challenges?

 If applicable, subquestion: How has Covid affected your learning?
Could you tell me what you find the most helpful about P.A.L.S.? For example, ways in which
they’ve successfully guided your learning journey?
Are there any learning needs or challenges that you have that you think are not being
addressed through the P.A.L.S. programs?
After completing this/these P.A.L.S. program/s, what goals are you wanting to achieve going
forward?
Are there any challenges that may prevent you from achieving that goal?

Provide maybe an example after a question if there is difficulty answering
Access to internet, computer or other methods of getting information for education or
employment
Type of education they pursued if they are from outside of Canada.

Is there anything else that you wish to share about your P.A.L.S. experience?
What would you like to see as a result of this study?

Subquestion: Would you like these results to be shared with you?

Guiding Questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.

a.
6.

7.

8.

9.

Additional Information:

Final Question:
1.
2.

a.

Interview Guide

202021 



 You have been invited to participate in an interview and we would like to provide you with more
information before you decide to take part. My name is __________(name of student researcher
conducting the study) and I am a student at MacEwan University. I am working on a class project
with a few of my peers and in partnership with P.A.L.S. that aims to better understand the
perspectives and experiences of P.A.L.S. clients. My peers and fellow researchers names are:
Kassidy Compton, Jori Waskahat, Dharma Pagee-Heber and Vishakha Sunger.

 Specifically, the purpose of our project is to understand what are the learning needs,
barriers, and goals of existing P.A.L.S. clients, and what form of education or training would assist
P.A.L.S. clients to access education or living wage employment.
 I hope to audio record our conversation to ensure that I accurately capture what is said.
There are no known risks to you by participating, but there are benefits. Through this project, we
hope to enhance support and resources available to future P.A.L.S. participants. Participation is
voluntary. The information you share is confidential and your name will not be associated with
anything that you say. And you can choose not to answer any questions or stop participation at
any time, without any consequences, by letting me know.

 I read and explained this consent to the participant before receiving the participant’s consent,
and the participant had knowledge of its contents and appeared to understand it. I need verbal
consent with name and date by the listed participants.

__________________  ________________________  _______________
     Name of Participant           Researcher’s Name                        Date

Verbal Consent Form
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