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Literacy and Essential Skills Awareness Guide 

 

The Literacy and Essential Skills Awareness Guide provides tips to assist 

you to identify clients who need to improve their Literacy and Essential Skills. 

Some clients will have to upgrade these skills in order to be successful in 

completing the terms of the Back/Return to Work Action Plan. We have 

included questions you can ask clients in order to find out more about their 

educational background and literacy skills as well as information to guide your 

interpretation of their responses. 

 

The Guide also identifies the adult regional literacy network in your area. The 

network can provide information, referral services and, in some cases, literacy 

assessments for clients you think may benefit from Literacy and Essential 

Skills programming. 



What are the signs your client may need Literacy and 

Essential Skills training? 

Many adults will not reveal they have a literacy problem, and in some cases 

they don’t recognize that they have a need.  Literacy is more than being able to 

read or write.  It also includes  

 oral communication 

 computer skills 

 problem solving 

 working with others 

Very few adults (less than 1%) aren’t able to read or write.  However, 42% of 

Canadian adults don’t have the literacy skills to fully cope in today’s 

technological and information-based society.  Many adults have developed 

great coping strategies over the years and are quite adept at hiding their 

problem. 

 

It is important to know that an adult’s literacy level may not correlate with 

educational attainment.  This means that someone who has a Grade 12 

diploma doesn’t necessarily have adequate literacy skills that correspond with 

that grade level.  As mentioned, many adults with low levels of literacy do not 

recognize they have a problem or that literacy challenges are preventing them 

from achieving their goals.  



What to watch for 

 tendency to fidget 

 quick eye movements when reading 

 slower than normal writing speed 

 a finger used as a guide on the page when reading 

 habit of mouthing the words when reading silently 

 difficulty filling out forms 

 misuse of upper and lower case letters 

 use of illustrations or other aids to ‘guess’ words and meaning 

 

What to listen for 

 “I don’t have time to fill these papers out now. Can I take them home?” 

 “I’ll read it later.” 

 “My spelling is not very good.” 

 “I’ll remember, just tell me.” 

  “I forgot my glasses.” 

 “The lighting is very poor in here. If I tell you the answers, could you fill 

in the form?” 

 

Other signs 

 appears to lack motivation 

 makes little or no eye contact 

 is slow to follow instructions 

 is consistently late or very early for appointments 

 never writes down appointments or takes any kind of notes 

 



Finding out if your client can benefit from Literacy and 

Essential Skills services 

If you have concerns, try asking your client some of the questions below.  Have 

a conversation with your client.  This is not a test! 

We have included some information to guide your interpretation of your client’s 

responses.  Some answers may indicate there may be other issues the client 

needs to deal with.  Also, the overall responses (rather than one response) 

should be considered when deciding if the client would benefit from Literacy 

and Essential Skills training. 

 

Note: We have provided a Report Form (Appendix 2) for recording your 

client’s responses and your comments. 

 

It is important to note that a client may continue to work with you while 

upgrading at a Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) agency.  In some cases, a client 

must complete the training in the LBS agency as a first step to achieving a 

long-term goal (e.g. Second Career). 

 

Note: When a client’s first language isn’t English or French, it may be 

more appropriate to refer the client to an English-as-a-Second-

Language or a French-as-a-Second-Language program. 



Questions 

1) What was the last grade of school you completed? 

 

 

 

 

* 

Some employers, colleges and universities do not accept the GED. 

a) At what school? (Name, City, Province, etc.) 

This question is asked because not all schools are alike and they change 

over time.  You want to try to find out what type of school your client 

attended – a vocational or technical high school, some kind of special 

education program or a small rural school that may have had limited 

resources.   

These are just a few possibilities that could indicate you should refer 

your client to a Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) agency for skills 

upgrading prior to entering training or looking for employment. 

 

b) When? 

You may refer a client to an LBS agency to refresh and upgrade skills 

who has been out of high school five or more years, and did not 

graduate. 

The education system has changed over the years.  A Grade 12 

completed 20 years ago may be very different from one completed two 

years ago.  In some cases, you may refer a client to an LBS agency to 

develop new skills (e.g. computer). 

Answer Recommendation 

Grade 8 or less May refer to LBS 

Grade 9 to 12 May refer to LBS 

Upgrading May refer to LBS 

GED* May refer to LBS 

Post Secondary (did not complete) May refer to LBS 



A client may not have used a particular skill over the past several years 

(e.g. measurement) but may be required to use it in a new job or training 

opportunity.  It would be appropriate for you to refer this client to an LBS 

agency to refresh this skill. 

 

Do you feel you have the skills of your last grade completed? 

Your client may feel some skills have weakened because they have not 

been used for several years. You may refer your client to a Literacy and 

Basic Skills (LBS) agency to refresh these skills in order to be better 

prepared for a new job or further training. 

 

2) What subjects did you enjoy and do well in at school? What subjects 

were difficult for you? 

The subjects that were enjoyable and successful for your client (as well as 

those that presented problems) can likely be identified.  The former may 

indicate building blocks for further training and the latter areas that require 

attention in order for your client to succeed.   

You may refer your client to an LBS agency to assist with realistic goal 

setting and refresh skills in subjects not used for a number of years. The 

client may have less difficulty with these subjects if the LBS agency provides 

the training in a different format. The agency can also help the client to 

understand why the subjects are relevant. 

 



3) Were you ever tested for learning disabilities? If you were, do you 

remember anything about the results? 

This question gives the client the opportunity to disclose any learning 

disabilities and how they affected school performance.  You may also get 

information from your client about the test results and strategies used to 

cope with the learning disability.   

You may refer your client to an LBS agency for further assessments and 

training. 

 

4) Did you ever miss school for long periods of time?  

This question gives the client the opportunity to talk about the reasons for 

educational gaps.  It also allows the client to explain why school was not 

completed or took a long time.  You may find out about the circumstances 

or behaviour that made success at school difficult for your client.  

You may feel that now is a better time for your client to work on education 

in an adult setting through an LBS agency. 

 

5) How do you feel about your reading, writing and math skills? 

This question is non-threatening (as opposed to “Can you read and write 

well?”) and gives the client the opportunity to talk about their feelings about 

these skills.  Sometimes a client will recognize which skills are strong and 

which need further development but may not be aware of the need to 

upgrade some skills in order to move forward.   

You may refer the client to an LBS agency to further develop reading, 

writing and math skills, especially those that directly relate to education 

and employment goals. 



6) Do you have a computer at home? If you do, how do you use it? 

This question gives the client the opportunity to talk about comfort with a 

computer and how it is used.  The client may also identify other computer 

skills to develop in order to meet their goal.  

You may refer your client to an LBS program to learn basic computer skills 

as well as reading, writing and math. 

 

7) Do you have a driver’s licence? 

This question gives the client the opportunity to demonstrate the ability to 

study and prepare for written and practical tests.  It also will confirm 

whether your client has a skill that many employers require.   

You may refer a client without a driver’s licence to an LBS agency to learn 

how to study and prepare for the written test. 

 

8) Do you have any other licences or certificates that are up-to-date? 

(CPR, Smart Serve, etc.) 

This question gives the client the opportunity to talk about other types of 

training taken successfully and the certificates employers may require.  If 

the client has taken other forms of training, this shows a willingness and 

ability to learn new skills outside of the traditional education system.  

When licenses or certificates are required to meet a goal, you may refer your 

client to an LBS agency to prepare for the examination. 

a) Where did you take the training? When? 

These questions give the client the opportunity to identify both where and 

when the training took place.  

You may refer your client to an LBS agency to prepare for re-certification 

when licences or certificates need to be renewed. 



Regional Literacy Network 

 

 

 

Literacy Northwest 

1116 Waterford Street 

Thunder Bay, ON P7B 5R1 

Phone 807-622-6666   Toll-free 1-800-461-9294) 

Fax 807-622-5100 

Email admin@literacynorthwest.on.ca  

Website www.northernliteracy.ca 

 

mailto:admin@literacynorthwest.on.ca
http://www.northernliteracy.ca/


Report Form 

Date__________________  Client’s Name_______________________________ 

Client’s Goal______________________________________________________________ 

 

Employment Counsellor__________________________________________________ 

  

Question Response Comments 

1. What was the last grade of school   

you completed? 

a)  At what school? 

b)  When? 

c)  Do you feel you have the skills   

of your last grade completed? 

 

  

2. What subjects did you enjoy and 

do well in at school? 

  

3. What subjects were difficult for 

you? 

  

4. Were you ever tested for learning 

disabilities? If you were, do you 

remember anything about the 

results? 

Yes □   No □ 

 

 

5. Did you ever miss school for long 

periods of time? 

Yes □   No □  

6. How do you feel about your 

reading, writing and math skills? 

I need to improve □ 

I’m comfortable □ 

 

7. Do you have a computer at home?  

If you do, how do you use it? 

 

Yes □   No □ 

 

 



 

 

8. Do you have a driver’s licence? 

 

Yes □   No □ 

 

 

9. Do you have any other licences or 

certificates that are up-to-date? 

(CPR, Smart Serve, etc.) 

a.) Where did you take the 

training? When? 

Yes □   No □ 

 

 




