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Welcome 

Frontier College has proudly brought literacy into our communities for over 100 
years.  Our mission is to ensure that all Canadians have the reading and writing 
skills they need to reach their full potential.  By committing to become a tutor, 
you play a crucial role in that process.   

This guide will help you and our learners achieve success.  It presents the 
knowledge, experience and best practices that we have accrued over the years.   
I know it will be a helpful tool as you embark on this journey. 

On behalf of the thousands of children and adults we serve, thank you for 
believing in our mission. 

 

 

 

 
Sherry Campbell 
President 
Frontier College 
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Introduction 

Frontier College has been tutoring people for over 110 years. This Tutor’s Guide 
presents information to tutors based on these many years of experience. It is 
designed for tutors who are helping adults improve their skills in reading, 
writing, and using numbers. It provides tutors with ideas, tools and additional 
resources as they work with a learner to improve his or her skills.  

There are three main sections in this guide: 

1. Getting started: This section introduces the tutor to Frontier College’s 
approach and provides important information such as learning styles, goal 
setting, and how to set boundaries.  

2. Tutor strategies and activities: This section provides detailed strategies 
and activities that the tutor may follow while working with a student at 
both the beginner and intermediate levels. 

3. Specific learner populations: This section provides information on 
specific populations such as street youth, prison inmates, people with 
disabilities, and English Language Learners.  

How to use this guide  

To begin, it is a good idea to review the Table of Contents and identify which 
sections are most relevant to your situation.  The guide has been deliberately 
produced in a 3-ring binder format so you can add notes and select relevant 
sections specific to you and your learner’s needs. For example, if you are going to 
be working with someone who has a disability, you can include the Tutoring 
students with intellectual disabilities section. You can always add supplementary 
sections as needed. 

A note about gender—we give equal time to both genders throughout this guide. 
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Literacy in Canada 

Literacy is "the ability to understand and employ printed information in daily 
activities at home, at work, and in the community—to achieve one's goals, and to 
develop one's knowledge and potential" (Council of Ministers of Education, 1998, 
p. 3). In Canada and around the world, the issue of adult literacy is a complex 
one. Despite the fact that Canadians are generally well educated, there is a 
significant portion of the population that struggles with literacy and is not able to 
fully participate in our society.   

Over the past 23 years, there have been four key literacy surveys completed in 
Canada.  The most recent is the International Adult Literacy and Life Skills 
Survey (IALSS), conducted in 2003, which followed up on the original study 
done in 1994 by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD).  The percentage of Canadians with low literacy skills has remained 
fairly stable, however, many jobs now require a much higher literacy level 
(Government of Ontario Progress Report, 2010).   

 

Low Literacy in Canada 
International Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey 

• 23,000 Canadians aged 16-65 were surveyed in 2003. 

• Results were released in spring 2005. 

• 5 Levels of literacy were identified in this Statistics Canada survey. 

• Levels 1 and 2 are the lowest levels (42% of total). 

• Level 3 is deemed to be “adequate” for today’s information society (38% of total). 

• Levels 4 & 5 represent high literacy skills (20% of total). 

 
Laubach Literacy Canada, 2008 
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There are many factors that can contribute to low literacy levels. Some of these 
factors include: 

− Lack of access to resources.  

− Lack of support.  

− Learning disabilities.  

− English Language Learners (ELL).  

− Health difficulties.  

− Discrepancies between teaching and learning styles.  

− Lack of a safe learning environment. 

The type of literacy being considered by these studies is not one of simply 
reading a book. It includes reading different types of materials, understanding, 
analyzing, thinking critically, and applying information. This definition of 
literacy is very different from what we perceived literacy to mean many years 
ago. 

The statistics tell us that the nature of literacy has changed significantly and will 
continue to change as the world changes. We have all heard the dire predictions 
for people who do not keep up with the latest technologies. Unfortunately, those 
predictions are even more distressing for individuals who have trouble with 
reading, writing, and using numbers.  Your role as a tutor is to identify where 
your learners are at, build on their skills, and help them to deal with challenges.   
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Types of adult literacy programs 

Throughout this guide, you will learn about the various types of literacy 
programs and tutoring approaches that exist across Canada.  At Frontier College, 
most of our volunteers tutor in a one-to-one or small group situation, using a 
student-centred approach.  The Frontier College approach is called Student 
Centred Individualized Learning (SCIL) and it is discussed later in this section. 
Frontier College is a national charitable organization so there is no cost to the 
learner to participate in the Frontier College programs, or for you as a volunteer 
tutor.   

There are a variety of ways that people can receive help with their literacy skills. 

1. Community-based programs provide one-to-one and small group 
instruction using trained, volunteer tutors. This is the type of 
programming available through Frontier College and other charitable 
organizations. 

2. Community colleges provide classroom-based instruction with paid 
practitioners; some use volunteer tutors in outreach programs. 

3. Boards of education provide classroom-based instruction with paid 
practitioners. 

4. Community-based learning centres may also have paid instructors or 
volunteer tutors. 

5. Workplaces sometimes provide company or union-supported programs. 

Most of these programs are free to adult students. There are also programs that 
provide a student with private one-to-one sessions that are fee-based. These 
programs can be quite expensive and are often out of reach for many adults who 
need help with reading and writing.  With reduced government funding for 
many programs and organizations, students are often placed on waiting lists 
before they are accepted into a literacy program.   
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Current trends in literacy 

One-to-one tutoring 

Many community-based, volunteer literacy organizations offer one-to-one 
tutoring. Prospective students contact the organization requesting help with 
reading and writing. Volunteer tutors are recruited, interviewed, screened, 
trained, and then matched with individual students.  One-to-one tutoring 
usually takes place in a mutually agreed upon location, at a mutually agreed 
upon time. Both students and tutors are expected to make a minimum six-month 
commitment and meet for two to four hours per week. 

One-to-one tutoring can be an extremely exciting and rewarding experience for 
the tutor as well as for the student. One-to-one tutoring works very well for 
students who may be unprepared or hesitant about re-entering the classroom or 
even a small group learning environment. Unless you are encouraged by the 
supporting volunteer organization to use a predetermined curriculum, you must 
use your creative abilities to help the student in a way that works best for him. It 
is just the two of you, so you and the student can design lessons that are 
effective, individualized, and fun! One great advantage of one-to-one tutoring is 
that you and your student are peers. You each have something to teach one 
another about life and learning. Over time you build trust in each other and, as a 
result, learning is meaningful and more satisfying for both of you. 

For students who want to have group discussions, exchange ideas with others, or 
pursue formal education, one-to-one tutoring may not be appropriate. The 
intensity of a one-to-one relationship may also put unnecessary pressure on a 
person or it may be too limiting an experience. 
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Small group tutoring 

Many literacy programs in Canada encourage small group tutoring. At a certain 
point in a student’s learning process, she may feel ready to work with other 
students in a small group setting. Small group tutoring often consists of one or 
more tutors working with more than one student (for example, one tutor for 
three students or two tutors for five students). 

There are advantages of working in small groups: 

− Students can learn from each other. Peer tutoring is a very powerful 
learning strategy and provides the student with an opportunity to relate to 
others and understand that he is not alone in the learning process.  

− By working in a small group in an informal environment the students can 
prepare to re-enter a classroom setting—a daunting challenge for many 
adult learners. 

− Because a tutor is not required for each student, the number of volunteers 
needed is less, while the students still receive a great deal of individual 
attention. 

There are also disadvantages to working in small groups: 

− It may not be a comfortable place for students who learn more slowly than 
others or who require a great deal more individual attention. 

− It can be more difficult for tutors and students to create individual lesson 
plans since the goals of each student are often quite different. 

− It can be more difficult to coordinate the logistics of small group tutoring 
(time, location, etc.) since more people are involved. 
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Generally, the process for becoming a tutor in this sort of arrangement is very 
similar to that of one-to-one tutoring, although the training focuses on small 
group tutoring strategies. Tutoring in a one-to-one environment provides good 
training ground if you are interested in pursuing the small group tutoring 
format. 

Tutoring strategies 

It is critical that a positive learning environment is created, regardless of the type 
of literacy program chosen.  A study by Campbell and Malicky (2002) found that 
effective adult literacy programs do the following: 

− Build on what the students know. 

− Use a variety of print, text, and knowledge-based strategies.  Knowledge-
based strategies are those where you work with what the student already 
knows. 

− Provide appropriate reading materials and tasks. 

− Employ effective assessment tools.  

During your tutor training, you will learn about a range of tutoring strategies.  It 
is important to remember that all students learn differently and each student 
brings her own individual strengths and goals to the learning process. You must 
find the most effective way in which your student learns and use it.  

Adult learners 

Tutors sometimes make the mistake of comparing adult literacy learners to 
children. In truth, a learning adult knows far more than a learning child due to 
life experience.  The following are some characteristics of adult learners and 
effective strategies to use. 
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Characteristics of adult learners and strategies to use 

Adult learners Effective strategies 

Have prior experiences 
that are a rich learning 
resource 

• Relate material to real life examples and 
personal challenges. 

• Encourage learners to bring relevant, real-life 
material to tutoring sessions. 

Are focused on problems 
and tasks, not content 

• Focus on new concepts and problem solving. 

• Encourage interactive learning. 

• Engage learners in situations where learning 
activities will result in personal gain.  

Need learning to be 
meaningful 

• Set goals. 

• Relate material to the learner’s own 
experience. 

• Encourage discussion. 

• Use frequent, non-threatening assessment 
methods to help learners determine progress. 

Are self-directed learners • Plan with adults their learning process. 

• Identify with learners how to apply the 
learning. 

• Use methods such as distance learning and 
computer programs to facilitate self-directed 
learning. 

Need to set their own 
goals and are intrinsically 
motivated 

• Relate learning to the learner’s goals.  

• Use practical activities. 

• Build on previous successes.  

Source: Perry, 2003; Kerka, 2002 
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Some challenges working with adults are:  

− Adult learners may have had a bad school experience and may be very 
sceptical about becoming involved in a learning environment again. 

− Adult learners may not be able to envision their own success at the 
beginning. 

− Adult learners are usually not looking for a teacher—they are looking for 
someone who can help them to learn as a peer. 

− Adult learners often have other issues in their lives that may have 
hindered their learning success in the past and may do so again. For 
example, poverty, disability, and social isolation can all be obstacles to 
learning. 

Some key principles to working with adults are: 

− Adult learners want to be respected for their experience and knowledge. 

− Adult learners are never too old to learn. 

− Adult learners usually want to be involved in all aspects of their learning, 
planning, program delivery, and evaluation. 

− Adult learners want to learn what is relevant to their lives. 

− Adult learners generally know what it is they want to learn. They often 
have a goal in mind like employment, getting a driver’s license or reading 
with children. 

− Adult learners have made it through life without strong reading and 
writing skills. They have often developed other skills and strategies such 
as memorization and visualization. These are very important strengths 
upon which to build. 
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Additional resources 

Frontier College  

The New Readers Bookstore – www.frontiercollegebooks.ca 

Frontier College’s book catalogue, available online or in print, contains: 

− Titles of interest to low literacy readers. 

− Titles that support students’ writing skills. 

− Dictionaries and reference books for students. 

− Clear and plain language writing tools and resources for volunteer tutors. 

 

Member Zone – http://www.frontiercollege.ca/english/literacy/member_zone.html    

This is an online forum that allows Frontier College staff and volunteers to share 
useful resources online and to chat with other volunteers (on the discussion 
board) about experiences, successes and challenges.   

− Go to the website above or click the Member Zone icon on the Frontier 
College homepage.  

− Fill in the necessary information fields then click Send to join Member 
Zone. 

Libraries 

Services available through your local library branch or online: 

− Excellent ELL resources.  These are useful for both English Language 
Learners and adult new readers as they are low-level, high-interest 
materials.  The librarian can help you find them. 

− E-books in audio or video format can be downloaded for use on computers 
or portable devices. 

− An up-to-date list of websites for adult basic literacy information. 

http://www.frontiercollegebooks.ca/�
http://www.frontiercollege.ca/english/literacy/member_zone.html�
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− Many library websites have a search field.  Type “basic literacy”, “adult 
literacy” or “adult ESL” to find resources that can be used with students.  
They also have information about recent research on adult literacy. 

− Many library websites have an “Ask a librarian” section where you can 
call, email, or chat online with a librarian to get advice on books and other 
resources. 

− Try visiting the websites of libraries of other major cities outside of your 
own.  While some resources may require a library card number to precede, 
many free resources are still available. 

Internet search terms 

Try typing the following terms into a search engine to find further resources and 
ideas:  

− “adult literacy organizations in [your city]” 

− “adult literacy resources” 

− “basic literacy resources” 

− “adult ESL resources” 

− “puzzle maker”  

Websites 

− http://www.nald.ca – National Adult Literacy Database.  Contains many 
useful activities and other resources. 

− youtube.com  – type the above search words to find informative videos on 
adult literacy. 

  

http://www.nald.ca/�
http://www.youtube.com/�
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Student Centred Individualized Learning (SCIL) 

People learn in different ways, so they should be taught in different ways. 
Student Centred Individualized Learning (SCIL) is Frontier College’s teaching 
philosophy (Frontier College Press, 1986).  SCIL is based on the premise that 
everyone has unique interests, strengths, and learning needs. To be effective, a 
tutor needs to select the strategies and techniques that work best for a particular 
student. This guide is designed to help tutors choose the tools to meet the varied 
learning needs of their students.  

 
 

The SCIL approach is based on the following adult education principles: 

− Learning is based on the student’s strengths rather than deficits. 

− Learning is based on the student’s life experience using skills and 
strengths that she has developed over the years.  

− Curriculum is developed with your student and should be based on what 
he wants to learn. 

− Learning is voluntary. 

− Everyone can learn. 

− You and your student are equal partners in the learning process. Mutual 
respect is the foundation of your relationship. Learning is most effective in 
an environment that is comfortable for both you and your student. 

Using the SCIL approach, your role is to facilitate learning with your student and 
assist her to reach her learning goals at a comfortable pace. 

Whether you are working with one, two or a small group of students, it is important to talk with 
each student about his or her strengths, goals, needs and learning styles. Ask: 

• Strengths: What do you do well? What are your interests and skills? 

• Goals: What do you want to do? What would you like to learn?  

• Learning needs: What do you need to learn to be able to achieve your goals? 

• Learning Styles: How do you learn best? How do you gain new knowledge? 
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Your roles and responsibilities as a tutor 

As a volunteer literacy tutor following the SCIL methodology, your role is to: 

− Attend a Frontier College tutor training session and follow-up training 
sessions. 

− Meet regularly with your student. Let the staff person know if you need to 
cancel or postpone a meeting or if you are going to be late. 

− Work with your student for a minimum of six months for at least two 
hours a week.  Help him move on if he has reached his goals. 

− Create a positive, encouraging learning environment for your student. 
Build success into every session, especially early on, so that the student has 
a feeling of accomplishment. 

− Encourage your student to bring materials or topics of interest to the 
sessions. 

− Be flexible and varied in your tutoring approach by using a variety of 
activities. Involve your student as much as possible in every activity. 

− Use real life situations for teaching new skills (e.g., use a bank or bank 
machine, pay for purchases at a store, read street signs, read and pay bills). 

− Respect your student’s privacy and right to confidentiality. 

− Maintain monthly contact with the literacy program coordinator to report 
on successes, difficulties, and time spent with your student. 

− Participate in program evaluation processes through questionnaires, 
telephone surveys, or focus groups. 
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The first meeting 

All tutors agree that the first meeting sets the tone for subsequent sessions. There 
are a number of things that you should do at this meeting but it is most 
important to be flexible. You can come prepared with the following items: 

− A plan for what you will do in the session. 

− A file folder, notebook, or binder with paper on which you can write the 
student’s name. 

− Paper, lined and unlined. 

− Two pens, pencils, and erasers. 

− Scissors. 

− A flyer, newspaper, pictures from magazines. 

− A personal object such as a photo, favourite book, or keepsake. 

− A poem or article that is appropriate for adults. 

You should have everything set up before the session begins.  A work area 
should be set up that is both comfortable and practical. Offer refreshments to the 
student if they are available.  
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Introductions 

Begin by introducing yourself and showing genuine enthusiasm. If you are 
nervous, you should let your student know because it helps set the tone for an 
open relationship. Do not spend more than two or three minutes introducing 
yourself. Address the student in a professional and courteous manner and ask 
her how she would like to be called, and what she likes to do.  Be careful not to 
pry. Explain first why you are asking these questions and offer information in 
return. This creates an open atmosphere and encourages honest answers. Some 
of the questions you can ask are: 

What do you like to do for fun?  

Do you have any hobbies? 

How would you describe yourself?  

What are you really good at? 

What do you want to learn? 

What can I do to help? 

Be prepared to answer all of these questions about yourself, especially if your 
student is not sure or is taking a long time to answer. Sharing personal objects is 
an excellent way of breaking the ice. 

If your student is very quiet, the amount of information that is shared at the first 
meeting may be very limited. If he gives very short answers to your questions, 
do not be concerned. Anything is a start.  

Let your student know that many people have difficulty with reading and 
writing and how tutors can help. Tell him that in today’s world everyone is 
involved in learning. Share some of your experiences as a learner and what you 
struggled with. You may want to bring to the session a story about a person who 
learned to read and write as an adult so that your student can see that success is 
possible. 

If your student has particularly high expectations of herself, you may want to 
warn her that it takes time to reach these goals. At the same time, do not 
discourage her from having high hopes. There will be plenty of time to break 
down the major goals into more achievable chunks. 
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Do some reading and writing at the first meeting, if possible, so you both feel 
that you have begun working. By the time you meet with your student, he will 
already have met with the program coordinator for an interview to get a sense of 
what he wants to work on. You have been matched with this student because the 
coordinator believes you can help him achieve his goals. 

Sample Activities 

− Start with the Language Experience Approach (this is fully defined in the 
section Tutoring strategies and activities for beginner learners).  Ask the 
student a question such as what did you do on the weekend, or what do 
you like to do.  Write down what he says.  Read it over with him, and then 
ask him to read it on his own if he is able to.  

− Use the reading material you brought with you for discussion. 

− Write down words that the student has trouble reading. 

− Follow up on anything that has come up in your introductions to each 
other. (Is he interested in sports? Does he want to learn how to drive?) 

− Ask your student to write a sentence. Don’t correct spelling, script, or 
anything else but do take mental notes on what you can work on next 
time.  

− Involve your student as much as possible. Do not write everything down if 
the student is able to do this himself.  

− Go through flyers or newspapers and discuss the pictures or headings.  

− If your student is having difficulty with or resists writing or reading, ask if 
you can use a computer rather than pen and paper. The idea is to begin 
where the student is at and encourage learning through positive, 
innovative approaches and materials. 
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During the first meeting you will find that you come up with a number of ideas 
for the next session.  You will probably also find that the time goes very quickly. 
One hour is recommended for the first meeting. If you or the student feels 
strained, however, you should end the session at a positive logical place. On the 
other hand, if you are both enthusiastic and energetic and time allows, go on 
longer if you wish. Before leaving, though, decide on the time and place of your 
next meeting as well as an idea about what you will work on. 

Follow-up 

After the session, write down as much as you can remember including what you 
did, the student’s strengths, areas to work on, and ideas for learning activities. 
Note any materials or information you would like to bring to the next session. 

As a final exercise, ask yourself the following questions: 

Which activities worked? Why? 

How can we review and reinforce what we worked on in an interesting way? 

Was the session exciting? Did we work on a variety of activities? 

Was the student comfortable? Was I? 

Did I lose interest? Did the student lose interest? Why? How can we avoid this in the 
future? 

What materials will we need next time? 

Planning your Sessions 

An effective method of organizing the beginning of the tutoring relationship is a 
worksheet. It could look something like this: 

Who is the student? 

Include as many adjectives or short phrases as you can that describe the student. 
Include age, gender, personality traits, and interests. 

What are the student’s strengths?  

Include skills, personality traits, knowledge, and hobbies. 

What does the student want to learn?  
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Be very specific. Do not just say “to read.” What does the student want to read? 
Letters, work documents, bills, newspapers, labels on food, etc. 

Goals the student wants to achieve. 

Set goals and target dates with your student. Review and modify this 
information as necessary.  

Tutors have also found that it is very helpful to keep a journal with lesson plans 
and observations. This allows you to build on the activities that worked. You can 
also use a Learning Plan (for literacy learners), or a Language Learning Activity 
Plan (for English Language Learners).  Examples of these can be found in the 
Evaluation section.  

 

 

 
Student (Kellypallik) in Frontier College’s Inuit Education Program in the Northwest Territories 
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Learning styles  

It is important to keep in mind that research on teaching styles suggests that we 
generally tend to teach using our own learning style. However, if your student 
prefers a different learning style from yours, learning may be slowed down. For 
example, you may notice that your student has difficulty grasping concepts that 
are easy for you to understand. It is possible that you are using the teaching 
method that helps you learn best. However, you student’s way of learning might 
be different from yours, so choosing another method might be more effective. 

It is valuable to know something about different ways of learning because it 
allows you to adapt your tutoring style to better suit your student’s preferred 
way of learning. 

The Frontier College SCIL method strongly encourages you to see your student 
as an individual with very specific needs. This section on learning styles is meant 
to help you figure out how your student learns best so that you can develop an 
individualized tutoring approach for your student. Use it as you need it. 
However, do not try to fit your student into a box. Like all of us, she is a complex 
individual who wants to learn and you are in the position of determining how 
best to help her do that. 
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Barsch Learning Style Inventory 

The Barsch Inventory does not take long to complete. Try to answer the 
questions based on your actual learning preference. Complete the inventory on 
your own; as well, you may find it helpful to go over the inventory with your 
learner. 

This inventory has 24 statements with assigned values that are used in the 
scoring process.  The selections, values, and descriptions are listed below.  
Three learning styles are assessed – visual, auditory, and kinesthetic.  

Selection Value Description 

Often True 5 points This statement is often true of me.  

Sometimes True 3 points This statement is sometimes true of me (about half the 
time). 

Seldom True 1 point This statement is seldom true of me.  

Barsch Learning Style Preference Form 

Read each statement carefully and select the value (5, 3, or 1) that accurately 
describes your learning style. 

Section I – Visual 

Value Statement 

 
Follow written instructions better than oral directions. 

 
Like to write things down or take notes for visual review. 

 
Am skillful at and enjoy developing and making graphs and charts. 

 
Can understand and follow directions on maps. 

 
Can better understand a news article by reading about it than by 
listening to it on the radio. 
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Value Statement 

 
Feel the best way to remember is to picture it in my head.  

 
Grip objects in my hands during learning periods. 

 
Obtain information on an interesting subject by reading related 
materials. 

 

Section II – Auditory 

Value Statement 

 Can remember more about a subject through listening than reading.  

 Require explanations of graphs, diagrams, or visual directions. 

 Can tell if sounds match when presented with pairs of sounds. 

 Do better at academic subjects by listening to tapes and lectures. 

 Learn to spell better by repeating the letters out loud than by writing 
the word on paper.  

 Would rather listen to a good lecture or speech rather than read 
about the same material in a book.  

 Prefer listening to the news on the radio than reading about it in the 
newspaper. 

 Follow oral directions better than written ones.  
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Section III – Kinesthetic 

Value Statement 

 Bear down extremely hard when writing. 

 Enjoy working with tools or working on models. 

 Remember best by writing things down several times. 

 Play with coins or keys in pockets. 

 Chew gum, snack, or smoke during studies. 

 Do a lot of gesturing, well-coordinated. 

 Good at working and solving jigsaw puzzles and mazes. 

 Feel very comfortable touching others, hugging, handshaking, etc. 

Western Oregon University, 2011 

Scoring 

Add up your scores for each section and write them in the boxes below.  

Section I – Visual Section II – Auditory Section III - Kinesthetic 

   

Note:  Tied scores may indicate an ability to learn comfortably using both those learning styles. 
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The following chart details typical characteristics of each learning style and tips 
on how to meet that style. Refer to this chart when you are planning lessons; 
specifically, if your student’s learning style is different from yours.  

Learning 
Style 

Characteristics Learning Tips 

Visual • needs to see to know it 

• strong sense of colour 

• may have artistic ability 

• difficulty with spoken directions 

• may be easily distracted by sounds 

• trouble following lectures 

• misinterpretation of spoken words 

• use graphics to reinforce 

• colour coding to organize 
notes and possessions 

• written directions 

• use flow charts and 
diagrams for note taking 

• visualize spelling of words 
or facts to be memorized 

Auditory • prefers to get information by 
listening—needs to hear or speak it to 
know it 

• written directions are more difficult 
to follow than spoken directions 

• prefers listening to reading and 
writing 

• inability to read body language and 
facial expressions 

• use of tapes for reading and 
for class lecture notes 

• learning by interviewing or 
by participating in 
discussions 

• works well in study groups 

• test questions or directions 
are read aloud or recorded 

Kinesthetic • prefers hands-on learning 

• can assemble parts correctly without 
reading directions 

• difficulty sitting still 

• learns better when physical activity is 
involved 

• may be very well coordinated and 
have athletic ability 

• usually likes to move  while learning, 
i.e., tapping pencil, shaking foot 
and/or holding something 

• experiential learning 
(making models, doing lab 
work, and role playing) 

• frequent breaks in study 
periods 

• tracing letters and words to 
learn spelling and to 
remember facts 

• use computer to reinforce 
learning through sense of 
touch 

• memorize or drilling while 
walking or exercising 
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Gardner’s intelligences 

Howard Gardner (1983), a psychologist from Harvard, is an educator who has 
examined the ways that people learn. He concluded that all human beings have 
seven types of “intelligences” related to seven different areas in the brain. We use 
all of these intelligences, but may have a dominant intelligence through which 
we learn best. 

While Gardner’s research was conducted with young people, his findings can be 
applied to adults as well.  The seven intelligences identified by Gardner are: 

Linguistic 

People with linguistic intelligence have a facility with words. They enjoy reading 
and writing and even storytelling. They may also have a gift for word and trivia 
games. 

Logical-mathematical 

People with logical-mathematical intelligence are good at abstract and logical 
thinking. They like doing puzzles or playing chess. Many people with this type 
of dominant intelligence enjoy using computers. 

Spatial 

People with spatial intelligence are good at thinking in images or pictures. 

They like designing or inventing things and many of them develop an interest in 
machinery or various systems. 

Musical 

People with musical intelligence generally have a strong musical sense. They like 
to sing or play an instrument. They’ve got rhythm. They are the ones who like to 
lead sing-alongs or the first ones to hear the sounds of bells or birdsong. 

Bodily-kinesthetic 

People with bodily-kinesthetic intelligence are athletically inclined. They tend to 
go with their gut feelings much of the time. Many have excellent coordination. 
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Interpersonal 

People with interpersonal intelligence have excellent people skills. They tend to be 
very sociable and are usually the organizers in their community. Sometimes they 
can be manipulative and are good conflict mediators. They enjoy doing things 
with others. 

Intrapersonal 

People with intrapersonal intelligence are self-possessed and quite comfortable 
working on their own. They prefer individual projects to group work. 

It has been suggested that school systems are good at dealing with only two of 
these seven intelligences, namely, linguistic and logical-mathematical. This 
means that individuals who learn best with the other styles or intelligences may 
not do well in school and may need to access other types of educational 
programs, such as adult literacy programs.   

Determining your student’s strengths 

It can be difficult to determine the way your student learns best. As a tutor, you 
will have to observe and pick up cues as to how your student learns. One 
question that you may want to ask your student to determine her preferred way 
of learning is: 

How would you go about learning a new dance, such as foxtrot, or hip hop? 

− A linguistic student may talk with somebody who knows the dance moves 
to find out how it is done. 

− A logical-mathematical student may want to know in a diagram how the 
steps go one after another.  

− A spatial student may enjoy looking at the basic steps and trying different 
variations of the steps. 

− A musical student may want to listen to the music first and then invent the 
steps before looking at a text. 

− A bodily-kinesthetic student will find a partner who can show him the 
steps. 
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− The interpersonal student may want to try a dancing class. 

− The intrapersonal student may choose to look at the sequence of steps and 
practice alone in front of the mirror. 

Tutoring Strategies adapted to different intelligences 

You might work with your student, who exhibits one of the seven intelligences, 
in the following ways: 

Linguistic 

Since people who have a strong linguistic intelligence are generally aware of how 
language is used and enjoy telling stories, you may try to help your student 
create her own book of stories. Autobiographical material is always interesting 
for a student because it focuses on the personal.  

If your student is uncomfortable writing, act as a scribe and write her story as 
she dictates it.  Since the story is the student’s, the text will be easy to read.  

Logical-mathematical 

Students with dominant logical-mathematical intelligence look for patterns and 
relationships between words and ideas in a text. You can use crossword puzzles, 
word games, and even palindromes (words or phrases that read the same 
forwards and backwards) such as “Lid off a daffodil.” After a few examples, the 
student may want to try to write and read some palindromes of her own. 

Spatial  

People who exhibit spatial intelligence need visual cues in order to read. So you 
might consider creating text using words and pictures. For example, you might 
get the student to write a letter in the form of a collage. After your student reads 
the letter in collage form, she could write the letter using words, and then read it. 
People with spatial intelligence tend to enjoy creative activities, so do not be 
afraid to do things differently.  
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Musical 

Students who demonstrate strong musical intelligence will benefit from the use 
of any text associated with music to help them read. For example, you can try 
recording a song that the student likes. The song can be played and you can both 
sing along. Use the recording to transcribe the lyrics. You can also use the lyrics 
to create a fill in the blanks (cloze) exercise and ask the student to complete the 
lyrics with the missing words or to substitute new words.  For more details on 
cloze exercises, see section Tutor strategies and activities for beginning learners.   

Another idea is to have the student listen to the melody and try to write her own 
lyrics. You can use any type of music, but ask for the student’s preference. 

Bodily-kinesthetic 

If your student’s dominant intelligence is bodily-kinesthetic, she will be inclined 
to write things down. Kinesthetic students often enjoy learning to read using 
computers—anything that can increase tactile sensitivity. Another activity that 
kinesthetic students would probably enjoy is a walking tour. Walk through the 
neighbourhood and read street signs, billboards, etc. This would be a very 
effective way of using the student’s particular strength. The student can write 
down key words while on tour and these can be used later to write a story. 

Interpersonal 

People with this type of dominant intelligence consider reading to be a social 
activity. Paired reading, choral reading, and taking turns reading aloud are all 
activities that will stimulate the interest of this type of reader. 
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Intrapersonal 

People who demonstrate intrapersonal intelligence require a great deal of 
meaningful and varied reading materials to choose from. They can usually teach 
themselves to read. For this type of student you may just need to provide some 
encouragement. Since many adults with this type of intelligence “follow a 
different drummer,” you must find out what interests the student most, and then 
try to find appropriate and interesting material. 

Finally, remember the words from ancient China: 

Tell me, I’ll forget 

Show me, I may remember; 

But involve me and I’ll understand. 

The key to success, no matter what learning style a student possesses, is their 
involvement in all aspects of the learning relationship. 

Learning disabilities 

Your student may have a learning disability that impacts how they learn.  It is 
not necessary that you know exactly what learning disability they have.  
However, it is important that you understand which tutoring techniques and 
learning strategies work for your student.  Keep in mind that all students have 
strengths and weaknesses.  In some cases, the combination or nature of the 
strengths and weaknesses require extra attention.   

Types of learning disabilities 

In identifying exceptionalities, there are six categories (Bona, 2002): 

1. Intellectual differences: those who are intellectually gifted or mentally 
handicapped. 

2. Sensory handicaps: students with auditory and/or visual problems. 

3. Communication disorders: students with speech and/or language 
problems. 
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4. Physical handicaps: birth defects, orthopedic conditions, disease related 
conditions, neurological difficulties. 

5. Behaviour disorders: students with psychoses, socially maladjusted, 
emotionally disturbed. 

6. Developmental disabilities: autism and/or multiple handicaps. 

We will focus on individuals who have a learning disability, which is a 
communication disorder.  A learning disability is an invisible, permanent, 
lifelong condition, where a person of average or above average intelligence has 
trouble processing information in the central nervous system.  It affects the 
collection, storage, understanding, organization, and use of information.  A 
learning disability is not low intelligence, mental illness, autism, or the result of a 
poor academic background (Walker, M. as cited by Bona, 2002).  

Learning disabilities range in severity and interfere with acquiring one or more 
of the following skills: 

− Oral language (listening, speaking, understanding).  

− Reading (decoding, comprehension).  

− Written language (spelling, written expression). 

− Mathematics (computation, problem solving). 

(Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario as cited by Bona, 2002) 

Essentially, learning disabilities can affect the way in which a person takes in, 
remembers, understands and expresses information.  People with learning 
disabilities are intelligent and have abilities to learn despite difficulties in 
processing information.  Living with a learning disability can have an ongoing 
impact on friendships, school, work, self-esteem and daily life.  People with 
learning disabilities can succeed when solid coping skills and strategies are 
developed (Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario, 2011).  Specifically, your 
learner may have one or more of the following conditions. 
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Developmental reading disorder (dyslexia) 

Reading disabilities affect up to eight percent of the population.  To read, you 
must simultaneously: focus attention on the printed marks and control eye 
movements across the page, recognize the sounds associated with letters, 
understand words and grammar, build ideas and images, compare new ideas to 
what you already know, and store ideas in memory.  A person can have 
problems with any of the tasks involved in reading.  Many people with dyslexia 
share an inability to distinguish or separate the sounds in spoken words.  Some 
children have problems sounding out words, while others have trouble with 
rhyming games, such as rhyming "cat" with "bat." 

However, there is more to reading than recognizing words.  If the brain is unable 
to form images or relate new ideas to those stored in memory, the reader cannot 
understand or remember the new concepts.  As a result, other types of reading 
disabilities can appear in the upper grades when the focus of reading shifts from 
‘learning to read’ to ‘reading to learn’. 

Developmental writing disorder 

Writing also involves several brain areas and functions.  The brain networks for 
vocabulary, grammar, hand movement, and memory must all be in good 
working order. 

Developmental arithmetic disorder (dyscalculia) 

Arithmetic involves recognizing numbers and symbols, memorizing facts, 
aligning numbers, and understanding abstract concepts like place value and 
fractions. 

Many aspects of speaking, listening, reading, writing, and arithmetic overlap and 
build on the same brain capabilities.  People can be diagnosed as having more 
than one learning disability.  For example, the ability to understand language is 
essential in learning to speak.  Therefore, any disorder that hinders the ability to 
understand language will also interfere with the development of speech, which 
in turn hinders learning to read and write.  A single gap in the brain's operation 
can disrupt many types of activity.   
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Tutoring strategies for individuals with a learning disability 

Some of the most useful tutoring strategies involve how you approach the 
student.  Some things to keep in mind when working with a student are: 

− Learning is based on the needs of the learner and should be defined by the 
learner. 

− Every person can learn no matter what his particular circumstances are 
and no matter how he has been labelled by the education system. 

− Learning begins by focusing on the learner's strengths and successes rather 
than deficiencies and failures. 

By keeping these three things in mind, working with someone who has a 
learning disability will be much easier.  Encouragement and understanding are 
essential for helping your student learn.  Even small successes can make a 
difference to a learner who has experienced a lot of failure and frustration.  By 
pointing out the student’s strengths and not dwelling on their weaknesses, a 
sense of trust and a positive relationship develops where the student can feel 
more at ease. 

A student with a learning disability may need help organizing their work.  
Structure and sequence are very important.  Try to use a consistent, systematic 
approach and have materials prepared ahead of time so you are organized and 
ready to help.  Avoid jumping from one topic to another as this can cause 
confusion and frustration.  As well, help the student with keeping their 
assignments organized and planning for deadlines. 

Other useful strategies (Jones as cited by Bona, 2002): 

− Choose materials which are clearly printed, avoid streaky photocopies, or 
pages with lots of unnecessary pictures or fancy fonts. 

− Use visual aids, as long as they are not distracting. 

− Try not to talk and write at the same time; write it down and then explain. 

− Speak slowly and give one instruction at a time (for example: instead of 
saying “Let’s work on pages 8-10 in the workbook and then we’ll do these 
colouring pages” say “Let’s turn to page 8 in the workbook.”). 
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− Ensure the student is attentive before giving instructions or help, and that 
he fully understands any instructions or sequences; break it down into 
mini-steps if necessary and present them one at a time. 

− Repeat or re-phrase material if not understood and have the student repeat 
or re-phrase the lesson or instruction. 

− Summarize key points and have the student copy or write them down. 

− Provide lots of repetition and review. 

− Allow time for the student to think about what is being learned. 

− Give lots of feedback, especially on the student’s academic and social skills. 

− Build success into each tutoring session. 

− Spend time organizing notebooks. 

− Help the student to set up and use an agenda. 

To create a positive learning environment, use the following techniques: 

− Reduce distractions to increase the student’s ability to concentrate.  If 
possible, work in a quiet area. 

− If possible, pre-record the reading material so the student can read along. 

− Have the student take notes while reading in order to increase 
comprehension. 

− Highlight important points before the student reads the material silently. 

− Introduce new words and their meanings to the student before reading 
new material. 

− Stop the student at various points and check for comprehension. 

− Create a comfortable environment where the student can ask questions 
about things she does not understand. 

− Keep work area clear—have only the materials needed. 

Essentially, effective tutoring techniques work with all students, including those 
with a learning disability.   
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Assessment Practices 

In most literacy programs, learners participate in an assessment when they enter 
the program, while they are in the program, and when they leave the program. 
The learner works with staff members and volunteers to set realistic goals, 
monitor their learning, and determine progress (Perry, 2003; Skage and Schaetti, 
1999; College Sector Committee for Adult Upgrading, 2006). 

Effective assessment practices include the following: 

− Assess often, using a variety of tools that are developmentally and 
culturally appropriate. 

− Match assessment to learning approach and strategies. 

− Set evaluation criteria that reflect what you have worked on. 

− Be fair and respectful of the learner. 

− Use formal and informal methods.  

− Use authentic contexts or real material such as an actual phone bill or 
newspaper article (AlphaPlus, 2006; Toronto District School Board, 1998). 

When prospective students come to Frontier College to get help with reading 
and writing, they do not undergo a formal test. We do, however, conduct an 
informal assessment of their literacy skills. They are asked to read a paragraph 
and to write something if they feel comfortable. They may also be asked to bring 
in a writing sample. From this, along with an in-depth interview, the coordinator 
gets an idea about an individual’s learning needs. 
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Wherever the student begins, it is very important to know what kind of progress 
he is making. Evaluating the student’s progress helps to: 

− Determine what the student has learned. 

− Determine if the tutoring is effective. 

− Make changes in lessons as necessary. 

− Set new learning goals. 

Initial student assessment 

When you first meet with your student, it is a good idea to use the process 
described below that is used by the program coordinator when the student is 
interviewed for the first time. Here are ideas for evaluating your student’s 
situation at the initial meeting. 

− Reading: Ask the student to choose a paragraph or sentence he can read. 
This may be from material he has brought along (preferred) or something 
you have with you. The sentence may be three words long. Ask him to 
read the sentence aloud. Can he read the sentence fluently? Is he stumbling 
along, or is he hesitant? This gives you an idea of his competence as a 
beginning reader. Ask a question or two about the paragraph or sentence 
to check for comprehension. Praise the effort. This is a non-threatening 
way of finding out how well your student can read. 

− Writing: Ask the student to write a sentence or two, or make a list of all the 
words he can spell. Does he tackle this task easily? Is he reluctant? If so, 
don’t push it. Your student may be able to write only one or two words. 
This is a good start. 
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− Math: To see how the student manages with numbers, try giving her a 
simple math problem. For example, write down the numbers 1 to 20 
leaving out every fifth number. Can the student fill in the blanks? 

The examples provided are for a beginning literacy student. Someone with more 
advanced literacy skills requires a more sophisticated evaluation process. More 
advanced readers will also be able to give you more information about the areas 
that they need to improve.  It is important to document the results of these 
activities because you will want to know what progress you have made as you 
go along. 

 

 

 
Sane reads at the 2007 Frontier College AGM 
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Goal Setting 

When asked the question “Do you and your student set goals or plan lessons?” 
many tutors will say, “Yes, but…” From here they go on to explain themselves 
by saying: 

...he has learning themes and we work on these. 

...she has ideas about what she wants. 

…we don’t set time limits because something else always comes up. 

…the goal setting format is cumbersome. 

…you always have to be prepared to wing it. 

…he really resists anything that feels formal. 

…we’re still in the getting-to-know-you stage so I am getting a feel for what she is 
interested in. 

…right now our lesson planning is completely spontaneous. 

Each one of these statements reflects the two sides of the student-centred 
approach to tutoring.  While it is important to be flexible and creative—to build 
trust with your learner—it is also critical to set goals with your learner so that 
you both know where you are headed. 

The purpose of this section is to: 

− Provide a context for goal setting and lesson planning through stories and 
tips from experienced tutors. 

− Give you guidelines for goal setting and lesson planning that will help you 
to begin tutoring. 
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What do we mean by goal setting? 

Goal setting is about defining what your student wants to do or learn. Your 
student’s goals can be long-term: “I want to get a job,” or short-term: “I want to 
do my resume.” They can be broad: “I would like to be a better speller,” or 
specific: “I want to do this crossword puzzle.” 

Having learning goals will help you and your student to: 

− Focus on what is important. 

− Plan lessons. 

− Measure and keep track of progress. 

Your student’s ultimate goal may have more to do with why he wants to learn 
something rather than what he wants to learn.  Several students and tutors were 
asked to comment on goal setting and lesson planning. Here is what they said: 

 

“I want to get what I got inside my mind and put it 
down on paper. I’m working on sounding out words 
and spelling. I’d like to be able to travel more. When I 
do that I want to be able to fill out forms or write things 
down without having to rely on someone else or get 
really nervous because I know there are people waiting 
behind me.” 

Charles 
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You may have a student who is not sure about what she wants to learn and 
cannot explain why she is simply happy to be in a learning relationship. 

 

Setting and meeting learning goals is rarely a linear process. 

 

Some students will be very focused. 

 

  

”Betty and I have been working together for a 
couple of years now and it’s still not clear to me 
why she is doing this other than that her sister told 
her it would be a good idea.” 

Karen and Betty 

“Jason’s world view is very different from mine. Those 
of us who have some experience with school and work 
have a feel for what it means to have a goal and work 
towards it. He doesn’t have this experience. The other 
day we were walking down the street and talking. He 
amazed me with the way he absorbs things from all 
over the place.” 

Amanda and Jason 

“I had a student who wanted to learn how to format 
and use documents. We thought he might be able to 
achieve his goal in about six months but it actually took 
him half that time. We agreed that I would set tests for 
him and we did about one a month. He was focused. 
This involves a well-defined set of skills so it was fairly 
easy to plan lessons and measure progress.” 

Peter and Gustad 
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Others will have one or more ideas about what they want to learn. These ideas 
may be part of a larger goal. 

 

A current wisdom about setting goals is that they should be SMART—that is, 
they should be: 

− Specific 

− Measurable 

− Achievable 

− Relevant 

− Time limited 

Goals are easier to use and keep track of if they have these characteristics. Think 
of the SMART rule as a handy tool. You may find this tool to be useful with some 
students and not with others.  It may be challenging for learners to set specific 
goals and these goals may change over time.   

“His needs change from week to week and a lot of 
them have to do with his work. We’ve just spent 
several weeks working on the national anthem. 
We’ve also worked on vocabulary for his marriage 
ceremony.” 

Peter and Javier 
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The role of intuitive learning in setting goals and planning lessons 

While doing a post-graduate degree in adult education, Marge Denis (1979) 
identified several processes that are part of what she called “intuitive learning.” 
Here are some: 

− Knowing that learning will occur. 

− Trusting your intuition. 

− Being open to expected and unexpected outcomes. 

− Reflecting on and drawing new insights from your experience. 

− Seeing and accepting learning as a journey. 

− Allowing oneself to be led or drawn in a certain direction. 

− Being aware of and following one’s feelings in the learning process. 

Do any of these apply to the way you and your student approach goal setting 
and lesson planning? If so, be prepared to move away from the lesson plan and 
think about other aspects of what you and your student are working on. You 
may feel that your learner is not making any progress or ignoring the goals, but 
it may be that they reach those goals in a more circular fashion. Be open to taking 
the long road. 
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A goal setting format 

Below is a format for goal setting that we include as part of our tutor training. 
We offer it as a guideline to help you frame information about your student’s 
goals. This is not meant to be used as an interview format, although that process 
may work well for some students.  

1. What is your goal? 

2. What do you think you need to know about in order to reach this goal?  

3. Which of these things do you already know something about?  

4. What do you think you need help with? 

5. Which of these things would you like to start with? 

6. When do you think you will be able to reach your goal? 

You may find the answers to these questions over the course of one, two or 
several meetings with your student. The way you approach the goal setting 
process will depend on your student. 

 

“It took me two to three months to figure out what 
Jason wanted to do and where we might start. You 
just have to jump in and it takes as long as it takes.” 

Amanda and Jason 

“People need to realize that goals change and that’s 
okay. Every goal met is a step in the right direction.” 

Lillian and Toby 
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Breaking long-term goals into short-term ones 

Goals are easier to work with if you can break them down into small, bite-sized 
pieces.  Questions two to five in the above goal setting format are one way to 
figure out and describe the short-term goals or objectives that would be involved 
in meeting a broad learning goal. You may find these questions useful to 
determine where to begin with your student. 

You and your student may be able to identify some short-term goals in advance. 
It can be helpful to set 3-month, 6-month, and one year goals.  Keep in mind that 
setting effective goals and objectives is a skill that will help your learner beyond 
the tutoring sessions. If your student is looking for work, or wants to be involved 
in volunteer activities in the community, then being able to set goals and 
objectives is a useful skill to develop over time.  

Your learner’s goals can also guide how you conduct your tutoring sessions. 
They help you identify which resources and tools to bring to the tutoring session 
and on which topics to focus.  Some students want the orderly process that a 
workbook can provide.  Other students want to focus on real world examples, 
such as transit maps, grocery flyers, etc.   

Reviewing Learning Goals 

It is important to review the goals regularly (every 3 to 4 months) to identify the 
goals the learner has achieved, clarify those that have changed, and create new 
ones.  This process also helps keep the goals realistic and relevant to the learner.  
It is extremely important that this is a positive process for the learner and they 
feel that they are making progress.   

Another consideration about goals is, “If you think big enough you will never 
have to do anything.” In other words, having a huge goal can sometimes be an 
excuse for continuing to be unable to meet it. Keep this in mind as you and your 
student make plans and review progress. 
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Lesson planning 

What you do during your lessons and how you do it will vary a great deal from 
one student to the next. In general, it is a good idea to make a habit of planning 
and preparing a lesson. 

Here are some things to consider when planning a lesson: 

− What is the purpose of the lesson? 

− How long will it be? 

− What activities will you do? 

− Have you included a variety of activities that will allow your student to 
practice a range of skills such as reading, writing, and spelling?  

− Have you included lots of time for practice and review? 

In the area of lesson planning, our tutors were clear about one thing—be 
prepared—and then be prepared to wing it. 

 

  

“Duncan is very self-directed. He will usually say “I’ve 
got an idea. Let’s do such and such.” He is isolated 

indoors so lesson plans usually involve getting outside 
and interacting with people in some way. He actually 

suggested going downtown. He wouldn’t have had the 
confidence to go on his own. Going downtown is okay if 

he goes with a friend because he knows I’ll deal with 
whatever comes up that might cause conflict.” 

Adrian and Duncan 



Getting Started 

A Frontier College Tutor’s Guide: Working with Adults 51 

 

 

You may find it more of a challenge to plan lessons with a student who is shy or 
uncertain. 

 
 

 

”What we do during our sessions depends on his 
weekly needs. I used to plan lessons but I don’t 
now because Javier always has some current and 
urgent need.” 

Peter and Javier 

“In the beginning I would come up with some 
options, we would look at them and talk about 
them and then I would choose one. Then a few 
months down the road I would leave it to her to 
choose. So one of the things we’re working on is 
just getting into the habit of making choices.” 

Karen and Betty 

“We usually begin our lessons by socializing. Jason 
is an avid news junkie and we use what he’s been 
thinking about that week as the content for our 
lessons.” 

Amanda and Jason 
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Checklist for a lesson plan 

To determine what your basic lesson plan may include, consider the following 
structure:   

1. Talk to your student about what he has been doing and find out whether 
there is anything he wants to do that has come up since your last meeting. 
Decide what is to be accomplished at this session. 

2. Go over homework. This will give you an idea of whether you need to 
review an area with your student, build on what was accomplished in the 
homework, or move on to something new. 

3. Introduce the new work, which you have prepared. Your student may also 
have ideas of his own so be ready to alter your plan. 

4. Take a break if the lesson lasts for two hours or when you and your 
student need one. 

5. Practice and review new and old work. Ask, “What have we learned?” 

6. Agree on new homework, which may involve something new covered in 
the session. Evaluate the session. 

7. Talk together about what you could do at your next meeting. 

At the end of this section, you will find an example of a lesson plan template. 
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Homework 

Homework is important because it:  

− Provides continuity between tutoring sessions. 

− Gives students a chance to practice. 

− Allows students the opportunity to try things on their own. 

− Provides students with the opportunity to share their work and to get help 
from other people like family and friends. 

Focus on giving homework on a topic your student wants to know more about.  
For example, reading the newspaper, sending an email, looking up a word in the 
dictionary, or researching how to get somewhere.  If your student thinks of the 
homework as something she has to do, then this could impact the success of your 
lessons.  Some students may not want to do homework or may leave it 
consistently undone. In this case, you can discuss with her what type of 
homework she would like to do.  You cannot force your student to do homework 
but you should make sure she understands that she will move ahead more 
quickly if she practices and reviews. 

Summary 

The point of goal setting is to help your student realize that he is making real 
progress. If a student has spent six months with a tutor and cannot point to any 
goals he has reached, it can be very discouraging for both him and his tutor. 
Setting goals, whether or not they are fully reached, is an important way of 
giving structure to tutoring sessions and is a key to the success of the learning 
relationship. 
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Lesson plan template 

Date: 

Goals of Lesson: 

Review (of student’s skills and/or previous lessons): 

 

Materials: 

 

Learning Activities: 

 

Closing Summary: 

 

Evaluation of Lesson (tutor and student): 
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Ongoing evaluation 

You and your student should review progress at regular intervals. This informal 
meeting can take place before, during, or after a session, or at a separate time.  
This review provides an opportunity to discuss what has been accomplished and 
any problems that may not have been resolved during your tutoring sessions.  

You can also ask your learner directly what new knowledge or skills he feels he 
has learned.  

Some questions you may want to ask your student: 

How do you feel about the progress you are making? 

Remember how you used to be so nervous about writing? How do you feel about writing 
now? 

What can you do now that you could not do before? 

In your opinion, what goals have you achieved since we started?  

What goals would you now like to focus on? 

Keep in mind that the purpose of the interview is to recognize accomplishments, 
to identify problems, and to change goals or ways of doings things if necessary.  
Showing your learner how much progress he has made reinforces a positive 
learning attitude. It is important to review the goals when you first met.   

The following tools can be used to do this review: 

− Student journal 

− Observation 

− Self-evaluation 

− Progress reports 

− Learning plan 

− Portfolio 
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Student journal 

When you begin tutoring you can suggest to your student that he keep a journal. 
Do this only if he feels comfortable writing or is willing to try. You may suggest 
that he write his thoughts, what has happened to him during the day or simply 
doodle. Ask him to make sure that he writes down the date of any entry he 
makes. 

We have yet to see a student who has not noticed progress through journal 
entries. As the student gains more writing skills, the content of the journal 
becomes more sophisticated. The sentences may become more elaborate as the 
student expresses more complex ideas and as his confidence grows.   

Review the journal with the student regularly and note the progress that he is 
making. 

Observation 

In your sessions you may notice changes in your student’s attitude or behaviour 
that are good indicators he is making progress. For example, you may notice 
changes in: 

− Participation:  The student is more active in the tutoring session 
(answering questions readily, making decisions on what he would like to 
do next, etc.). 

− Attendance:  The student is always on time and rarely misses sessions. 
This often indicates a high level of satisfaction, which is, in turn, a 
consequence of meaningful learning. 

− Confidence Level:  The student is willing to take more risks (willing to try 
something new even at the risk of initial failure). 

− Involvement:  The student begins to bring stories or books he has found 
interesting to share with you. 

− Motivation:  The student wants to do more work on his own time (a very 
good indication that he wants to move ahead). 
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− Community Engagement:  The student becomes more involved in his 
community (more attuned to what is going on as a result of being more 
literate). 

Self-evaluation 

You can devise a simple self-evaluation questionnaire for your student that he 
can complete to assess his progress. There is a sample self-evaluation at the end 
of this section.   

Progress reports 

In some Frontier College programs, tutors and students are asked to fill out a 
monthly progress report together.  This identifies what has been learned, what 
goals have been set and achieved, and what plans have been made for the next 
period. In addition, students are encouraged to provide additional feedback.  
These reports are submitted to the program coordinator who takes action as 
necessary. They are also often used as data for reporting to funders. A copy is 
made for the student’s portfolio. There is a sample at the end of this section.  

Learning plans 

Goal-setting is a vital part of the tutoring process (see the sections called Goal 
setting and Lesson planning). Learning plan forms (also known as goal-setting 
sheets) are a good way to assess what skills or knowledge have been learned, 
and also the skills or knowledge that need to be learned. Completed forms can be 
used as a guide for lesson planning.  At the end of this section, there are samples 
of learning plans, self-assessment tools, and progress reports.  

Portfolios 

A portfolio is like a resume.  It provides a way of evaluating a learner’s progress 
by keeping samples of the work he has accomplished in one place. The learner 
keeps ongoing work in folders and from time to time selects and transfers his 
best work to another folder—the portfolio. The concept of a portfolio is very 
similar to the visual art portfolio where the artist keeps samples of his best work 
to show prospective clients.  The thoughtful portfolio provides a snapshot of a 
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student’s capabilities and achievements at a given time.  Organize the work in 
chronological order so that the learner can see his progress over time, and ensure 
that it reflects the learner’s goals and interests.   

Examples of materials that can be kept in a portfolio: 

− Writing samples of various types 

− Notes on the student’s strengths and needs 

− Lists of student’s short and long-term goals 

− Career plan charts 

− Lists of books, magazines, and articles the student has read 

− Attendance sheets 

− Student self-evaluations 

− Highlights of journal entries 

− Awards 

− Test results 

− Photographs 

− Artwork 

− Various certificates 

− Letters of reference or commendation 

Keeping a portfolio is an effective way of providing a literacy or ELL student 
with a means of critical self-evaluation of the progress she is making. It is a tool 
for empowering students and tutors to think about student evaluation as a 
process as well as a product. 

A note about more formal assessments 

In some literacy programs, especially those that are classroom-based, there may 
be tests that students are required to take to determine their literacy level. There 
may also be tests to determine whether a student has learned something over the 
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course of the program. For many students who come to Frontier College, this can 
be very intimidating. Many of our students have had negative experiences in the 
formal education system. At Frontier College, we try to remove some of the 
anxiety by focusing on informal assessments of progress. 

This is not to say that students should never take tests or learn how to do this 
effectively. Some students want to take a driver’s test or want to work towards a 
high school equivalency certificate. This is completely appropriate and your 
program coordinator can give you further advice and resources on how best to 
help your student achieve these goals.  You can help your student feel more 
comfortable by doing practice tests together that are similar to tests that she will 
encounter when she leaves the Frontier College program.  

In summary, evaluation of progress is connected to what goals you and your 
student have set. Informal assessment processes are useful not only for capturing 
a wide range of learning, but also for the particular needs of literacy students. 
Information collected from informal assessments can reflect gains in skills and 
knowledge and also foster positive changes in attitude and behaviour. 
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Evaluation tools 

Self-evaluation 

To determine the needs of your learner, you can use a variety of tools which can, 
among other things, evaluate her aptitudes without intimidating her. 

Inventory of abilities 

Put a check beside each one that I know how to do. 

I can: 

Address letters  Write words  Understand a menu  

Help a child with 
homework 

 Order things online  Compare prices  

Write a cheque  Count money  Understand fractions  

Write directions  Write stories  Write an opinion 
letter to a newspaper 

 

Write my resume  Write a grocery list  Fill out a form  

Get  money from a 
bank machine 

 Read a menu  Pass a driver’s test  

Give change  Read magazines  Understand labels  

Find a telephone 
number 

 Find a word in a 
dictionary 

 Apply for a job  

Understand a road 
map 

 Order from a 
catalogue 

 Read the words of a 
song 

 

Understand a recipe  Read instructions  Understand street 
names 

 

Read stories to 
children 

 Understand a lease 
agreement 

 Understand my 
phone bill 

 

Understand a bus 
schedule 

 Understand the 
instructions on a box 
of medication 

 Make a budget  

Understand my mail  Subtract and add  Find my way around 
the city 
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Progress Report 

Learner:  

Tutor: 

Month: 

 

These are my long-term goals         
  

 

Date to reach: _________________ 

 

These are my short-term goals 

 

These are the things we did this month 

 

This is what I learned this month 

 

This is something else I would like to say 

 

Today’s date: 
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Practitioner or Tutor Evaluation 

Learning Plan 

Name: _______________________________________                                                

 Date: ___________________________ 

Please note: 
1. You may have many objectives or goals, use a separate learning plan for each goal.   
2. Resources and strategies are identified by the learner, the coordinator, and the tutor.   
3. A progress report can be done about every 3 months – it doesn’t have to be formal. 

 
Objective:  

Skills I 
already 
know 

Skills I 
need to 

learn 

I will 
know I 
can do 

this when 

Resources Strategies Comments 
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Checklist – Writing Skills 

Writing – Level 1 Can do Needs work Comments 

Prints legibly    

Copies form printed material     

Completes a simple form    

Dictates a language experience 
story 

   

Writes short informational 
message 

   

Writes 3 simple complete 
sentences 

   

• Ideas relate to topic    

• Meaning is clear    

• Close to standard spelling    

• Uses capitals    

• Uses periods    

Uses writing process    

Laubach Literacy Canada (2008). Literacy Trainer’s Manual. Ottawa, ON: Laubach Literacy Canada. 
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Setting boundaries and managing conflict 

As you approach your tutoring partnership, it is vital that you are aware of your 
personal safety and that of the learner. This section aims to help you reduce risk 
by understanding boundary setting and conflict management, and equip you 
with the basic tools you need should a conflict situation arise.   

Throughout the tutoring engagement, it is important that both the tutor and 
adult learner understand the following boundaries. 

Professional boundaries 

Although many of our volunteers come from professional backgrounds, it is 
necessary to remember that the volunteer’s role, as outlined in the job 
description, is to tutor.  We advise volunteers who are professionals not to give 
professional advice to learners (for example medical, psychological, or legal). If 
the learner asks you for help in a specific area that does not have to do with 
tutoring, you should bring this request to the program coordinator’s attention so 
that he can make the appropriate referral.  

Personal boundaries 

It is important for both volunteer and learner safety that no personal information 
is shared, such as addresses, home phone numbers, messaging PINs, and 
Facebook accounts.  E-mail addresses can be exchanged as long as a Frontier 
College staff person is copied on all correspondence. It is necessary that tutoring 
sessions take place in public settings, not in the volunteer or learner’s home. In 
addition, while relationship building between the volunteer and learner is very 
important, it must be of a professional nature, not a personal nature. As a tutor, 
protect private information about yourself even if you feel that you have built 
trust with your learner.  If your learner chooses to confide in you, please treat 
this with confidentiality—this should not be weekend social talk. If you are 
concerned with information that has been shared by the learner, you should 
bring that to the coordinator’s attention immediately.   
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Physical boundaries  

Frontier College works with learners who may have had traumatic experiences 
and/or negative experiences with the traditional education system.  As a tutor, 
please keep this in mind when making physical choices. Some things to consider: 

− Instead of looking over the learner’s shoulder to check her work, sit beside 
the learner so she can see where you are. Let the learner know that this is 
how you keep track of and support his or her learning, as many learners 
initially feel interrogated if their work is being “stared at”.  

− If the learner is having trouble with the work, do not take his pen out of 
his hand to illustrate the work. Instead, ask the learner if you can use his 
pen or use your own pen and paper.  It is important that you have your 
own paper so that you are not writing on the learner’s work.  This shows 
that you respect the learner’s space and property.   

− Keep a fair distance between you and the learner; do not invade his or her 
personal space. Be mindful of how standing and sitting can create power 
dynamics. Try more or less to be at face level with the learner.  

− Be mindful of loud noises, such as raising your voice unexpectedly or 
giving a demonstration that involves a loud sudden noise.  
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Conflict management  

Recognizing a conflict situation 

A conflict situation can take a tutor by surprise because learners often do not 
verbalize that they are feeling frustrated, fearful or disappointed (“Managing 
Conflict”, 2009). It is important to be aware of when a learner may be 
experiencing these feelings. Look out for the following signs: 

− Lack of focus. 

− Heavy breathing. 

− Verbal sign-posts such as “I can’t do this! I don’t get this”. 

− Closed body language, fidgeting. 

− Glossed over eyes (this could be tears), hard swallows. 

− A physical gesture such as pushing the book away, throwing down a pen. 

If you see these signs, do not push the student to continue with the lesson. The 
first thing to do is to diffuse the learner’s negative feelings.  Call a break time.  
Do not offer or ask if something is wrong because the response might be, “No 
I’m fine”. Let the learner clear his or her mind. When you come back after the 
break do not begin right away. Take a moment to:  

− Give the student positive feedback and encouragement.  

− Ask the student if there is a particular area they are struggling with, how 
you can help and create an action plan together.  
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Listening past the outburst and managing the conflict 

If a student has an angry moment or outburst and insults you or the work 
recognize that, (a) that behaviour is not acceptable, and (b) it is not about you. 
When a learner makes an outburst it is usually his or her way of saying “I don’t 
get this and I’m feeling insecure”.   

Follow these steps if an outburst occurs: 

− Do not take the comment personally and do not engage in the negative 
conversation. Diffuse the conflict as soon as you can and then get to the 
root of the issue.  

− Diffuse the student’s anger by acknowledging his or her concerns and then 
addressing your needs. Example: “I see that this is frustrating for you and I 
am happy and willing to support you, but I can only do so once we can 
talk about it clearly and calmly.” Avoid phrases like “don’t yell at me,” or 
“calm down,” or “who do you think you are?” These phrases are 
confrontational and will not help.  

− Take a break if needed.  

− Follow the steps listed in the previous section and continue the lesson. 

− Let the coordinator know about this incident and any continuing 
behaviour. 

− In another session, when both of you are fully removed from the conflict 
situation you can address with the learner how you would prefer to be 
told if he is having a difficult time with the work. Work with the learner to 
establish a plan of communication that works for both of you. 

The overall idea is to look for the signs of a conflict, understand that the learner’s 
feelings and experiences are informing his or her response, disengage from the 
conflict, diffuse the anger and follow-up by creating a better way to 
communicate that works for both parties.  
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Moving on 

All students and tutors at Frontier College are asked to make a minimum six-
month commitment to the tutoring relationship. However, all student-tutor 
relationships must end sometime. The student-tutor relationship is based on the 
notion that at some point, the student will move on to other education, activities, 
and pursuits. There are many reasons for ending tutoring relationships: 

− The student has achieved his goals. 

− The student is moving on to more formal education or training. 

− The tutor may want to pursue other activities. 

− There may have been a change in the life circumstances of either the 
student or the tutor. 

Sometimes it is difficult for students to “move on,” especially if they have 
become dependent on their tutor for socializing or companionship.  Tutors may 
also develop a dependency on students where they feel “needed” by their 
students and have difficulty letting go of the relationship. 

The following are some suggestions for dealing with the end of tutoring 
relationships: 

− Bring up the topic of closure early in your relationship with your student 
so that it is stated up front. A good way to do this is to establish a written 
learning contract that includes a timeframe. Do it in a thoughtful and 
sensitive way. 

− As you approach closure, set aside the time to review what has been 
achieved together. Review goals that were set and achieved. This provides 
a sense of accomplishment for both of you, builds the confidence of the 
student, and tells you what a competent tutor you are.  

− Help your student make an inventory of his skills, talents, and abilities. 
Putting this on paper is a very effective way for him to look at all the assets 
he has to bring to the community. 

− Brainstorm with your student about next steps and help her map out a 
plan of action in order to move on. For example, if the student is interested 
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in completing high school, think of how she can do that. Together, you can 
research high school programs that may be appropriate, make calls to get 
information, etc. This type of learning activity can create confidence in 
your student that will make closure easier. 

− As you come to the end of the relationship, plan some sort of celebration. It 
is important to mark the success of the partnership. You may exchange 
books, have lunch together, or go on an outing.  

Finally, remember that one of the most important goals of literacy is to enable a 
person to become an empowered and participating member of the community. 
Keep this in mind throughout the tutoring period. It will assist you in your work 
with your student and help him move on to other pursuits. 
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Introduction 

Adults with low literacy skills are often afraid of making mistakes, looking stupid, 
and even worse, feeling stupid. They are often able to read and write words that 
are familiar to them and may be able to do more than the skills that they showed 
during the initial assessment. Part of the tutor’s role is to allow them to make 
mistakes along with you and to continue to participate in the process even when it 
seems like no progress is being made.  

Learners at this level may feel that they are not improving, or that they are not 
making any progress towards their goal. Remind your student of how far he has 
come by reviewing material they once found difficult and can now accomplish 
with ease (review older writing samples, re-read passages that now seem almost 
too easy).  

Remember to take time to chat with your learner before beginning a lesson, to read 
and write along with them, to keep your finger on the page as you read with them, 
to make mistakes and scribble things out as you revise. It is important to include 
different types of reading material in your lesson plans—memos, email (to and 
from family, friends, a colleague, or a boss), text messages, newspapers, novels, 
nonfiction. You may want to choose the text based on the focus of the lesson. Are 
you working on vocabulary, fluency, scanning, or comprehension? Are you 
working on a skill your learner has chosen to focus on? 

Learners who are reading at a beginning level may not be aware of the pre-reading 
steps that strong readers take without even thinking—sitting in a quiet place with 
good lighting, removing distractions, thinking about what you are going to read 
before starting. All the many ways strong readers read different texts are unknown 
to adults who struggle with the printed word. It is important to remember to teach 
these skills along with the more traditional decoding skills of reading.  

Beginning writers, on the other hand, often believe that writers are able to write a 
perfect document all in one go. Part of the tutoring process is to explain to your 
learner how you vary your writing for different purposes e.g., emails, text 
messages, reports, etc., how you gather ideas before you begin, and how many 
times you revise an important document. Your student may be afraid of making 
spelling mistakes and may find it helpful to use letter tiles or a computer to form 
words rather than using pen and paper.  
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Writers at this level are generally able to fill out simple forms, write a sentence or 
two (but not a well organized paragraph).  They are familiar with the basic 
conventions of written English but may find it difficult to write words they are not 
familiar with. They will soon move on to writing a basic paragraph; one that 
contains a main idea and a few supporting statements.  

Remember to include different types of writing exercises with your student; ask 
him what kinds of writing he would like to be able to do. You may find that using 
technology is a good way to access writing skills; for example, the character limit 
on a text message means your student does not have to write a long essay. Try to 
write with your student, make mistakes, and ask him to correct your writing. If 
your student is unfamiliar with letter shapes, encourage him to trace your writing 
or copy a Learning Experience Approach story (described below) that you and he 
developed. 

At the beginning level, learners use numbers that are important to them. They are 
usually able to recognize their address, significant phone numbers, and money. 
You may want to ask your learner what math skills she would like to improve once 
you have developed a strong tutoring relationship. Many beginning learners have a 
real and deep seated fear of math as they remember being mocked as young 
learners. It is important at this stage to keep the numeracy exercises clearly tied to 
every day math skills, such as making change, shopping for bargains, or entering 
contact numbers in a phone. 

Tutoring strategies 

The Language Experience Approach 

The Language Experience Approach (LEA) is especially useful to develop reading 
texts for adults.  Although children’s books may seem ideal as they have a limited 
simple vocabulary, these books are often not appropriate for use with adults.   

There are three ways of ensuring that material is relevant to the student’s life. You 
can ask her to bring in reading material; you can ask what she would like to read 
and bring it in, or you can help her create her own material. This is called the 
Language Experience Approach.  
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Here is how it works: 

1. Identify a topic or story of particular interest to the student. 

As you and your student get to know one another, you will find that you 
share many life stories, concerns, and opinions with one another. In 
preparation for the language experience exercise, take some time with your 
student to identify a topic that is meaningful and that could lead to further 
discussion later on. Be an active listener to help identify a topic suitable to 
record on paper. 

2. Write down the student’s words. 

Ask the student to tell the story or to comment on the decided topic and 
explain that you will write down her words. If the story is long you can 
record it and transcribe it in small parts. Make sure you begin with a short 
passage. You can work with longer passages as the student becomes more 
accustomed to the exercise.  

Some hints for a successful exercise: 

− Make sure that you write down every word exactly as it is spoken. It is 
very important that you represent your student’s words accurately and 
that you do not make changes without her knowledge. 

− If you are using a computer, make sure that the student is able to see the 
monitor as you work. Similarly, if you are writing on paper, ensure that 
your student can see you write. This is an opportunity for your student to 
see how oral language translates into written language. Involve the 
student in all stages of this exercise. 

− Praise! Your student will love to hear her own words from a written 
piece. Even though you are doing the writing, it is your student’s story 
and it should be acknowledged as such.  

3. Read the story with the student. 

It is a great experience for the student to hear her own words read from a 
written document. Read it aloud, exactly as you have written it, following 
along with your finger under each word. Be expressive! Then, if the student 
is willing, have her read the passage. You will probably find that the student 
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is able to read certain words or phrases in this passage quite well. Why is 
that? 

− These are the student’s words. They are familiar because they are used 
every day in spoken language. They are relevant to her. 

− The student dictated the words to you, so they are fresh in her memory. 

− When you read the passage aloud, the student is better able to make the 
link between the spoken and written words. 

You now have a document that you and your student can work on to 
practice a number of reading strategies. Have the student read the passage 
again and ask her to move her finger along under the words. If there is 
trouble with a certain word, underline it, or transfer the word to an index 
card or a separate piece of paper. Set it aside and continue reading. If the 
student is having a lot of trouble getting through the passage, try reading it 
together. This is called choral reading and is a very effective way to help 
struggling readers. 

4. Work on important words. 

Once you have identified important or difficult words in the text and 
underlined or separated them, you can now focus on these words in a variety 
of exercises. 

− Ask the student to match the words on the index cards (or separate pieces 
of paper) with the larger text. This visual exercise helps the student to 
look carefully at the appearance of the word. If the student is able, have 
her read the word aloud as she matches it. You can read the word as well. 

− Have the student use these words orally in a new sentence either 
separately or together. Rewrite the new sentence and have the student 
circle or underline the word. 

− Have the student find words that rhyme with the chosen word. Write 
down the rhyming words on the back of the index card. Rhyming words 
help to reinforce word patterns and sounds. 

− Collect these words in a card file or in a folder for future use. 
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5. Return to the story. 

After you have done a number of exercises using the individual words, 
return to the story and ask the student to read it one more time. This final 
review reminds you both of the actual content of the story. Remember; 
always return to the meaningful part of reading.  

The Language Experience Approach is a very powerful and flexible tool.  You can 
adapt the tool to suit every occasion in your lessons. Your student may want to 
write an email to a friend or the local MP but may feel unable to do the writing. 
Perhaps the student has always wanted to write her life story. Turn the task into 
one of many language experience exercises—by doing so, you are helping with 
both reading and writing. 

Remember that your student is the resource in this process and you are merely the 
scribe. 

Reading aloud with beginning learners 

Verbal cues, or prompts, are simply words or phrases that help remind your 
student to use certain learned strategies in order to get through a passage. As you 
work with your learner, you will figure out what works best. For example, one 
person may respond well to a certain type of verbal cue, while another may find it 
patronizing. You will discover what works only with experience. 

Here is a simple outline of how to help your student develop reading skills. 

1. As your student reads to you, you will begin to see patterns. Once you have 
identified either something that a student consistently does well, or 
something that consistently proves to be an obstacle, make a mental note of it 
and address it separately once the student has finished reading. 

2. Explain the concept or strategy for dealing with the identified obstacle. For 
example, your student may regularly come to a full stop at compound words 
(e.g. boathouse, cookbook, airplane) thinking that they are too big to attempt. 
Explain to the student that these larger words are actually made up of two 
smaller words and if she can find the two words and separate them, it will be 
easier to read. Practice with a few compound words until the student is 
comfortable. Use index cards to make new, crazy compound words. 
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3. During the next reading, you may discover that the student is still stopping 
at long, compound words. This may be simply because she has forgotten to 
look for the smaller parts. You can now offer a verbal prompt, such as: 
“Remember! This is made up of two words.” This reminder will most likely 
help the student to see the breakdown of the larger word, and then read on. 

4. Interruptions during reading should be short. For this reason, your verbal 
prompt should be short as well. Using the example above, this prompt, after 
some time, should be reduced to something like “Two words.” If you can, 
whisper the prompt or say it softly so as not to interrupt the flow of the 
reading. You are speaking only so that the student can continue. Keep 
interruptions short. 

5. If you use this prompt regularly, your student will eventually be able to use 
it without your help. That is, when the student runs into a difficult word, she 
will mentally run through the prompts you have taught her, until she finds 
the one that works in this particular situation. When the student leaves the 
lesson, you will not be there to cue her. The student must therefore learn 
these cues to use independently. 

 

 
Labourer-Teacher Charles Jones  
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We have gathered the following suggestions over years of experience and they 
have worked well with a variety of students. Remember, when using verbal 
prompts with your student be consistent when you find something that works. 

Prompt with… When you mean… 

Starts with?  What letter does it start with? 

Use this cue with students who habitually switch letters around, or start a word in the 
middle rather than at the beginning. 

Keep moving. Pay attention to what’s coming. 

Use this cue if your student is becoming distracted. Very often, if the student is losing 
interest, she will slow down and lose focus. This prompt brings the student back to the 
reading content. 

Two words. This word is made up of two words. 

Remind your student that this large, compound word is actually made of two smaller 
words.  

Read ahead. Look for clues by reading ahead. 

Use this prompt in order to remind the student that the rest of the text might help in 
predicting what the problem word is. 

Skip it.  Skip the word and come back to it later. 

This prompt is similar to the “read ahead” prompt. The only difference is that the 
student is encouraged to move on as the problem word is not important enough to stop 
for. 

Word ending? What does the word end with? 

This prompt helps the reader separate the root of the word from its ending. The ending 
can be added after the root is identified. If the student has become familiar with the 
term “suffix,” use it as a prompt. 

Prefix. What is the prefix? 

Same as above but as it applies to prefixes. Use this clue if the student has become 
familiar with the term.  
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Choosing appropriate reading materials 

Your student’s interests must be kept in mind when you select books to practice 
reading. When the written materials are relevant to a student, he will be more 
engaged with the text.  Students who love playing basketball may enjoy reading 
the sports section or sports biographies. Students who love to cook will likely enjoy 
reading recipe books or cooking magazines. When selecting texts to use with an 
adult, make sure they are age appropriate; is the text written in a child’s voice or an 
adult voice? 

While children’s books are easy to read, it is important to evaluate if they are 
appropriate to use with your learner.  For example, it would be appropriate to use 
children’s book if your student has a young child, niece or nephew or who 
volunteers with a community program and wants to be able to read fluently to 
children.  Choose materials that follow clear design principles; these principles 
include ample white space, text that is not too dense and a typeface that is easy to 
read.  Avoid texts that are in all capital letters.   

It is also important that the materials you use with your student are at the right 
level. These materials should be challenging enough so that your student learns 
new things but easy enough that she feels she is accomplishing something without 
becoming frustrated. It is a good idea to start with material that you think she is 
able to read.  

Learners appreciate a challenge and their confidence increases when they are able 
to read something easily that once was difficult.   Therefore, it is recommended that 
you bring reading material that is at both the instructional level and independent 
level.  

Reading material is at the independent level when the learner does not make any 
mistakes and she feels successful reading. Use more challenging material only if the 
student is particularly motivated and very interested in the topic.  Reading material 
is at the instructional level when the learner is making two to four errors per page 
such as stumbling over new vocabulary or stopping at unfamiliar words. She is 
able to understand the passage, but there is room for improvement and new 
learning.  

Avoid reading material that your learner finds frustrating (making five or more 
errors per page). Remember to keep a mix of oral and silent reading in your 
sessions.  



Tutoring Beginning Learners 

A Frontier College Tutor’s Guide: Working with Adults 81 

Check with your program coordinator as they may have some information about 
your student’s reading level and appropriate reading material. Your local library 
should have a good selection of adult literacy reading material.  

Here are some easy to find reading materials that our tutors recommend. Add your 
own ideas to the list.  

advertisements 
appliance instructions 
application forms 
bank statements 
billboards 
bills 
book jackets 
brochures 
bulletin boards 
business cards 
calendars 
catalogues 
cereal boxes 
clothing care 
comics 

coupons 
driver’s manuals 
flyers 
food labels 
graffiti 
greeting cards 
grocery lists 
junk mail 
labels 
letters 
magazines 
maps 
medicine labels 
menus  
newspapers 

order forms 
phone books 
post cards 
posters 
questionnaires 
quotations 
receipts 
schedules (movies, bus, 
train) 
signs 
song lyrics 
T.V. guides 
warning labels 
yellow pages   

Writing with a beginning learner 

My student has completed a written piece—what now? The first time you see a 
beginning writer’s work, you may find it difficult to decipher and you may not 
know what it says. This is probably one of the most important moments in your 
tutoring. 

Your first job is to find the strengths in your student’s writing before you identify 
the weaknesses. There is much to be learned by drawing out the strengths in your 
student’s writing. By identifying what your student does well, you not only 
encourage him to continue taking risks in his writing, but you are also identifying 
tools that he can use to improve upon weaker areas. 



Tutoring Beginning Learners 

82 A Frontier College Tutor’s Guide: Working with Adults 

This section gives you an opportunity to see the strengths in a seemingly weak 
piece. 

Imagine you have asked your student to write something and this is what he 
writes: 

 
 

This piece was written by a student at Frontier College. How do you, as a tutor, 
respond? Here are some ideas: 

1. Praise.  

It probably took a great deal of courage to write this small paragraph. You 
have asked your student to write and he has. He now looks to you for your 
reaction and that reaction should be positive. 

2. Have him read it aloud. 

A general rule about writing is if your student writes something, he knows 
what it says. 

The passage certainly represents something to the student. Rather than 
attempting to read it or guessing incorrectly at its meaning, ask the student 
to read it back to you.  If appropriate, show interest and ask questions about 
he wrote.    

3. Point out the strengths.  

Most adult students are accustomed to hearing what is wrong with their 
writing and they will be very surprised to hear that they have written 
something correctly. Here is an opportunity to build your student’s 
confidence in himself, his trust in you, and his ability to build on his 
strengths. 

Cover up the list below and try to identify strengths in the piece written 
above. 
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Here are some examples: 

− He can write some letters. 

− He uses capital and lower case letters. 

− His letters are uniform in shape and height. 

− He forms letters correctly. 

− He writes from left to right. 

− He is willing to try writing. 

− He shows a lot of insight into why he struggled at school. 

4. Turn this into further exercises.  

To put additional value on this piece, use it in your lesson to develop more 
exercises. There are a variety of options: 

− Ask the student to write out the alphabet and then circle the letters he 
used when he wrote this piece. 

− Ask the student to re-arrange the letters to try to form other words. 

− Provide the student with a list of words that might be similar to what he 
wrote (e.g., lunch, bunch, mad, sad) and reading them together, ask him 
to identify the similarities in his own written piece.  

− Ask the student to draw a picture representing the idea and then do a 
Language Experience Approach exercise with it.  
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Now consider the next writing sample. It was written by another Frontier College 
student. 

 
You can see from this writing sample that penmanship can also be an issue for 
learners.  If this were the first piece of writing that your student produced for you, 
you could follow the same guidelines as with the first example, adding one very 
crucial step at the end.  

1. Praise. 

2. Have him read it aloud. 

3. Point out the strengths. 

4. Turn this into further exercises. 

5. Discuss and elaborate on the message. 

Elaborate on and discuss the message of the written piece. This writing took a lot of 
time and effort so praise is in order. Be sure to offer genuine praise. An adult 
student is acutely aware of patronizing comments. After he has read the piece 
aloud to you, point out the strengths of the piece. Here are some possible examples: 

− It is a long piece with a number of separate sentences. 

− He uses both upper and lower case letters. His handwriting is legible. 

− He has attempted to use various forms of punctuation. 

− He has made strong attempts at longer words using his knowledge of 
phonics (e.g., upnoshes, exriinly). 
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− He has successfully used certain vowel blends (e.g., -oe in shoes, -ou in could). 

− He has expressed his job frustrations in writing! 

As with the first example, you are now ready to turn this into further exercises. Be 
creative! 

Here are more ideas: 

− The arrow indicates that the student meant to join two sentences into one 
(“not enough money” and “extremely lot of hours”). Ask him to re-copy the 
paragraph with the changes. Copying and rewriting is an excellent way to 
reinforce writing patterns. 

− Ask him to circle the words he was unsure about and review them together. 
With your guidance, ask him to find the words in the dictionary. 

− Point out that often there are many words that can be used that have the 
same meaning (synonyms). Identify simpler words that he may use in place 
of the difficult ones (e.g. mean for obnoxious). You also want to encourage him 
in his attempt at a more difficult word. 

− Review punctuation rules and usages and then see how he has applied them 
in his work. 

Keep in mind that all of these exercises deal with the student’s technical abilities 
and challenges. It is extremely important for you also to draw upon the content or 
message of the piece when creating further exercises. Ask yourself these questions: 

 

What is the student telling you about? 

 He is telling me his feelings about his job. 

 

What is he saying about himself? 

 He is not necessarily a people person, he is bored, and he needs to make more money. 

 

What is he saying about his work? 

 He doesn’t like his job! 
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Now use this written piece to develop interesting and relevant exercises.  Here are 
some examples: 

− Perhaps he wants to start looking for a new job; help him to start working on 
his résumé and sample cover letters. 

− Turn this into a reading exercise by pulling out the employment section of 
the newspaper and learning how to read the want ads, or look up job ads 
online.  At this level you should preselect one or two ads.  

− Together, write the reasons why the customers get on his nerves and come 
up with ways of dealing with each scenario. Write a list of possible solutions. 

Your student needs to see how the process of writing relates to his life. It is very 
easy to get caught up in the technicalities of language, especially when teaching it 
to others. Remember that your student needs to see how the writing process relates 
to his own life and how to apply his new writing skills to his personal goals. 

Numeracy and the beginning learner 

Numeracy refers to the ability to work with numbers and means more than just 
mathematics (operations with numbers). Spend some time discovering what 
numeracy strengths and gaps your student has before starting on this section.  

When working on numeracy skills with a learner at the beginning level it is 
important to reinforce skills that the learner already has. He may have informal 
math skills that he uses on a daily basis and not recognize them as valid math 
skills. He may find it less threatening to work with material that comes from his 
daily life rather than relying on a workbook.  

Reading and writing activities 

Word banks 

A word bank can be used with new readers or with students who can read some of 
the words in a passage on which the tutor and student are working. New words 
are written and collected in the student’s word bank (many tutors use index cards, 
others prefer to keep dated lists). 
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From the language experience exercises, you and your student will have collected a 
number of words on index cards or listed on paper. These are the words that your 
student is learning to recognize by sight. They are called sight words. You may 
have gone over some of the phonetic rules for some of these words but, generally 
speaking, your student can probably read them from memory. It is important to 
keep them together in some sort of order. This is why: 

− Your student is accomplishing a great deal each time she learns a new word. 
Keeping the words together helps her see progress as the inventory of sight 
words grows. 

− While reading, the student may need to review these words from time to 
time or to be reminded that she has seen the word before. 

− By keeping a word bank, the student is effectively creating a personal 
dictionary of words that can be used in the next writing project. 

There are a variety of ways to keep a word bank. Make sure that the student 
decides which one is best for her and that it is easy for her to carry to and from 
lessons. 

Example exercise:  adding words to a word bank 

In large letters, write down three or four words from a passage. Read the passage 
slowly to the student, pointing to each word. 

− When one of the target words is reached, ask the student to supply it and 
point to it on the card. Context and previous discussion should make this a 
manageable task. Remember that newly learned words are always written in 
the student’s word bank. 

o  Make sure it is safe before you pass. 
o  Use your mirror. 
o  Signal before you change lanes. 

Your student has decided on the words: pass, signal, and mirror. 

− Point out the words in a different order from that in which they appear. 

− Read the text to the student, stopping at pass, and ask the student to say the 
next word or point to it on the card. 
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− Repeat for signal and mirror. You may provide extra clues by saying, 
“something before you change lanes. What word was missing where I said 
something?” 

− Repeat the activity for new words at another session. 

Together with your student devise ways to save sight words in an effective and 
creative way. Use a small address book as a personal dictionary. It is compact so 
your student can carry it in her pocket. Be inventive! 

Log or personal dictionary 

If your student does not want to use index cards, you can always use an exercise 
book or three-ring binder as a word bank. Label the top of each page with a letter 
from the alphabet.  If you are using a bound book and cannot add pages as needed, 
leave three or four pages for each letter. Follow the same process as you would 
using the index cards but use a portion of each page for each word instead. Divide 
the page into quarters or eighths so that your student has enough room to work on 
each word. 

This method makes it more difficult to keep words in alphabetical order because 
you cannot remove the sections of each page. It may, however, work just fine for 
your student. 

Concentration 

Another way to review words from your student’s word bank is to play this 
matching pairs game. Here’s how: 

− Cut out two identical pictures, of some common and easily-recognizable 
object. 

− Glue the pictures onto cards.  

− Write the name of the object on the card beside the picture.  

− Teach the name of the object by: 

o Reading the name and asking what the first letter would be. 
o Showing the student the corresponding picture. 
o Having the student write the word in a notebook. 
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− Once you have done this with a number of cards, the game is played as 
follows: 

o All the cards are turned upside down. 
o The student turns over one card. 
o Then the student turns over a second card to find a match with the first. 
o If a pair of cards is found, it is removed from the pile and the student reads the 

word. 
o If no pair is found, each card is returned upside down to the rest of the pile. 
o The tutor takes a turn and the game continues until all the pairs are found. 

Word matching 

− Choose key words from the student’s vocabulary. 

− Write each one on two pieces of card using only five or six pairs at a time. 

− Put all the cards on a table face up. 

− Select one and name it. 

− Ask the student to find the matching card and repeat the word. 

Rhyming activities 

Many aspects of language can be learned through rhyme. One of the easiest ways 
to start is by looking at a poem or song lyrics and talking about words that end 
with the same sounds. 

You can: 

− Make lists of rhyming words. 

− Write rhyming couplets as a team (your student supplies the first line, you 
supply the last line, then switch). 

− Write songs. 

− Look at spelling patterns. 

Teaching rhyme can provide an enjoyable break if the work is getting monotonous. 
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Cloze exercises 

The cloze exercise is simply written text with words left out. Here is an example of 
a cloze exercise based on a student’s language experience. The first week, the 
student dictated this story to her tutor who wrote it down word for word. They 
read it together chorally and then the student read it out loud. The following week 
the tutor used the same reading passage but this time as a cloze exercise. The tutor 
blanked out the problem words from the week before. The student read the 
passage independently and chose the correct word from the list the tutor had 
written at the bottom of the page. This type of activity integrates reading and 
writing. 

 
The blank spaces provide the student with an opportunity to guess what words 
might belong in the text. Rather than having the student struggle through difficult 
words, it allows the student to draw upon other skills. The student is forced to read 
ahead, to skim, and above all to read for meaning. The student has to ask—What 
would make sense here?  

How to create a cloze exercise: 

1. Decide on a text to use for the exercise. Use either a piece from a language 
experience exercise or another text of the student’s choice (e.g., a newspaper 
article). 

2. Photocopy, scan, or type the text so that you do not have to alter the original. 

  

My Worst Customer 

My______________ customer. It was this guy, he’s the ______________ of these 
townhouses _____________ . When I went there with the ________________for him to sign, 
before he signed it, he had his hat on. He _______________ it off.  He put it on. He 
______________ on the contract more than I did. He made me_______________ here and 
there and up and down and then he____________ signed it. After the job, I sent the 
____________. He never paid. He knows I was there. He knows he’s __________ to pay. 

supposed, downtown, contract, invoice, initial, worst, wrote, finally, took, owner 
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3. Omit every eighth word or so, making sure that the text remains readable 
and not too difficult to decipher. If your student is more advanced, then omit 
every fifth or sixth word. (Omitting nouns and verbs makes the exercise 
easier. The exercise will be more difficult if you omit adverbs, pronouns, and 
very small words.) 

4. Ensure the exercise is relevant to your student’s particular reading needs. If 
there is a word or type of word that consistently poses problems, design the 
cloze exercise with emphasis on those words. 

5. If the student has trouble with the blank spaces and is reluctant to guess, 
provide options after the blank space as points of reference. 

 

Getting out into the community 

Reading is a way of understanding “the word and the world” (Freire, 1970).  Books 
are indeed a gateway to the outside. Keep in mind that nothing prevents you and 
your student from ‘getting out’ and practicing reading strategies in the real world, 
on the street, in the subway or at the movies. In fact, we strongly recommend it! 
However, ensure that your program coordinator knows about your plans, and 
when you will return.  After getting to know your student, you will know each 
other’s interests. Also keep in mind that your student has a lot to teach you. It is 
very empowering for your student to teach you about his interests, culture or 
community.  Here is a tutor’s experience of such an outing. 

My student brought me to a Pow-Wow last summer. It was such a fantastic experience for me. 
We walked around together, he danced in full costume, and I wrote about my feelings on the 
experience. Later, we used that as reading material in a lesson. It was particularly nice for him. 
He felt like he had something to teach me. He has so much to teach me! 

Make sure that, if your student expresses interest in learning a reading skill for a 
particular task, you work on the skill in its natural setting. That is, if your student is 
interested in learning how to use a bank machine, go for a walk and find one! Use 
real life materials to teach real life lessons.  

It is ____________(hard, scared, easy) to know sometimes whether or not there will 
be_____________ (days, planes, traffic) on the highway. Usually, it is busy right 
________(under, around, after) rush _________(man, hour) but on some days there isn’t a 
________(plane, dog, car) in ___________ (sight, cup, master). 
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Here are some ideas on how to practice reading by getting out.  It is extremely 
important that you do these activities with another tutor and student, not on your 
own. 

− Go grocery shopping and compare labels and prices. 

− Explore the bookstore and search for a favourite topic. 

− Learn how to use the library. 

− Go and hear a free band or concert and then read through the song lyrics. 

− Take a ride on public transit to learn the bus and subway routes. 

− Go for a walk and read street and traffic signs in preparation for a driver’s 
test. 

− Go to a literary reading and then read the book. 

− Go to a play and then read the script. 

− Go to events and gatherings with other students and tutors. 

− Rent a DVD and then read the reviews. 

Word and language games 

Complete crossword puzzles and word searches with your student. Play Scrabble, 
Boggle, or Trivial Pursuit. You do not need to buy the board game. Many games 
can be handmade and can be made with your student.  You can create word 
searches and crossword puzzles through the web. Create a Pictionary game to play 
with a group of students and tutors by creating a list of nouns based on the 
interests of the tutors and students.   

Example list for Pictionary: 

Football player 

Guitar 

Dog 

Sled 

Wreath 

Party 

Fireplace 

Mitts 

Nest 

Telephone 

Computer 

House  
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Example list for Scategory: 

Identify words that begin with the letter D for: 

− Name of an animal 

− Name of a country 

− Name of vehicle 

− Name of a dessert 

− Name of boy 

− Name of a girl 

Using information technology with a beginning learner 

Technology can reduce stress for a beginning learner when she starts to write, so 
long as she is already familiar with it. Writing a text message, composing on a 
computer, or chatting online may be less threatening than holding a pen and facing 
a blank sheet of paper.  

It is likely that your learner is already using cell phones, mobile devices, and 
computers.  Discuss what she uses now and what she would like to learn about.   

Here is one place to start:  

Email 

Using email can be a strong motivator for beginning learners to write.  Keep in 
mind the rules of your organization about sharing email addresses.   

− Set up an email account with your learner, if she does not already have one. 

− Ask her to write you an email.  Reply without correcting any errors that she 
may have made. 

Every day math activities 

Information exchange with numbers  
Ask your student to think of a few facts about herself that involve numbers. Think 
of a few things about yourself as well.  For example: I have 4 cats, my brother has 6 
dogs.  
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Here are some questions in case you cannot think of anything: 

− How many movies have you seen this year? 

− How many people live in your house? 

− How many cups of coffee/tea/pop do you drink a day? 

− How many buses does it take to get here? 

Use the information you have collected to do any number of things:  

1. Make a chart, list, or a picture. 

2. Play concentration (write an item on one card and the matching number on 
another, turn the cards over, mix them up, turn one over at a time to match 
the number to the item). 

3. Put the items in order from least to most or most to least.  

4. Compare answers.  

Your learner will find it comfortable to return to this information at another 
tutoring session, so keep the initial list handy. Her confidence and sense of comfort 
with learning increases each time you review these skills. Even once you have 
progressed to more complex numeracy skills, returning to this list will reinforce 
how much she has learned.  It is always a good idea to do more than one thing with 
the information you have collected in any one session. 

Shopping 

Learners at this level often have developed complex coping skills to get through a 
grocery store. This is a good time to find out what your learner’s coping skills are 
and to start there.  

Grocery store flyers can be an excellent resource to help develop numeracy skills. 
Here are some ways to use flyers: 

1. Collect flyers from a number of different stores over a couple of weeks to 
compare what items are on sale from week to week. 

2. Choose two or three items from last week’s flyer and go to the grocery store 
to see if the price is the same or higher, and if so, what is the new price (be 
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careful here that you are only doing one thing at a time with the numbers—
here we are just comparing prices). You and your learner may want to note 
the new price and use this information later when you are working on 
subtraction skills. 

3. Make an imaginary shopping list from the flyer and decide on a budget (it 
does not always have to be realistic). See if you can buy everything on the list 
(feel free to use a calculator). 

4. Set up a store with your student using a flyer to help your student work 
through a shopping list and purchase food. 

5. Ask your student to keep track of his weekly expenses. 

Making change 

This task can be challenging for low level learners. Remember to break the tasks 
involved in this task into their simplest steps. For example, if your learner finds 
subtraction with borrowing difficult, count up from the lower number to find the 
difference, or set up the problem so no borrowing is involved. It is crucial to do 
only one thing at a time with these exercises. 

An easy way for learners at this level to calculate difference is to count up. For 
example: If I buy a candy bar for $1.40 and give the clerk $2.00, I would count up 
from $1.40: 10¢ to 1.50, two quarters to $2.00. 

Use some of the grocery store flyers to make more complex change challenges. Feel 
free to use a calculator. 

Using numbers 

Develop an address book with your learner. Use a notebook or his cellphone to 
record important names, addresses, and phone numbers.  

You can use this information in any number of ways. 

1. Put the names in alphabetical order by first name, address, or last name. 

2.  Order the telephone numbers as if you were writing them from highest to 
lowest. 
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3. Put the information in order of importance—as if you were going to use 
speed dial (which would be #1, #2, etc.). 

As with the other pieces of information you have gathered, keep this information to 
use at a later date, refer back to, or to show your learner how far he has come since 
his first session.  

Other Materials and Activities   

Here are some other materials and math activities that you can use when working 
on numeracy skills: 

Material Math Activities 

abacus  • number concepts 
• subtracting 

• adding 
• multiplying & dividing 

measuring cup • fractions 
• metric vs. imperial 

measurement 

• comparing fractions 
• multiplication 
• division 

 money  • counting by 1's, 5's, 
10's... 

• equivalent values 
• subtracting 

• place value & decimals 
• adding 
• multiplying, dividing 

clock     
 

• reading numbers 
• fractions (½, ¼ ) 
•  multiplying 
• dividing 

• counting by 5's, 10's or 15's 
• adding & subtracting 
• measuring time 

menu   
 

• reading numbers 
• decimals 
• percentages (tip) 

• comparing number values 
• adding 
• estimating 

tape measure 
 

• reading numbers 
• decimals 
• adding 

• fractions 
• measuring length 
• subtracting 

recipe       
 

• whole numbers and 
fractions 

• measuring time 
• estimating amounts 

• multiplying or dividing whole 
numbers & fractions 

• measuring temperature 

(Laubach Literacy Canada, 2008) 
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Word analysis skills 

Many beginning learners find the following approaches to reading and writing 
skills a useful way to decipher a page of written text or write a simple passage. 
They include using: 

− Phonics  

− Word structure 

− Word families 

− Sight words and phrases 

− Spelling 

− Grammar 

To begin, you and your learner may decide to focus on only one or two of these 
skills, depending on her interest and learning style. Many beginning learners 
appreciate using manipulatives to practice spelling and word formation.  Scrabble 
tiles, flash cards, and word wheels are manipulatives that can make these lessons 
more accessible. 

Phonics 

Phonics is a method for teaching speakers of English to read and write.  When 
teaching phonics, start by showing your learner how to connect the sounds 
(phonemes) of spoken English with letters or groups of letters (e.g. the sound /k/ 
can be represented by c, k, ck, cc, ch, or que spellings). Then teach your learner to 
“segment” the sounds (i.e. to say each sound separately). And finally, teach her to 
“blend” the sounds of letters together to produce an approximate pronunciation of 
an unknown word. 
 
Following are some tips for using phonics.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_phonemes�
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Phonetic rules 

The traditional method of teaching phonics has been to teach children various 
phonetic rules. There are 166 phonetic rules and 45 exceptions (Smith, 1985). 

For example: 

− When two vowels go walking, the first vowel does the talking e.g., boat, beat – 
exception: chief). This rule works 45% of the time. 

− When ‘c’ is followed by an ‘o’ or ‘a’, the sound of ‘K’ is heard e.g., camp, no 
exceptions.  This rule works 100% of the time. 

Some students find phonetic rules very helpful, whereas other people find them 
confusing.  Phonetic rules are often best understood by people who already know 
how to read.  The most useful way to demonstrate the principles of phonetic rules 
is to give examples of how the rules work. 

− The presence of the ‘e’ at the end of the word makes the vowel say its name, 
e.g., mat/mate, not/note, cat/cake. 

Teach initial consonant sounds 

Help your student learn the sounds of consonants at the beginning of words. The 
following consonants are almost always pronounced the same at the beginning of 
words with only a few exceptions like the silent ‘k’ in knife and knight. (Note that 
teaching consonant sounds at the end of words can also be very helpful to 
beginning readers.) 

b bad  l  leg s sandwich 

d doughnut m money t telephone 

f fun n name v van 

h hand p pen w water 

j jacket q(u) quarter z zipper 

k key r radio   
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The consonants ‘c’ and ‘g’ can be pronounced two different ways at the beginning 
of a word. 

c cat g gas 

 city  gem 

There are 8 pairs of consonants that represent one sound. 

ch as in chair sh as in shoe 

ch as in choir th as in this 

ch as in chute th as in thumb 

ph as in phone wh as in wheel 

Start with words that your student uses and is comfortable with to begin learning 
consonant sounds. The source could be a language experience story, your student’s 
personal dictionary, or survival sight words. 

Look for patterns in words that give your student trouble when she reads. Compile 
a list of words starting with the same consonant sound. 

Teach vowel sounds 

Vowels are the most difficult to teach since there are so many exceptions to the 
rules. Most phonics programs start by teaching short vowels. For example: 

a man  i sit u cup 

e get o mop   

Sounding out words—developing a phonemic awareness 

When your student encounters an unknown word, help her sound it out. Make 
sure that she hears the sounds of each letter or letter group. 
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Limitations of phonics 

English as a second dialect 

Some students may use a different dialect, which means they may pronounce 
words differently than standard English.  For example, the word three may be 
pronounced as tree. Be aware of these differences in pronunciations to decide 
whether phonics is an appropriate tool for your student. You can discuss 
these differences in pronunciation with your student. 

Importance of meaning 

There is a critical difference between merely sounding out words and 
understanding what is being said. Reading words in context ensures that 
students understand what they are reading and are not just sounding out the 
words in isolation. Beginning readers often focus most of their attention on 
decoding words and not on the meaning of the words. 

Avoid nonsense drills 

Phonics works best when used while you are reading or writing with your 
student. Avoid repetition of small words and drills of nonsense syllables. 
However, you can create games that build your student’s knowledge of 
phonics, for example, how many words starting with ‘b’ can you write in one 
minute, or brainstorm homonyms (words that share the same spelling and 
the same pronunciation but have different meanings).  

Word familiarity is key 

Phonics helps readers predict the pronunciation of an unknown word. 
Discuss strategies they can use to figure out an unfamiliar word.   

Phonics is complicated 

Beginning readers using phonics not only have to deal with the number of 
rules to be applied, but also when to apply the exceptions. 

Phonics can be confusing 

Beginning readers are often interested in sounds of letters. They may look for 
common patterns in spelling and may find the many variations confusing—
both to read and to spell. It is often best to start with the “simple” spellings 
(e.g.  /f/ as in fish) and, only later, introduce the more “complex” spellings 
(e.g. /f/ as in photograph). 

Some individuals find phonics very helpful and others do not! Let your student 
lead the way when using phonics. 
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Word structure 

Discuss with your student how words are structured. 

− Compound words and other big words  

compound words: newspaper, lawn mower 
big words: continent, industrial 
Note: Encourage your student to look for small words or familiar 
components in new words. 

− Prefixes 

mis (wrong)  misinform 
re (to do again)  redo, remove 

− Suffixes 

able  learnable 
er  driver 
tion  participation 
ture  structure 

− Root Words 

graph (means writing or printing) graphology, biography, telegraph, 
geography 

− Plural 

es  makes the words plural ending with s, ss, ch, sh, x 
s makes all other words plural with a few exceptions 
Some exceptions are: 

 child  children 
 fish  fish or fishes 
 foot  feet 
 goose  geese 
moose moose 
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− Syllables 

Show your student how words are broken into syllables by stopping at the 
end of each syllable as you say the word. 
in-sti-tu-tion   

Word Families 

There are many groups of words that either begin with or end with the same letters 
and have the same sound. Tongue twisters, poems, and songs are often built 
around word families. Repetition is an important part of learning decoding skills. 

Examples of word families 

 words that rhyme   book, look, mistook 

 words with the same base   abuse, misuse, confuse 

With beginning readers, focus on word families that are spelled in a similar way. 
As your student gains confidence and knowledge about word families, you can talk 
about words that are spelled the same but have different sounds. 

red lead lead breed 

fed bread mead feed 

Ted tread read seed 

Sight words  

Sight words are words that readers recognize instantly without having to sound 
them out.  As a person becomes a more proficient reader, they begin to recognize 
more and more words by sight.  Their reading speed increases since they no longer 
have to stop and sound out every word or try to figure it out from context.  As the 
speed improves, so will the comprehension.  A tutor needs to help the student get 
to the point where most of the words they read are “sight words”. 
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Sight words could include: 

− Short high frequency words and recognized automatically by fluent readers 
(e.g., of, it, she, he, I).   

− Words that have special meaning to the reader and appear frequently in 
material related to the student’s own life or job situation (e.g., inflammable). 

− Words that have sounds, which the student has not learned yet (such as long 
vowel sounds). 

− Words that cannot be sounded out as they have irregular spelling and need 
to be memorized (e.g., through, tough, though and cough). 

− Words that the student has difficulty remembering.  

− Print the words you select on flash cards.  Better yet, let the student make the 
cards with your help. 

− Introduce no more than ten new words at each lesson.  Do not drill the 
student for long periods of time. 

− To make it easier for the student, introduce short vowel words first.   

− Ask the student to use the word in a sentence if they have trouble 
remembering what the word on the card.  Write the sentence on the back of 
the flash card as a memory device. 

− Encourage the student to practice reviewing the flash cards at home.  Review 
often! 
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Fry’s list of the 300 most frequently used words presented below can be helpful in 
selecting words to teach as sight words (Fry, 2004). 

 
The Reading Teacher’s Book of Lists, Fifth Edition, Fry, E., Kress, J., & Fountoukidis, D. (2004).  
Paramus, New Jersey: Prentice Hall. 
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Social sight words and phrases 

Here is a list of words and phrases that your student may want to learn. Check 
with your student to see which words or phrases are relevant to them. You and 
your student may want to develop your own list. 
Adults Only 
Ask Attendant for Key 
 
Best Before 
Beware 
Beware of the Dog 
Bus Stop 
 
Caution 
Closed 
Condemned 
 
Danger 
Dentist 
Don’t Talk 
Do Not Cross 
Do Not Enter 
Do Not Refreeze 
Doctor (Dr.) 
Down 
 
Elevator 
Emergency Exit 
Employees Only 
Entrance 
Exit 
Exit Only 
 
Fire Escape 
Fire Extinguisher 
First Aid 
Flammable 
Fragile 
 
Gentlemen 
Glass and Bottles Only 
 
Handle with Care 
Hands Off 
Hel 

High Voltage 
 
In 
Inflammable 
Information 
Instructions 
 
Keep Away 
Keep Closed at all Times 
Keep Off (the grass) 
Keep Out 
 
Ladies 
Last Chance for Gas 
Listen 
Live Wires 
Look 
 
Men 
Men Working 
 

Newspapers Only 
Next Window 
No Admittance 
No Cheques Cashed 
No Credit Cards Accepted 
No Dogs Allowed 
No Dumping 
No Fires 
No Fishing 
No Hunting 
No Loitering 
No Minors 
No Parking 
No Smoking (area) 
No Spitting 
No Swimming 
No Trespassing 
Nurse 

Office 
Open 
Out 
Out of Order 
 
Pedestrians Prohibited 
Please Recycle 
Police Station 
Pop Cans Only 
Post Office 
Post No Bills 
Private 
Private Property 
Pull 
Push 
 
Rest Rooms 
Recyclable 
Smoking Area 
Smoking Prohibited 
Step Down 
Stop 
 
This End Up 
This Side Up 
Trespassers will be Prosecuted 
 
Use Before (date) 
Use Other Door 
 
Violators will be Prosecuted 
 
Walk 
Wanted 
Warning 
Washrooms 
Watch your Step 
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Spelling 

Helping your student learn how to spell should be part of the writing activity on 
which you are working. Teaching the spelling of words in isolation is not as 
effective as helping your student learn to spell words that he actually uses in a 
context relevant to him.  Keep in mind that marking all the words that are not 
spelled correctly in your student’s writing is not helpful; it may remind him of 
negative experiences in school and lead to feelings of frustration.  

As you are working on editing a piece of writing with your student, there are some 
suggestions and strategies you can use to help him with his spelling. 

− A useful approach is to ask your student to identify which words in his 
writing he thinks are not spelled correctly. You will be amazed at how 
accurate this method can be.   

− If there are many words, choose only a few—perhaps three or four—on 
which to focus. 

− Ask your student to try writing the word another way to see if it “looks 
right.” He may have been in a hurry when he was writing and all he needs to 
do is re-read his work. 

− Ask your student to sound out the word, making sure he enunciates clearly. 
Help him if he is having trouble. This helps isolate parts of the word and 
may make it easier for him to spell. 

− Give the correct spelling to your student if he is still unable to do it himself. 
Ask him to copy it a few times and then to write it from memory. Always 
have him check to see if he is right. Continue with other work and go back to 
the word after a while. If he can still write the word correctly, he has 
probably learned it. 

− Ask your student to add the word to his word bank. He can always look it 
up if he forgets and it is much simpler for a beginning writer than using a 
regular dictionary. 

− Have the student break the word into syllables as he writes it  
(e.g., won/der/ ful). 
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− Use memory aids (mnemonics) to help remember the spelling of words. 

The boy felt guilty because he spilled fruit juice on his new suit and ruined it. 

The elephant had his photograph taken speaking on the telephone. 

There are three ‘e’s buried in a cemetery. 

A piece of pie. 

A friend to the end. 

A potato has no toe. 

− If you are using a computer, do not hesitate to use a spell checker and teach 
your student how to use it. It is an effective tool as it gives your student 
various word options and he has to pick the right one. Also, everyone who 
uses a computer uses this program so there is no stigma associated with it. 
Emphasize, however, that this is not a foolproof method because the 
computer does not always know what word you are intending to use. 

Grammar 

At this stage, it is not important to place too much emphasis on written grammar. It 
is more important to focus on helping the learner focus on word analysis skills.  
You can help your student learn to assess her grammar by reading what she has 
written out loud to see if it makes sense. Making sure there is agreement between 
verbs and nouns can be a first step, however, it is important at this stage to keep a 
balance between correcting every mistake and working towards writing that makes 
sense. Be aware of the focus of your lesson; remember you can use the same piece 
of writing for a number of learning activities. Students at the beginning level often 
find it easier and less intimidating if they are only correcting one thing at a time. 

Language skills 

To learn to read, your student needs to have acquired basic language skills. The 
first steps in learning to read are listening with understanding and speaking.  This 
has huge implications for students who may speak English as their second (or third 
language) as well as for students who speak English as their first language but 
have language delays.  
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Introduction 

Learners at the intermediate level can generally read a simple text about a 
familiar topic. They can sound out new words, are confident with their skill 
level, and are able to interpret concrete meaning. They are able to make 
inferences from the text but may still find this difficult.  

At this level, literacy learners are still learning to read but appreciate a challenge. 
For example, the Learning Experience Approach can be used with longer and 
more complex texts.  You can also make cloze exercises more challenging by 
removing all the nouns or prepositions or by excluding the list of words to fill in 
the blanks. Confidence building continues to be very important at this level.  To 
build confidence, review skills your student has achieved and encourage them to 
try more complex exercises.  This is important as your student is more aware of 
all the things she cannot read.  

Intermediate learners are ready to move from every day math skills to more 
abstract math problems. They may be ready to do more traditional math 
activities from drills to worksheets to working through a math textbook. Check 
your local library for numeracy workbooks as they are often quite different from 
high school math textbooks and are more accessible for both the tutor and 
learner.  
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Tutoring concepts 

Reading with an intermediate learner 

You can read to your student to demonstrate the nature of fluent reading with 
expression. The following suggestions may be useful: 

− Read, at first, in a normal conversational manner without asking the 
student to follow the words.  

− Read again slowly as each word and syllable is pointed out. 

− Ask your student to read the text as above and repeat until he can do it 
without any trouble. 

− Read with the student, but gradually fade out, letting her take over. This 
should happen over several readings and you should be ready to offer 
support whenever necessary. 

− When the time is right, let your student know that support is no longer 
necessary. Ask her to read completely on her own. 

− This activity may be followed by asking comprehension questions, or a 
related literacy activity.   

It is important that you choose a passage that is not too long for the student. It is 
much safer to increase the length of a passage than to cut back.  

Remember to choose a variety of reading material with your learner. Some 
material should be at his independent reading level (he can read the passage 
with one or two mistakes) and others should be at his instructional reading level 
(he can read the passage with two to four mistakes). If he is making more than 
five mistakes as he reads, try something else, as this passage is probably too 
frustrating. Some intermediate level learners are ready for a reading challenge 
when the subject is something in which they are very interested. In that case you 
and your learner may find it easier to get through the material if you break it 
down into manageable chunks. 
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Reading comprehension 

As fluent readers know, there are some important steps that we take before, 
during, and after we have read a passage in order to comprehend the material 
fully.  Be sure that your student is always reading for meaning. If she begins to 
simply recite the words, ask whether or not they make sense.  Here are some 
suggestions: 

− Before your student starts reading, discuss the title, and what she knows 
about the topic. 

− While she is reading, stop her periodically to discuss what is happening in 
the story and to check her comprehension. 

− At the end of a passage, ask your student to summarize (in her own 
words) what she has read. This will help her understand the passage. 

− Ask your student some questions about the facts of the story. This 
confirms that the student has understood all the words and has taken in 
the details. It also provides an opportunity for the student to work on 
scanning and skimming skills. If your student feels hesitant or nervous 
about answering questions after reading, present the questions before she 
reads so that she can watch for the answers as she moves through the 
story. Here are some questions you could discuss about a sports story: 

In this story, how many people were at the hockey game? 
What was the final score in the game? 
Who scored the final goal? 
Did the goalie get hurt in the first or second period? 

− Talk about the story. This allows you to relate the text to real life. New 
readers often find it difficult relate what they are reading to their day-to-
day life. 

− Review the concept of inference. Ask the student to explain what she 
thinks was meant by an inferred idea in the text.  
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Here is an example: 

The rookie of the game played with fire in his belly tonight.     or 

There is no doubt that the coach will go home with a headache after tonight’s 
poorly played game. 

You might ask: 

Have you ever had fire in your belly’? What does that expression mean? 

Will the coach really have a pain in his head after the game? What is this sentence 
suggesting? 

Inferences can be quite confusing for new readers. While exercises like this can 
help sort through a lot of subtle uses of language, it takes a long time to learn the 
many nuances and expressions in English. 

Media literacy 

Talk with your student about the concept of critical reading. Inexperienced 
readers often believe that anything in print is the truth. It is important that your 
student understands that her opinion is valuable, and that it is acceptable and 
important to dispute an idea in print. Point out that writing is often a way to 
respond critically to something one has read. You can ask any one of the 
following questions to get the discussion going: 

Do you agree with what you’ve read? 

What is your opinion of this? Did you like it or not? If not, what didn’t you like 
about it? 

Do you think that the author’s comments reflect the opinion of most people? 

What kind of person do you imagine the writer to be—shy, aggressive, or kind? 

Who do you think the writer wanted to reach? Children? Adults? Sports fans 
only? 

Further questions might include: 

Where did the writer get these facts? 

Who is the person interviewed? Is he an expert or not? 

Where could we go to get another opinion? 
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Help your student strengthen these skills by choosing reading materials that are 
relevant to the student’s life. 

Prediction 

Use prediction to help your student focus on the meaning of the text. Prediction 
requires the student to use not only the text that is given, but also other clues, 
such as photographs, drawings, or the student’s own knowledge about a 
particular subject. Without reading the article at all, your student knows many of 
the words that appear in it. 

Using the front cover of a newspaper or a magazine, show your student how 
easy it is to predict what might be written in a particular article. 

1. Find an article of interest to your student. Pick one with a good, clear 
photo that relates to the text. 

2. Fold back the caption, the headline, and the article itself so that only the 
photo shows. 

3. Ask your student to look at the photo for a minute and then ask her what 
words might be in the article. 

4. Write the words down, saying them out loud as you write each one. 

5. Once you have a fairly long list, hand it to the student. Read the article 
aloud and ask the student to circle each word from the list that she hears. 

Your student will discover that without reading the text at all, she knows many 
of the vocabulary words in the article. Next, read the article together. Emphasize 
that she has lots of tools to use when reading a text that looks overwhelming. She 
can rely on key words in the caption or title, pictures, and her own personal 
vocabulary. 

There are many ways to teach prediction skills. Encourage your student to bring 
comic books or strips, or instruction manuals with diagrams to do prediction 
exercises. 
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Vocabulary development 

The following are some ideas to help your student develop his spoken, written, 
and sight vocabulary. 

Completion exercises 

You can start by asking your student a series of questions. 

What do you call someone who repairs cars? 

What do you call someone who is always smiling? 

Brain storming synonyms 

Start with a simple descriptive word and ask the student to extend the word’s 
meaning and find other suitable words.  For example, you could brainstorm the 
following synonyms of the word ‘fat’. 

fat 

not fat at all  slim, lean 

pleasantly fat  chubby 

somewhat fat  stout 

very fat  obese 

Encourage your student to record all new words in his word bank and then 
practice using them whenever possible. 

Building Complex sentences 

Build sentences from simple beginnings. 

I have a dog. 

I have a small brown dog. 

I have a small brown dog that really likes to chase squirrels.  
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Make sentences from different combinations of words. 

Subject Verb Preposition Object 

I am/is appearing on ten 

He was/ am there by television 

We is/are arriving at  the station 

As your student becomes more skilled, work on more complex sentences. Modify 
sentences by adding descriptive and qualifying words. 

On the weekend, especially on Sunday mornings, I often bake a batch of delicious cookies 
and a chocolate cake which my family always eats before Monday morning. 

Reading tutoring strategies 

Using the newspaper 

Your local weekly or daily newspaper is an excellent resource for tutoring. It is 
cheap, easily available and full of all kinds of articles, graphics, and photographs. 
Like you, your student is not going to read it cover to cover since she will be 
interested only in particular articles. Explain to your student that hardly anyone 
reads the paper from beginning to end. Most people skim through newspapers 
for items that interest them. Set your student up for success by letting her choose 
and use appropriate sections of the paper.  

Find an article and discuss the topic before reading it. Find out what the student 
already knows about the topic. Encourage her to brainstorm about the ideas and 
key vocabulary that might be encountered in the article. Here is a quick list of 
newspaper activities for you to try: 

− Cut out photographs and captions. Have your student match each 
photograph with its matching caption. 

− Look at the table of contents and predict what type of articles will fall 
under each section. 

− Locate cities on a weather map. Read temperature charts for highs and 
lows in your province and across the country. 
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− Use the food flyers in the paper to make a grocery list. Add up your bill 
with a calculator or turn the exercise into a numeracy activity to teach basic 
math skills. Decipher abbreviations such as apt., apts., bdrm., and then 
read classified ads.  Do the same with the help wanted and items for sale 
classifieds. 

− Cut up birth notices. Have your student put them in alphabetical order 
according to last name. Together, create a fictional birth announcement. 

− Write an obituary about a fictional character, and follow this up with a 
field trip to the local cemetery to read the gravestones. This might spark an 
interest in local history or a trip to the local library to research the local 
archives.  

− Use a photograph or headline to inspire a language experience story. 

− Encourage your student to write (or dictate to you) a letter to the editor. 
This activity builds confidence and allows you to introduce and develop 
self-editing techniques. And most important, your student may see her 
letter published. 

Alphabetical order 

It is essential to understand the concept of alphabetical order to use most of the 
reference sources in our society (e.g., dictionaries, address books, and book lists.) 
To teach alphabetical order, you might use the following approach:  

Materials: 

− One folding alphabet (alphabet printed on a long strip of paper and folded 
accordion-style). 

− Blank index cards. 

− Ten pairs of markers (each pair a different colour). 

Method 

− Write five words beginning with different letters, each word on a separate 
card. 
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− Ask your student to underline or identify the first letter of each word and 
place it under the corresponding letter on the unfolded alphabet line. 

− By reading from left to right, have your student put the words in 
alphabetical order and write them out. 

Once the student has mastered alphabetizing words beginning with different 
letters you can introduce words beginning with the same letter. Follow the same 
method except, cover the first letters of the words until the student understands 
the procedure. If the list contains a mixture of words that begin with the same 
letter and some that do not, determine a preliminary order and group the words 
separately. 

Song lyrics 

If your student likes music, here is an effective way to use this interest to develop 
reading skills. 

− Ask your student to choose a song she likes. Find the words from the CD 
cover or directly from the song. 

− Together with your student, listen to the song and ask her to follow the 
words. 

− Listen to the song a second time and stop it at specific points. Ask her to 
say the line where the song stopped. (Repeat this as appropriate.) 

− Ask your student to count the number of times a particular word or phrase 
is repeated (a refrain or chorus, for example). 

− Any interesting words in the song can be reinforced in a number of ways: 

o Write each letter of the word on separate pieces of paper and make a puzzle. 
o Write words on cards to see which ones rhyme, have the same or opposite 

meaning, etc. 

− Use the words of the song to discuss: 

o Rhyming 
o The use of proper names (if appropriate) 
o Poetry 
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Instead of song lyrics you can record a joke, story, or poem that you can then 
transcribe. Ask your student to follow the writing while listening to the 
recording. You can also listen to a podcast, discuss the content, and do a writing 
activity related to the podcast.  

Skimming and scanning 

Skimming is a skill used to obtain a quick overview of a text by reading the topic 
sentences. If there are diagrams they may be examined with their accompanying 
explanations. When skimming, the main ideas are extracted and details are 
overlooked. 

Scanning is a skill used to select an item in a phone book, dictionary, or library 
file. The student should be encouraged to use quick clues (e.g., select the item 
beginning with ‘d’). The student’s eye should move down the initial letters until 
the correct one is reached and selected. It is not necessary to read each word and 
the first letter clue is sufficient to succeed in this exercise. 

Following directions 

You may want to look at: 

− Game rules 

− Street directions 

− Recipes 

− Items that require assembly 

− Instructions for doing work around the house, such as hanging wallpaper. 
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Find the main idea activity  

In a written text all the sentences are about the main idea of the paragraph. Read 
the paragraph with your student and ask, “What do you think the main point is 
in this text?” This discussion helps your student develop the skills to find the 
main idea. 

You may use: 

− A paragraph 

− A story 

− Morals or lessons 

− A newspaper or magazine article 

− A personal or business letter 

Idioms 

Idioms can be quite a challenge for new readers. These are particular expressions 
that can only be understood through familiarity and not through a literal 
understanding of each word. They can, however, be a lot of fun to work with. 

Encourage your student to ask for clarification when she does not understand 
the use of an idiom and to keep a record of all the new expressions and idioms 
that she has learned. 

Following are lists of expressions or idioms that your student may or may not 
have seen in print. Ask which ones she has heard or used herself. Together, come 
up with sentences that use them in a meaningful context.  Your student can add 
to this list. Encourage your student to keep a record of any new expressions. 
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Expressions using animals 

sly as a fox  

dog in the manger  

fight like cats and dogs 

raining cats and dogs 

all bark and no bite 

eats like a sparrow 

snake in the grass 

cat’s pyjamas 

works like a dog 

mad as a wet hen 

take the bull by the horns 

Expressions using clothing  

fits like a glove 

walk in someone else’s shoes 

if the shoe fits 

a stuffed shirt 

air dirty laundry 

skirt the issue 

keep one’s shirt on 

at the drop of a hat 

pass the hat around 

talk through one’s hat 

eat one’s hat 

tighten one’s belt 

Weather and nature 
expressions 

changes like the wind 

fair weather friend 

an ill wind 

save for a rainy day 

make waves  

under the weather 

once in a blue moon 

grows like a weed 

a tangled web 

under a cloud 

storm out 

beat around the bush 

Expressions using body parts 

pain in the neck  

two left feet  

at arm’s length  

a leg up  

splitting hairs  

kick in the teeth  

land on one’s feet  

give someone a hand  

play by ear  

keep one’s head  

have one’s heart set on  

get on one’s nerves  

see eye to eye  

face to face  

get cold feet 

be over one’s head  

get something off one’s chest 

keep an eye on  

on one’s toes 

Expressions using food 

easy as pie  

a piece of cake 

full of beans  

meat and potatoes  

two peas in a pod  

apple of my eye  

from soup to nuts  

crying over spilt milk  

the way the cookie crumbles 
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Inference 

Making an inference is also known as reading between the lines.  Successful 
readers learn to put together the information the writer provides and the 
information that the reader already knows to come up with the full meaning. 
Here is an example exercise to develop inference skills: 

Example 1:  

She put on her mitts and snow suit and went out to play. 

Discuss the following questions: 

−  Is the ‘main character’ a male or female? How do you know? 

−  Is it night time, morning, afternoon or evening? How do you know? 

− How old is she? How do you know? 

− What season is it? How do you know? 

Example 2: (from Literacy Trainers Manual) 

Robert was working very hard. Sometimes he worked fourteen hours a day. He had 
worked for the last ten days straight. He was looking tired. 

Robert was saving for a new sports car. He finally heard from the dealer that his car had 
arrived. He had not told his wife about the car. But he hurried to pick it up. The car was 
for his wife’s birthday tomorrow. 

As he sat in the beautiful, shiny red sports car, waiting for the traffic light to change, he 
admired the purr of the engine. He was waiting to turn on to the freeway. The light 
finally changed. So did the reverse lights of the large, black pickup truck ahead of him. Its 
engine roared... 

Drawing upon the facts of this text, discuss with your student: 

− What do you think will happen next? 

− Will Robert be upset?  Will his wife? 

− What would you do in this situation? 
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Writing activities 

The writing process 

The following steps outline a way to begin the writing process with your student. 
While you should encourage the use of these steps when writing, keep in mind 
that each student’s abilities vary and your student may move through some steps 
(1-3, for example) faster than others. For beginning and reluctant writers, you 
may need to spend more time mapping out the idea being discussed. For more 
experienced writers, you may decide to spend more time editing the piece and 
adding more text. 

1. Identify the purpose of writing. 

Writing for no reason is boring. If you cannot identify a writing goal, do 
not ask your student to write “anything”.  Instead, introduce a discussion 
topic and simply talk together until you are able to determine a reason to 
write keeping in mind your student’s interests. You can make this process 
easier by listing different kinds of writing projects as the discussion 
progresses,(e.g., writing a letter, filling out a job application, and writing in 
a journal). Above all, make sure that the writing goal is relevant to the 
student’s larger goals. 

2. Brainstorm (organizing a topic in point form). 

Once your student has decided what to write about, you will need to help 
him organize his thoughts on the topic. New writers often dive into 
writing before mapping out its construction. You may be familiar with 
how to use an outline when writing. A brainstorm or “mindmap” is a 
simpler version of an outline and one that is very easy for a new writer to 
use. 

A brainstorm exercise allows the writer to put all of his thoughts on paper 
in random order. The ideas are then reviewed and linked or clustered 
according to theme and then prioritized. Small phrases can be added 
beside each cluster.  
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3. Write (in paragraph form). 

From the brainstorm, your student can now put the information into an 
organized first draft. Make sure the student knows that the draft does not 
have to be perfect. Use the pieces of information as they are ordered in the 
brainstorm and encourage your student to copy the vocabulary word for 
word, adding where necessary. This is not the time to worry about spelling 
and grammar. It is most important at this stage to concentrate on getting 
the message on paper.  Keep it meaningful! 

This may be a very long and difficult task for a new writer. Encourage him 
to leave spaces where necessary and to guess at the spelling of difficult 
words. Begin by writing one or two paragraphs for starters. You can 
always add more text from the brainstorm at a later time. Be patient! 

4. Re-read. 

Once your student has written a couple of paragraphs, ask him to re-read 
it aloud. Re-reading allows you both to make sure that the writing is clear 
and not missing any important components. Once he has read it to you, 
read it aloud for him to demonstrate that he has written a legible, 
meaningful piece worth reading. 

5. Revise and edit. 

The final step in the writing process is the revising and editing stage. Your 
student has been expecting you to get out your red pen and to point out 
mistakes all along. Don’t do it! Encourage your student to correct his own 
writing. Begin by asking him if he thinks any important points have been 
left out and if he is satisfied with the content. He may not like what he has 
written or he may not realize that he can add to it at this stage. If you are 
working on a computer, changing sentences around and adding new ones 
will be easy. If not, this is the time to show him how to add ideas either by 
cutting and pasting, or by writing in the margin or above the existing text. 
These are learned skills that you must pass on to the student. 

After you have reviewed the content, you may decide to edit the piece (revise 
grammar, punctuation, spelling, etc.). Check your student’s readiness and 
willingness before proceeding with grammar rules. If your student lacks 
confidence with the entire writing process, you may decide to leave the final 
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editing for further writing projects. On the other hand, if the piece is intended for 
an employer or some other formal purpose, you and your student should edit 
the piece. 

This writing process outline is just that—an outline. Be creative and flexible 
enough to adapt it to the needs of your student. Your student may decide to 
draw pictures in place of a brainstorm. He may decide to dictate his thoughts 
into a recorder to play back and transcribe. There are unlimited ways of 
encouraging writing. Use this outline to begin the process. 

Some Brainstorming Ideas 

A brainstorm is simply a way to present ideas using a diagram and to organize 
and prioritize them in preparation for writing. It is an extremely effective tool for 
new writers who may feel intimidated at the thought of writing long sentences 
and paragraphs. 

Brainstorming can also be used for reading comprehension. If a text is 
particularly difficult, the student may draw the key ideas from the passage and 
put them down on paper in a diagram in order to make the passage more 
meaningful. 

Use the following example as a guide and follow these basic steps: 

1. Decide on a topic.  

After some discussion, your student will decide on a particular topic. The 
topic may be very general at this stage. There is no need to be specific at 
this point since the brainstorm will provide the student with the necessary 
focus. 

2. Write the topic in the centre of the page.  

If the student is comfortable writing, ask him to write the subject down in 
one or two words in the centre of the page. Draw a circle around the 
words. It is possible that the student may not be ready to do the writing in 
this exercise. Nevertheless, you should know that this is a very good time 
for the student to begin the writing process since it demands very little in 
the way of actual writing skills. Instead, it challenges the student to make 
decisions about the content of the piece. This is an important lesson. 
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3. Record related ideas or words.  

Ask the student to come up with ideas that relate to the central topic. 
These ideas may be simple key words or longer phrases. 
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Written conversation 

Written conversation is simply a written exchange between you and your 
student. This extremely popular activity is a useful exercise for teaching writing 
as well as reading. It is easy to do and can also be used for evaluation. It is 
particularly well suited to students who are reluctant writers and who have a 
great deal of difficulty writing on their own. This can be done on paper or online; 
use a medium that both you and your learner are comfortable with.  

Here is how it works:  

1. Explain the process to your student.  

Explain that for the next few minutes, you will carry on a conversation on 
paper. Point out that your student may copy from your written words and 
that spelling and neatness are not that important right now. 

2. Pose a question on paper.  

You initiate the conversation by posing a question. Depending on the 
writing level of your student, you can ask either a close-ended or open-
ended question. Close-ended questions (How old are you?) allow the 
student to answer in short sentences or single words, as opposed to open-
ended questions (How do you feel about the unemployment rate in Canada?), 
which often demand longer answers.  

3. Check that the student understands the question. 

You may decide to read it aloud for him before “passing the pen.” Or, you 
may ask the student to read it aloud. If your student is a confident reader, 
you can make this a silent exercise, where neither speaks until it is over. 

4. Ask your student to write his response. 

Your student’s response should be written on the same sheet of paper and 
below your question. Allow as much time as necessary for him to respond. 
Again, remind him that this is just for fun and that he need not worry 
about making mistakes. He might prefer to ask you the questions. Your 
student may have some difficulty at first. New writers often have trouble 
simply putting their thoughts into words so you may want to talk through 
his answer first before he writes it down. 
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5. Praise by responding. 

The single greatest praise your student can receive at this point is the 
knowledge that his written comment or question was understood and that 
you are responding to it. Your verbal and your written response is the 
acknowledgment that he needs. 

6. Date your work. 

It is essential that you mark the date on each written conversation. As you 
collect them over the months, you will see clearly the student’s progress. It 
is very important to have a timeline for reference when evaluating this 
progress.  

 

 
Whaley Farm 

One of our tutors at Frontier College provided us with the following written 
conversation. Jan and Manuel used written conversation regularly over a ten-
month period. Here is some background information about Manuel.  

Manuel is in his mid-thirties. At the first session, he described himself as a non-
reader/writer. He came to Canada when he was 8 years old. He has started his own 
landscaping business and recently applied for his Canadian Citizenship, 
something he had been reluctant to do because it involves a written test.  
He passed! 
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In February, Manuel and Jan were together for only their fifth session. Look 
carefully at this written conversation, and notice how the tutor and student work 
from each other’s words. 

 
There is a great deal in this piece of writing that is worth examining. 

− Jan begins the conversation with a simple question that relies on Manuel’s 
common observations rather than on more sophisticated knowledge. This 
is an important way to begin since he may feel some pressure to perform. 
Start slowly! 
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− Manuel is encouraged to use Jan’s words in his own response. He reads 
her phrase and then re-uses the words weather and week. 

− Jan observes that Manuel has trouble with the word “not” (nt) and uses it 
in her next question (How do you feel today, not too bad?) to show him the 
correct spelling. It is not necessary to verbally point out the error. Instead, 
allow your student to learn from your work. As you can see in his 
response, Manuel has indeed used the word correctly. 

− Jan does not ask all the questions. They take turns with this role. This is 
important so as to not create a test-like atmosphere during this exercise. As 
you can see in line 5, Manuel has taken this opportunity to copy Jan’s 
original line verbatim. Knowing that he has asked a clear and well-
constructed question will give him confidence. Remember that your 
student may have some interesting questions for you! 

− Manuel has a great deal of difficulty in line 8. After some discussion, Jan 
learns that Manuel is trying to write, “To tell you the truth, I did.” She 
encourages him to write whatever he can and not to worry about mistakes. 
In line 10, Jan writes the phrase correctly. Again, she is modeling his words 
for his future use. 

Now take a look at how Manuel has progressed over ten months. 
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As you can see, Manuel has made a great deal of progress. Many of the 
techniques mentioned in the February piece are also used here. Take a careful 
look and try to identify some of these techniques. 

In addition to modeling and copying, there are very significant signs of progress 
in this piece: 

− A very obvious sign of progress can be found by examining Manuel’s 
handwriting. He is writing with more confidence and probably more 
quickly. His letters are well spaced and his writing is generally very 
legible. 

− Manuel is relying on his own knowledge of words in his responses. That 
is, occasionally he does not copy from Jan and he is much more willing to 
take risks (line 2, 10, 12). This is a tremendous accomplishment. 

− There is emotion and expression in his writing (Oh he was very excited). As 
mentioned earlier, new writers often have trouble putting their thoughts 
into words and it is often the expression that is left out before anything 
else. Manuel has moved beyond that and is now able to write more 
creatively. 

− The written conversation is longer. The fact that Manuel was able to write 
a greater amount shows that it is coming to him more easily. His interest is 
maintained, the conversation is more in-depth, and he is generally able to 
keep up. That is progress! 

As your student becomes more comfortable with the written conversation 
technique, he will become more willing to take risks. A written conversation 
exercise allows the student to learn from your writing as well as his own. 

The written conversation tool is meant to be fun and simple. It is a great tool to 
use at the beginning of each lesson as a warm up and to catch up on each other’s 
news. Make sure to keep all of the written conversations in one place and look 
back over them from time to time with your student to see signs of progress. 
With practice, you will find that you will become more effective at using the 
written conversation as a learning tool with your student. 
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Journal writing 

If you have ever kept a diary or a journal, you will know that it can be a very 
rewarding experience. Consider the many reasons why people keep a journal: 

− To record their daily activities 

− To express frustrations 

− To clarify ideas 

− To reflect 

− To leave a record for their descendants 

− To speak to themselves 

− To resolve conflict. 

As a fluent writer, you are probably aware of what it means to keep a journal. A 
new writer, on the other hand, may not. New writers may believe that 
everything they write will be subject to public scrutiny and that writing to 
oneself is a useless or silly idea. Let your student know otherwise. Keeping a 
journal or diary can be very rewarding for a number of reasons. 

− Explain that all writers write for themselves at some point, whether that be 
in the form of lists, maps, or journal entries. 

− Explain that the very act of expressing oneself through writing can be 
liberating and cathartic.  

− Get a simple journal for your student to use. Make sure that it has large 
pages with lines and that the binding is flexible so the book can lie flat on a 
table. 

− Point out that she can use the journal however she likes—for drawing 
pictures, keeping lists, expressing her feelings, recording expenses, and so 
on. 

− Encourage her to write in her journal regularly—every day if possible. 
Remind her that she is learning to write by writing and that the more she 
does it, the better she will write. 
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− Offer her the chance to share with you if she needs help or feedback on her 
work but let her know that it is her private book and that there is no 
obligation to share it with anyone. 

− Let her know that there is no pressure for her to write correctly or 
creatively in her journal. It is a place to experiment and to have some fun! 

Publishing 

Journal writing, as discussed above, allows a writer to write for himself. If he is 
not writing for himself, he is most certainly writing to communicate with 
someone else. Occasionally, he may need to get information to many people and 
in such cases may want to have his work published in order to reach a larger 
audience. Journal writing is private, whereas publishing is public. 

As a tutor, you can facilitate the publishing process for your student. As fluent 
writers, it is easy for us to make the assumption that anything worth publishing 
must be of the highest quality and must be scrutinized by a panel of readers 
before being selected. This is not necessarily the case. In fact, this will actually 
create barriers for the writing and reading process. 

Publishing can mean photocopying a collection of handwritten letters, binding a 
collection of life stories, or sending an announcement out on the internet. The 
most difficult thing for new writers to accept is that all writers edit and re-write 
their work numerous times before it is read by a larger audience. 

Many of our students have opportunities to publish material that they have 
written. Following is an example of one of these student writings. 

Gaining control by achieving this goal 

In my life I always have been scared by this goal. I always left 
it behind. I never tried to work it out, even though I knew that 
one day this would bring up a problem. This goal of mine is 
very simple and achievable, something that I could work out 
by spending some time on it each day. This goal is needed 
everywhere and every day. This is something people must 
achieve. You should not have an excuse for not doing it, 
especially if you have finished school. My goal is not 
something new, it has been accomplished by many people 
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ages six and up. Do you want to know what my goal is? I do 
not feel comfortable telling you. But let us take this thing out 
and fight with it, not keep it to myself, because this would not 
do anything, it would take me to the same place. I want to get 
ahead. I would like to take control and think that this is the 
best time to do, it. I know how it feels when you get control of 
something and that is what I am going to do. 

So this is my goal: I should be able to read and write without 
mistakes in everyday life, whether in public or at home. Does 
this take so much time in life to do? I should have done it in 
no time but I was afraid. I also thought that I was not smart 
enough for that sort of thing. 

Not every student will write at this level. But this is a good example of how 
publishing can build confidence. 

Here are some ideas on how you might assist your student to publish his 
writing. 

1. Begin with a brainstorm. 

In order for your student to lay out his ideas, begin with a brainstorm. This 
powerful tool enables your student to map out some key ideas about a 
topic. Include as much detail as possible at this stage. 

2. Put it into text.  

Help your student write paragraphs using the brainstorm as a guide. Your 
student now has the first draft. 

3. Do a first edit.  

Ask your student to read the piece aloud and, together, focus on the flow 
of ideas, making sure that no key points have been left out. This is the time 
to re-order or add ideas if necessary. 

4. Do a second draft. 

Now your student should look more carefully at vocabulary, sentence 
structure, spelling, and style. As much as possible, encourage him to lead 
this process. Be careful not to overwhelm your student by pursuing 
perfection. 
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5. Create a final draft.  

Have your student type the revised piece of writing on a computer or 
write it out by hand. This process should be done primarily by the student. 
At this point he should be watching for punctuation, spelling, typing 
errors, and legibility.  

6. Publish. 

Publishing work is a crucial part of the learning process. The piece is now 
ready for publishing. Where can it be published? In a newspaper, 
magazine, the student’s own journal, in a portfolio, with a letter to friends. 
His work can be simply bound with staples or in some other way. Use 
your imagination. The publishing of a student’s work is a vital link 
between that individual and his community. It is a “coming out” of sorts 
for the student. It allows him to take his place as a member of that 
community to a fuller extent than before. As such, it is a critical part of the 
literacy learning process. 

Writing activities 

To encourage reading and writing, it is important that students feel confident in 
their ability to learn successfully. The following activities encourage reading and 
writing although they can also be adapted to cover such skills as math and 
budgeting. Students must feel confident in their ability to learn and be 
successful. 

Encourage your student to: 

− Enter contests—these can be found on cereal boxes, in magazines and 
newspapers, etc. 

− Use suggestion boxes at her place of work or in restaurants, or make one 
for her family. 

− Buy an appointment book to schedule dates, appointments, and things to 
be done. 

− Clip shopping coupons and use them—keep a file on hand. 

− Fill in a new address book. 
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− Agree with someone (a friend or with you) to email each other once a 
week. 

− Create a photo album and write captions beneath the pictures—this could 
be done online.  

− Apply for a library card, a credit card, or for membership to a museum or 
art gallery. 

− Put her name on a mailing list for something. 

− Write a letter to the editor of a magazine or newspaper to comment on 
what she has read (or had read to her). 

Instead of just writing a story, try... 

advertisements 

advice columns 

allegories 

angry letters 

announcements 

anthems 

appendices 

appendices 

apologies 

assumptions 

autobiographies 

awards 

ballads 

beauty tips 

bedtime stories 

beginnings 

billboards 

folklore 

fortunes 

game rules 

good news/bad news 

gossip 

graffiti 

greeting cards 

grocery lists 

headlines 

horoscopes 

idioms 

impromptu speeches 

indices 

inquiries 

instructions 

interviews 

introductions 

questionnaires 

questions 

quips 

quizzes 

quotations 

reactions 

real estate notices 
rebuttals 

recipes 

record covers 

remedies 

reports 

requests 

requiems 

requisitions 

resumes 

reviews 
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biographies 

blurbs 

books 

book jackets 

book reviews 

brochures 

bulletins 

bumper stickers 

calendar quips 

calorie charts 

campaign speeches 

cartoons 

captions 

cereal boxes 

certificates 

church bulletins 

comic strips 

community bulletins 

comparisons 

complaints 

constitutions 

contracts 

conundrums 

conversations 

couplets 

critiques 

cumulative stories 

invitations 

job applications 

jokes 

journals 

jump-rope rhymes 

labels 

letters 

lists 

love notes 

luscious words 

lyrics 

magazines 

manuals 

marquee notices 

memories 

menus 

metaphors 

monologues 

movie reviews 

movie scripts 

mysteries 

myths 

news analysis 

news casts 

newspapers 

nonsense 

nursery rhymes 

revisions 

riddles 

sales notices 

sales pitches 

satires 

schedules 

secrets 

self-descriptions 

sentences 

sequels 

sermons 

signs 

silly sayings 

sky writing messages 

slogans 

soap operas 

society news 

songs 

speeches 

spoofs 

spooky stories 

spoonerisms 

sports accounts 

sports analysis 

superstitions 

TV commercials 

TV guides 
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data sheets 

definitions 

descriptions 

diaries 

diets 

directions 

directories 

documents 

double talk 

dramas 

dream scripts 

e-mail 

editorials 

encyclopedia entries 

endings 

epilogues 

epitaphs 

essays 

evaluations 

exaggerations 

exclamations 

explanations 

fables 

fairy tales 

fantasies 

fashion articles 

fashion show scripts 

obituaries 

observations 

odes 

opinions 

palindromes 

pamphlets 

parodies 

party tips 

persuasive letters 

phrases 

plays 

poems 

postcards 

posters 

prayers 

problems/solutions 

product descriptions 

profound sayings 

prologues 

propaganda sheets 

proposals 

protest letters 

protest signs 

proverbs 

puns 

puppet shows 

puzzles 

TV programs 

tall tales 

telegrams 

telephone directories 

textbooks 

thank you notes 

theatre programs 

titles 

tongue twisters 

traffic rules 

transcripts 

travel pamphlets 

travel posters 

tributes 

trivia 

used car descriptions 

vignettes 

wanted posters 

weather reports 

wills  

wishes 

want ads 

warnings 

weather forecasts 

wise sayings 

words 

yellow pages ads 
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Intermediate numeracy 

Learners at this level are ready to move from every day numbers to more 
traditional arithmetic problems. Your learner may still be more comfortable 
working with numbers that have some meaning for him.  Both you and your 
learner may use many shortcuts when working with numbers (i.e., rounding, 
estimating) and may find it helpful to include these shortcuts when working on 
math skills. These real-life math skills are valid when an adult is absorbing new 
mathematics skills.  

The local library or literacy resource centre may have some useful mathematics 
workbooks geared for adult learners. Bring a selection with you to a tutoring 
session to see which ones your learner prefers, are appropriate and are easy for 
both of you to understand. These workbooks should have the sorts of word 
problems that adult learners would be familiar with (such as buying enough 
paint for a room, car mileage, recipe conversions, etc.) and be clearly laid out. 
They can be used as a starting point for more engaging activities.  Many students 
feel a real sense of success as they complete workbooks. 

It is vital to review acquired math skills regularly and to introduce new skills one 
step at a time. Many learners struggle with real fears about math. Check that 
your learner is comfortable with one skill before moving on to something more 
complex. For example, she should be able to count by twos, threes, and fives 
before starting on any multiplication exercises. Again, be careful to introduce 
only one new skill at a time and only after having thoroughly reviewed the 
previous skill.  

Here are some ideas to help reduce math anxiety: 

− Break down math skills into small ordered steps. 

− Emphasize the understanding of concepts, not speed. 

− Use everyday math materials that are relevant to the student. 

− Tailor teaching techniques and math strategies to the individual student’s 
learning style. 

− Have confidence in the student’s ability to master the concepts. 

− Make math lessons fun and straightforward. 
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Intermediate level math activities 

Shopping 

This area is ripe with possibilities.  You can collect store flyers, shop online, 
compare prices, make imaginary budgets, or make change. 

Here are some activities to get started:  

1. Make a list of purchases and look through various stores flyers to compare 
prices. Use this same information in another lesson to practice addition. 
You could even use the same information again to make a map and decide 
if it is better to go from store to store or more economical to just do all your 
shopping in one place.  

2. Practice making change.  Use the lists and information you have collected 
in the first activity (or repeat the exercise again with new items or a 
different store altogether). Role play with your student—you could be the 
store clerk—write out her purchases and total them (feel free to make 
mistakes), give her change (again, mistakes are welcome here).  

Measurement 

Learners may already be familiar with the concept of measurement.  They may 
know how long it takes to get to the learning centre (time and distance), the 
square footage of their home (area), how far one city is from another (distance). 
Again, start with what they know, where they feel comfortable, and work from 
there.  

Here are some ideas for measurement activities: 

1. Distance 

Using a map of your city, find out how long it takes your learner to get to 
the learning centre and work out the distance. Make a list of other places 
she travels to and figure out the distances for those as well. Use this 
information to compare travel times, and look for other places with the 
same distance. 
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This can be a good time to introduce fractions: if you realize you have to go 
back home when you are half way to the grocery store, how far have you 
gone? How long will the trip take now? How long would it have taken if 
you had not forgotten anything? 

2. Using a measuring tape 

Measure things, compare sizes, list from shortest to longest.  

3. Introduce area 

Imagine you are going to paint one room of the learning centre and find 
the square measurements. Go to the paint store and figure out how much 
paint you would need and which one is cheapest/most expensive/fairly 
priced.  

Keeping track of expenses  

Your student may be interested in keeping track of her monthly expenses, or and 
may feel overwhelmed by this task. Find out how your learner currently 
manages her finances as she may have some ingenious coping skills. Some 
learners use cheque-cashing services, others are familiar with their local bank, 
while others may not deal with family finances at all.  

− Develop a monthly budget. This can be a real budget or for an imaginary 
person.  Remember to include items that you or your learner access for free 
(i.e., borrowing from the library rather than buying, using the community 
centre rather than joining a gym). This can be an opportunity for you to 
talk about how you keep track of your personal expenses.   

−  Collect samples of bankbooks, cheques, and other bank forms. Many 
banks can provide these or they can be found online (be sure not to use 
your own cheque book or bank book). 

− Review the vocabulary associated with either the bank or the cheque 
cashing service your learner uses. Use flash cards or play a game of 
concentration to review this vocabulary.  
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− Learn how to use an Automated Tellers Machine (ATM). An easy way to 
learn how is to create a sample ATM on a blank page. Go over the 
functions with your learner. Many banks are willing to give you a tour and 
can show your learner how to use an ATM.  

Math games using playing cards 

Here are some games to play with your learner to review or reinforce different 
math skills and concepts.  

Ninety Nine (to practice addition and subtraction skills) 

1. Give three cards to each player and place the other cards in a pile in the 
centre of the table. 

2. The first player puts a card down, says the number of that card, and picks 
up another card. 

3. The next player puts a card down on top of the first played card but must 
say the sum of the first and second cards. They pick up another card.  

4. Everyone keeps adding their card to the total (keep a running total) until 
you reach 99. When a player cannot play a card without going over 99, 
they are out. The game continues until one person is left.  

5. Some special cards and values: 

o a king will take you right to 99 
o a nine card will hold you where you are 
o a ten card means you have to subtract ten from the total 
o a four card means you must reverse the direction of play 

Black Jack (to practice addition skills) 

1. Choose someone to be the dealer.  

2. The dealer gives himself two cards, then turns one of his own cards face 
up. 

3. The dealer then deals cards one by one to another player until the player 
says to stop.  
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4. The player who has the total closest to 21, without going over wins. (Face 
cards count for 10, an ace for 11). 

Other materials and activities 

Here are some activities you and your learner can do to practice his numeracy 
skills (Laubach Literacy Canada, 2008): 

Material Math Activities 

grocery flyer • reading numbers 

• decimals 

• adding 

• comparing number values 

• multiplying or dividing 

• estimating 

dice • number concepts 

• multiplying by 2 

• adding 

• probability 

sports standings 
 

• adding and dividing 
(averages) 

• decimals 

• percentages 

• comparing numbers 

invoice       • reading numbers 

• adding/ subtracting 

• decimals 

• percentage (taxes) 

Use of information technology 

Using a computer to write or a phone to text are common ways to communicate 
with your learner. She may find it a more familiar and therefore, a much less 
threatening way to put ideas down than using paper. Find out what methods she 
currently uses and what she would like to learn about.  

Here are some ideas to get you started:  

1. Email (check with your organization regarding their rules around sharing 
email addresses) 

Assign a writing task for homework and have your learner email it to you. 
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Respond, develop a dialogue with her.  

2. Internet search 

Find out how your learner carries out online searches. Does she use key 
words? Are her searches successful?  

Search a specific topic together. This could be a part of a larger project, 
such as researching a favourite singer, actor, or athlete, for comparison 
shopping or finding a bus schedule. 

3. Using specific programs (i.e., documents, spreadsheets, presentations) 

Your learner may be interested in learning how to use specific software to create 
documents, spreadsheets, or presentations. Before you start, find out what 
programs they have access to and which ones they are familiar with.  

Develop mini assignments to: 

− Write a story 

− Create an ad 

− Develop a poster 

− Add a photo to a document 

− Create a budget for an event using a spreadsheet. 
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Tutoring Students with intellectual disabilities 

What is an intellectual disability? 

“People with an intellectual disability have an intellectual or a perceptual 
impairment that means they master basic and social skills more slowly. 
Individuals with this impairment may require particular supports and resources 
in order to be included and [to] participate fully in literacy programs.”  
(The Roeher Institute, 1995). 

The literacy need among Canadians with an intellectual disability 

The literacy need among Canadians with intellectual disabilities is great. The 
following statistics speak for themselves (The Roeher Institute, 1995). 

− 66 percent of people between 15 and 64 years of age with an intellectual 
disability have less than a grade 9 education. 

− Only 28 percent of people with intellectual disabilities have jobs. 

− 61 percent of people with intellectual disabilities with jobs work in 
sheltered workshops (usually meaningless work for little or no pay). 

− 89 percent of adults with an intellectual disability have an income of 
approximately $10,000 per year. 
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Frontier College’s experience in tutoring students with  
intellectual disabilities 

Frontier College has been deliberately including students with intellectual 
disabilities in its programs since 1983. Students of all abilities have always been 
welcome at Frontier College and in 1983 an inclusive program was organized, 
which was specifically equipped to address the literacy needs of individuals with 
intellectual and physical disabilities. By inclusive we mean integrated—where 
people with and without disabilities are included. 

This program continues to operate and assist many other organizations that 
work for people with disabilities, including associations for community living, 
supported employment organizations, and organizations working on behalf of 
people with hearing or sight impairments. 

There is a general misconception that people with an intellectual disability 
cannot learn. This is not true. At Frontier College we have worked with 
hundreds of individuals over the past decade who have succeeded in getting 
drivers’ licenses, independent or supported living accommodation, jobs, 
volunteer positions, apprenticeships, more formal education, and most 
important of all, increased self-esteem and self-sufficiency. For many of the 
individuals we work with, learning to read and write is a very long, difficult, and 
slow process. Tutors need to be aware of this. Nevertheless, people do make 
progress, reach milestones, and move ahead. It is up to you as a tutor to help 
your student recognize her successes and celebrate them. It may be the first time 
that your student has been successful in anything to do with reading and 
writing. 

You may feel that you do not have the skills to teach someone with an 
intellectual disability. There is really no great difference between tutoring 
someone with an intellectual disability and someone who does not have a 
disability. It simply takes longer. If you are looking for quick results then this 
type of tutoring may not be for you. But if you can look beyond the disability and 
see that everyone, no matter what their skills, has dreams and hopes for the 
future then you are well equipped to tutor anyone. 
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Students with intellectual disabilities and the SCIL Method 

The Student Centred Individualized Learning (SCIL) method is ideal for working 
with individuals with intellectual disabilities. Its basic philosophy of building on 
a person’s strengths rather than weaknesses is appropriate for individuals who 
may have had negative experiences with educational systems. SCIL is 
appropriate for anyone, regardless of their reading or writing skills. Even if 
people have been in an institution with very limited life experiences, there are 
still things that they are interested in and areas on which tutors can build. 

The student-centred aspect of SCIL is very important for your student. In most 
cases, she probably did not get the concentrated, individualized attention that 
she needed in school.  She may have felt intimidated or overwhelmed when 
working in groups. She may not have had a chance to learn things that interested 
her. The SCIL method allows you to support your student to do all of these 
things. 

The importance of building a relationship 

The relationship between students and tutors in a literacy program is critical. It is 
the key to successful teaching and learning. This relationship establishes the 
learning climate and presumes the commitment of both individuals who have 
come forward voluntarily to create a learning opportunity. Equality and mutual 
respect between tutor and student are the indisputable foundations of a 
successful learning partnership. As a tutor, you may be surprised to find that you 
are learning just as much, maybe more, than your student.  There are some critics 
of this approach. In fact, it has been called “feel good literacy” because it seems 
that there is not enough emphasis on content.  

Many of the students, who come to Frontier College, especially those who have 
been labeled, cannot begin to learn unless they feel good about themselves and 
their accomplishments. The tutor’s role in helping them do this is crucial. 
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Tutoring techniques 

Drop all the stereotypical assumptions you hold about people with disabilities—
they will not help you figure out where to start, what to do, or how much to do. 
The key is getting to know your student. This is the same process that is used for 
all students—not just those with intellectual disabilities. 

To begin: 

1. Get to know your student. 

Have a conversation to share personal information. Ask what school was 
like and what home was like. Was school segregated, integrated, or 
sheltered? Which teachers were good and why? Was home with family or 
in an institution? Where do they live now?  Ask how your student feels 
about these experiences. What does she like to do for fun? What does she 
dream about for the future? You will need to know how her disability 
affects learning and how you can best assist her. 

2. What are his strengths i.e., what does he like, what is he good at? 

Talk about the student’s successes, such as academic (school subjects and 
self-learning) and non-academic (hobbies, skills, etc.). Ask how he learns 
best. Is it easier if he can see it, hear it, or is it best if he can experience the 
learning physically?  

3. What does she need or want to learn i.e., what is relevant in her life?  

What specific things does she want to read?  Is it a newspaper, personal 
mail, recipes, or children’s stories? This helps determine what material to 
bring to the next lesson. 

What specific things does she want to write? Is it letters, forms for 
government funding for assistive devices, or stories about her life? The 
content of the lesson can be shaped by these answers. 
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This is the basis for your learning plan (curriculum). 

 

WHO + STRENGTHS + NEEDS = PLAN 

 

People with an intellectual disability may need to read materials that explain: 

− The health care system. 

− How to apply for various forms of income support. 

− How to appeal decisions of government officials on benefits, allowances, 
and social assistance. 

− Their rights and responsibilities in contractual arrangements and using the 
legal system. 

− Volunteer involvement. 

− Civic responsibility such as voting. 

− Environmental awareness. 

Listen to your student 

Ask questions. You do not know a person’s strengths until you ask, so get better 
at asking questions. For example, in his book, Ready, Willing and Disabled, 
Norman Kunc (1981) asks his teachers never to be afraid to ask him to repeat 
what he has said. It does more damage to the relationship if a tutor pretends to 
hear what the student says.  

Communication can only happen if we take time to understand each other. It 
may be the fifth time you have asked your student to repeat something but when 
you get it, you will both laugh and feel satisfied. For Norman, being asked to 
repeat things was an effective way of improving his speech—he had to slow 
down and concentrate. You show respect for your student by ensuring 
communication is clear. 
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Never underestimate your student 

All of us are exposed to hundreds of experiences every day. Do not assume your 
student does not pick things up just because she perceives or processes 
information differently.  

Consider this tutor’s experience:   

My student had difficulty with a math problem from his basic 
literacy class. I proceeded to talk about the metric system. He 
started talking about the 1960s and Pierre Trudeau—I thought 
he was on another planet. But then I thought about it. I was in 
public school when I had to switch from imperial measures to 
metric. And Pierre Trudeau was Prime Minister when the 
legislation was passed to make that switch. After a few 
questions, I discovered that he was sharing knowledge I 
didn’t have. Then, I wondered how often I had dismissed him 
in the past, thinking a tangent in conversation didn’t make 
sense. I have listened harder, and with significantly more 
respect since that incident. 

Life experience counts! 

Have a plan 

Even if you do not always follow a plan or it does not turn out the way you 
expect, it is important to have a plan. Student-centred does not mean tutor-
passive, so before you meet your student think about what you could bring to 
the tutoring session that might broaden your student’s horizons and possibly 
introduce her to other community services and activities. 

Be aware of similarities rather than differences 

We often become so preoccupied with the disabled person’s noticeable 
differences that we overlook the less obvious similarities. One tutor writes: 

My student came to Frontier College primarily to fulfill social 
needs, for the sense of belonging and because he knew how 
important reading and writing are to independence. I realized 
that someone with my student’s outgoing personality would 
never be much of a novel reader or prolific writer, whether he 
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was literate or not. (In fact, I think my student would have 
been an ace salesman or politician if he hadn’t been labeled!) 
People are just like that. Some love to read and others only do 
it when they have to. Pretty quickly I learned that my 
student’s self-image didn’t have an intellectual disability. 
And, despite a multitude of communication barriers he had a 
heightened awareness of his own learning issues and social 
labels. I was embarrassed about my own initial labels and 
fears. 

Involve the student in decision making 

Tutoring sessions may be the only element in your student’s life over which she 
has control, so it is important that she be part of all decisions about what is 
learned and when. Keep it simple. Use courtesy, communication, and common 
sense.  

Students with intellectual disabilities 

The following are descriptions of some students who have participated in 
Frontier College programs and who have been labeled at some time in their lives. 
Their names have been changed. 

Joan: a survivor of the psychiatric system 

Joan is a 34-year-old woman who suffers from severe 
depression and mood swings. Her medical diagnosis is manic 
depressive disorder or bipolar disorder. Joan takes daily 
medication for this disorder. She is fine when her life is 
running smoothly, but has trouble handling any kind of 
disruption to her regular routine. Joan dislikes making 
decisions or choices. She has been hospitalized many times 
and has been involved in many rehabilitation programs, none 
successfully, as far as she is concerned. Joan lives in a 
supportive housing program but would like to live on her 
own.  
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Joan’s reading skills are hard to judge. When she is feeling 
well, her comprehension is good and she reads quite fluently 
but there are times when she can barely read or comprehend 
what is happening around her. Joan does not write much at 
all. She gets people to help her with some of the simplest tasks 
such as making shopping lists and banking. At times she 
appears quite capable but she does not communicate in 
writing. 

Joan will write a great deal one day, but then the next day she 
may not be able to make sense of what she has written, or 
believe that she has written it. She is afraid to keep a journal 
because she perceives that it could show her madness. 

What do we know about Joan? 

− She is an ordinary person who has life problems. 

− At some point in her life she got the impression she cannot cope with 
people. 

− No one has shown her that she has skills to deal with her problems and 
that she is capable. 

− She is taking medication each day which makes her drowsy and often 
unable to focus. 

− She may just want to stay where she is and be taken care of. 

− Joan is very capable but the amount of energy it takes to go through the 
process of reading is exhausting for her. It is difficult for her to appreciate 
the flow of language when she is constantly trying to figure out how the 
letters fit together to make words. 

What are Joan’s strengths? 

− Courage and determination. It can take years to get over being 
institutionalized. Institutions create dependency. But Joan has managed to 
survive. 

− She participates in the literacy program, in spite of all the medication she 
has to take. 
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− There are times when her life runs quite smoothly. 

What does Joan need? 

The following list was created from information and input Joan has given to her 
tutor and the coordinator of the literacy program.  

Joan needs to: 

− Be accepted by the literacy program and to be reminded of her strengths. 

− Use her own resources and learn that it is fine for her to ask for assistance. 
(Perhaps Joan would benefit from her tutor reading to her so she could 
relax and enjoy the flow of the language.) 

− Have a tutor who will listen to her, notice the things she does well, and 
give her encouragement and positive reinforcement, such as: “Don’t give 
up, keep trying.” “Let’s see if you can do that on your own first. If you 
can’t, then I will help you.” 

− Be given the ball again and again (with support) so she can learn from the 
experience. 

− Be respected. 

− Believe in herself. 

Where to start? 

The first and most important thing that Joan’s tutor can do is to create an 
atmosphere of acceptance. Joan is a very capable woman who can realize her 
academic goals with assistance from her literacy tutor. Develop goals and a plan 
using Joan’s strengths and needs and make it relevant to her life. Tutoring 
sessions will naturally unfold when you have a plan. 

Mary: a survivor of segregated education 

Mary is a 22-year-old woman who lives in a house with her 
parents in the suburb of a large city. Mary’s mother works in a 
large office and her father is retired and occasionally works 
part-time. 
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At a very early age, Mary was identified as intellectually 
disabled and put into a special school. Mary had to take a bus 
each day for an hour in the morning and an hour in the 
afternoon to a school in another part of the city. Mary was 
unable to maintain any of the friendships she made at school 
because the students came from many different 
communities—none of them geographically close. Mary 
attended the segregated school until she was 21 years old. 

Mary’s mother sent her to the literacy program to learn to 
read and write and to give her something to do during the 
day now that she is no longer attending school. 

What do we know about Mary? 

− She is an optimistic and cheerful person. 

− She is nervous about meeting new people and calls her mother often to ask 
for help in making decisions. 

− She did not learn to read or write at school. She learned some life skills 
there, but her social skills are very immature. 

− She knows that her parents would like her to learn to read and write. 

− She loves to watch soap operas and, at times, relates the story of last 
week’s show as if it actually happened to her. 

− She loves classical and rock music. 

What are Mary’s strengths? 

− She can travel on public transportation to the literacy program and with a 
reminder from her mother, she can arrive on time for appointments with 
her tutor. 

− She has the support of her parents and she would like to succeed to get 
their approval. 

− She is happy most of the time and pleasant to work with.  

− She likes the feeling of belonging to a college. 
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− She is interested in most of the suggestions from her tutor because it is 
difficult for her to know what she wants to work on. 

What does Mary need? 

Mary’s tutor says: 

She needs to know about the world around her and her place in the 
world. I was travelling to Montreal and I asked her if she knew 
where that was. She didn’t. I then asked if she knew where she lived. 
She gave me the street address but I had to coach her to remember 
that the city was Toronto. We got out a map of Toronto and found 
her street, then a map of Canada, then a globe. It was fascinating to 
her to begin to discover her place in the world. 

She needs to know about health, nutrition, and sexuality. It was 
obvious from our conversations that her family had not discussed 
these issues with her and she was picking up scattered ‘information’ 
from television. They may have thought she wouldn’t understand. 
Reading books or pamphlets on these issues together and discussing 
them to get the meaning could help. 

She needs to get grounded in the real world. Early in our tutoring 
Mary and I decided to write letters to each other. When I looked at 
her letter it was circles in lines across the page and looked like 
springs. Being a new tutor I swallowed hard and asked her to read it 
to me. She confidently read about going to the store to buy bread. I 
swallowed twice and asked her to point to the words. She confidently 
pointed to the squiggles on the page and repeated the story about 
going to the store. After a long pause, I asked her if she really 
thought those words were there. She said no. I then asked her if she 
knew any words. She beamed and wrote her name, her address, “yes, 
no, restroom, men, women, stop”. This gave us plenty to work on for 
weeks. 

She needs someone who will help her to become more self-reliant.  
She needs life skills like shopping, cooking, and banking so she can 
feel that she will be all right on her own without her parents. 
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Where to start? 

At first glance, the list of Mary’s needs seemed overwhelming to her tutor. 
However, one particular area stood out the need to be able to tell the time and 
get to her appointment with her tutor without reminder calls from her mother. It 
may seem like a small step but this made a great difference in the way Mary felt 
about herself. The next session focused on math activities about time and 
organizational skills. 

Tanya: someone who needs help communicating 

Tanya has been diagnosed as having autism. She uses very 
little verbal language but points to letters on an alphabet 
board. Most of the tutoring sessions have involved three 
people—Tanya, her facilitator, and her tutor. Tanya finds it 
difficult to sit in one place for any length of time so she gets 
up and walks around a lot during the session. Sometimes she 
uses repetitive movements. Tanya would like to spend some 
of the tutoring sessions alone with her tutor, therefore her 
tutor is learning from the facilitator, so she and Tanya can go 
off to do something on their own. 

What do we know about Tanya? 

− She is 23 years old. 

− She lives at home with her very supportive parents. 

What are Tanya’s strengths? 

− She can understand everything that is said and responds in sentences by 
pointing to letters on her alphabet board. 

− She understands the nature of her disability and is struggling to find her 
place in the world. 

What does Tanya need? 

Most people are able to have easy, free-flowing language communication with 
each other. In this very important way Tanya is isolated. Nevertheless, she has 
been able to get people to listen to her through her alphabet board. As with any 
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of the disabling conditions having to do with the senses, there are a limited 
number of people who take the time to learn the communication tool required to 
communicate with the individual, e.g., ASL: American Sign Language, Braille, 
Facilitated Communication: alphabet board, or Bliss Symbolics. 

Tanya needs someone to take the time to listen to her! 

In the past, Tanya’s inability to sit still for any length of time was thought of as 
very unusual and not conducive to a learning environment. Any repetitive 
movement was called self-stimulating; it is now called assistance in focusing. 
Recent studies have shown that some people learn better when they are moving 
(toe-tapping, leg swinging, finger drumming, rocking, shaking, or playing with 
plasticine or modeling clay). A well-known rocker is Bill Gates. He has been 
known to rock back and forth for hours during meetings and while he is doing 
serious thinking. The same principle applies to people who work best when 
music is playing. Some children with physical disabilities require a physical cue 
like a touch on the shoulder to give them an organizing point from which to 
carry out the request of the teacher. You may have noticed people who tap their 
forehead with the palm of their hand and say, “What was I thinking of a minute 
ago?” using the contact as the organizing point. 

Where to start? 

As a tutor you could either ignore these behaviours or point out to your student 
that this could be the way they are organizing their thoughts and it is a good 
thing. This is a way, you as a tutor, can highlight such behavior as positive. 

Alberto: someone whose progress seems indiscernible 

Alberto is 47 years old and has just moved into a supported 
apartment program. He is feeling very insecure about this 
move because he has always lived with his father. He often 
goes to stay overnight with his father, saying that he does not 
feel safe in his new place. Alberto’s father, who is 83 years old 
worries about what will happen to Alberto when he dies. It is 
obvious that Alberto and his father love each other. 

What do we know about Alberto? 

− Alberto was labeled retarded as a young child and placed in segregated 
education (special schools for people who have been labelled intellectually 
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disabled). He went from school to a sheltered workshop (a place where 
labeled people do a repetitive type of work for little or no money). 

− His father talks openly about Alberto’s deficits and about his lack of 
confidence in Alberto. Socially, Alberto’s behaviour is very immature. 

− He has had several tutors. 

− He has heard the list of his alleged deficits so often from his father, his 
teachers, and his social workers that he is not sure what is true and what is 
not. 

− Alberto has had two operations on his eyes and he is afraid he will lose his 
sight. 

− He is angry most of the time. Most of his interactions with other people are 
focused on his health problems or his deficits so these are the things he 
talks about most. 

What are Alberto’s strengths? 

− He reads nonstop—everything he can get his hands on, no matter how 
difficult—but he understands very little of what he has read. What he does 
is called decoding. 

− Alberto has been in Canada for many years and English is his third 
language. He speaks two other languages fluently. 

− He attends his church every week and has been a choir member. He likes 
to sing. 

− Alberto can play the piano. 

What does Alberto need? 

Based on discussions with Alberto, his tutor feels that Alberto needs to improve 
his self-esteem and to develop better social skills. 

His tutor cannot try to meet all of Alberto’s needs. The literacy program 
coordinator and Alberto’s tutor need to consult regularly about the programs 
and services that could be available to Alberto to help him with things like: 

− Care of his aging father 
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− What will happen when his father dies 

− Health issues 

− Counselling. 

Where to start? 

Alberto is very proud of the way he can decode pages of words. He thinks of 
reading as hard work that must be done daily. Alberto tends to do things by rote 
and uses this method in his reading. The coordinator and tutor encourage 
Alberto to select reading materials that are of interest to him, or have something 
to do with his love of music. Alberto has time during the day for his learning so, 
with the assistance of his tutor and the coordinator of the program, he registered 
in a half day Adult Basic Education program. The teacher of the class acts as 
another resource for planning opportunities for Alberto’s learning. 

Alberto and his tutor did a brainstorm of a list of leisure activities that would 
help him become more connected to his community. This sense of connection 
could change Alberto’s feelings of isolation and free up his energy to continue 
learning.  

 
Preparing for driver’s license test 
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Additional Strategies 

Some things to remember about tutoring students with intellectual disabilities: 

− You may be the first person who has ever believed that your student is 
smart and can learn. Remind her of this fact often. 

− Take the time to listen to your student and give feedback in as positive a 
manner as you can. 

− Be aware of your student’s attention span. You may need to take frequent 
breaks in your sessions. 

− Remember that your student may have an unusual behaviour such as 
tapping or rocking which helps her stay focused.  

− Look for common sense, practical solutions to problems. Do any of the 
following affect your student and your tutoring sessions? Some of these 
things may provide the answer or be the reason for certain behaviours. 

o Need for glasses 
o Strong/weak lighting 
o Music/no music 
o Quiet/busy (noisy) environment 
o Cold/hot environment 
o Involved with parents/not involved with parents 
o Involved with kids/not involved with kids 
o Access to a computer/no access to a computer 

− Recognize and celebrate small achievements. 

− Use everything around you. Try to make lessons progress naturally, each 
one building on what has come before. Try to relate the things you are 
working on to things you have done in the past. 

− Try using English Language Learner (ELL) materials which are designed 
for adults and are written using clear language with lots of age appropriate 
pictures. They can be very useful in working with students with 
intellectual disabilities. 
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− Encourage the use of student writings as much as possible. Publishing 
student writing validates the student’s experiences and makes the work 
available to other students. These personal stories can spark the creative 
juices of students who have never thought of writing their own story. 

− Do not sweep the disability or sadness about the disability under the rug. 
Sometimes it is liberating for students to write about their personal story. 

− Do not feel that you must spend all of your tutoring time working. There is 
an added dimension to the relationship when you can spend time doing 
something else together.  

− Repeat things. Try different kinds of repetition. For example, talking 
appeals to oral skills or role playing, matching cutouts appeals to tactile 
skills, and silent writing appeals to analytical and visual skills. Think about 
how you learn things and how your student may learn things.  

− Communication is more important than whether the student’s reading and 
writing is letter perfect. Did she get the funny part in the story she just 
read despite tripping over lots of tough words? 

− Separate form from content. Students may not realize that the rules for 
written and spoken languages are different and that they change in every 
context. It is more useful to focus on clear thinking and communication of 
information. Ask questions like: 

What did you mean? 

Did that make sense? 

Can you explain more about that to me? 

− Help the student realize that she has something to say and that writing, 
speaking out, or reading are ways of making herself heard. For that reason, 
talking may be the most important thing you do in most lessons. You can 
even explain a government budget by drawing a parallel with the 
student’s own budget. Tough topics tackled in a creative way empower the 
student. 

− Do not impose yourself on the student. Fixing a sentence may be an 
imposition. Suggesting a writing topic may be an imposition. What can the 
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student do himself without any intervention by you? Bite your tongue, sit 
on your hands and you will be surprised! There is a much greater sense of 
accomplishment when students achieve a goal on their own. 

− Encourage your student to ask questions when she does not understand. 
Real communication happens when both partners feel safe enough to say 
they do not understand. 

− Ask the coordinator for support when you need it, do not just leave your 
student hanging when you are not sure about what to do. 

− Remember about burnout, which happens when you are trying to do too 
much or to be everything to your student. No one has that much energy. 
Be very clear about your boundaries and how much time and energy you 
are happy and willing to give to this relationship. 

− Show respect for the student by not accepting comments and behaviours 
that you would not accept from others. Just because a student has a 
disability does not mean she should not have a sense of responsibility. 

− Above all, treat your student the way you would want to be treated. 
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Tutoring students in prison 

“… there are prisons and there are prisons. They may look different, 
but they’re all the same. They all confine you. They all limit your 
freedom. They all lock you away and grind you down and take a 
heavy toll on your self-esteem. There are prisons made of steel, brick, 
and mortar. And then there are prisons without visible walls: the 
prisons of poverty, illiteracy, and racism. All too often the people 
condemned to these metaphorical prisons (poverty, illiteracy, and 
racism) end up doing double time. That is, they wind up in the 
physical prisons as well. Our task is to recognize the 
interconnectedness and the sameness of all of these prisons. Because 
any kind of prison is no friend of mine. It brings out the Hurricane 
in me. “ 

Rubin “Hurricane” Carter, speaking in Toronto in 1993 

Rubin Carter was wrongfully convicted for murder and spent many years in jail. 
He was finally released with the help of friends from the outside. He learned to 
read and write in prison. 

The literacy need in prisons 

The literacy level of prison inmates is very low. It has been estimated that as 
many as 75 to 80 percent of inmates have difficulty with reading, writing, and 
mathematics and are unable to perform the daily tasks required to function well 
in society. 

There are many reasons why inmates never received an adequate education. 
Some dropped out of school at a very young age due to family problems such as 
marital break-ups, abusive family situations, neglect, or other reasons. Others 
moved to higher grade levels and were pushed through the educational system 
before they actually attained a certain grade level. As a result, they may have 
received a high school diploma without actually having the required literacy 
skills. 

A large number of inmates need and want to upgrade their literacy skills. 
Although, the current political and social trend is to get tough on offenders, 
Frontier College’s position is that unless people receive some education while 
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they are incarcerated, their chances of making it on the outside are practically 
non-existent. After all, approximately 98 percent of all federal inmates will 
eventually be released back into the community. Therefore, it is even more 
important for these inmates and the public, that they have some literacy skills to 
enable them to re-integrate more effectively into the community. 

In the Kingston area, where most of the federal penitentiaries are located, there 
are approximately 3,000 individuals incarcerated. Based on previous statistics, 
over 2,000 inmates require help with literacy skills. 

Frontier College’s experience in tutoring students in prisons 

Over its long history, Frontier College has provided literacy and basic education 
programs to people in federal and provincial prisons in every part of Canada. 
Since 1983, Frontier has worked in the federal prisons in the Kingston, Ontario 
area. We have reached thousands of inmates through our Prison Literacy 
program—most of them as literacy students but many of them as literacy tutors. 

Because of the negative education experiences that many inmates may have had 
in the past, they often do not want to be in a traditional classroom setting. A 
tutoring program is a viable alternative. Since participation is voluntary and 
confidential, enrolment is high and the waiting lists are long. The Prison Literacy 
program offers a trained volunteer tutor, who has no hidden agenda, to provide 
educational upgrading on a one-to-one basis to an inmate student. The tutoring 
sessions take place in a library or common room setting and are generally quite 
comfortable and non-threatening. 

The program recruits, trains, and supports community and inmate volunteers to 
tutor inmates. This section is based on experience gained from the Prison 
Literacy program. 
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Using the SCIL method with students in prisons 

Tutoring inmates, in many ways, is similar to tutoring any other adult student, 
with the obvious exception that tutoring in prisons involves working with 
individuals who have been in conflict with the law. There are, however, other 
reasons that tutoring in prisons is unique and this section will demonstrate how 
it differs from more mainstream tutoring situations. 

SCIL stresses the student-tutor relationship and personalized attention to 
individual needs. It provides an alternative to more conventional education 
methods. 

Although there are formal schools in every penitentiary, many inmates may not 
be comfortable in a traditional classroom setting. As mentioned previously, 
many inmates want to learn and would like the opportunity to improve their 
education. Tutors, therefore, are a valued commodity to those on the inside. 
However, it is important that inmate students realize that their tutors are 
volunteers, not employees of the prison. They are not there to control inmates, 
and they too must abide by the security rules of the institution. 

SCIL is a positive and viable approach in an environment that desperately needs 
creative ways of teaching and learning. But delivering a personalized, tailored 
program in a prison environment has its drawbacks. Logistics can be very 
complicated and bureaucratic. For example, one important rule in prisons is 
nothing in, nothing out. This means that any educational material brought in by 
tutors cannot be left behind for the students. Various kinds of educational 
materials can be brought in and used during the session but everything must be 
taken away again by the tutor.  

Fortunately, tutoring is given special consideration in prison because the focus is 
on education. You can bring in various types of educational material to work on 
with your student. You must also be discrete with the type of material you bring. 
If, for instance, your student has an interest in crime stories, it would not be 
appropriate to bring an article about a convicted individual who may very well 
be serving time in the same prison as the student.  
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Tutors must also be very careful about educational tools that may be deemed as 
possible weapons, such as, protractors, and calligraphy kits.  This might even 
include pens and pencils. These items must be issued by the institution. 
However, rules are not enforced consistently in every institution. Also, 
depending on the security level of the institution (maximum, medium, or 
minimum), the rules may be more or less stringent. Regardless of the erratic 
rules, it is important that you be consistent. 

To be on the safe side, whatever written rules exist in an institution should be 
followed to the letter so that you will never risk breaching security. After all, a 
security breach can result in you being removed or banned from the institution, 
and depending on the situation, the results can have negative repercussions for 
your student as well. Remember, if you are in doubt; ask the program 
coordinator who will provide you with the necessary information. 

Types of tutoring in prisons 

Despite the security related obstacles, tutoring in prisons can be flexible. Tutors 
can work with students on a one-to-one basis, or they can volunteer as a tutor in 
the more formal classrooms and act as a teacher’s aide. There are also those who 
tutor small groups of individuals. Such groups may have a particular interest, 
like wanting to learn another language. Tutors may also be from the inside. 
Inmates may tutor other inmates on a volunteer basis or they may be paid by the 
institution to tutor in the classrooms. Although tutoring can be versatile within a 
prison, security always takes precedence when sending tutors from the 
community into a penitentiary. 

Community tutors working one-to-one should always have scheduled sessions 
with at least one other community tutor. In other words, plan your session at the 
same time as another tutor you know. This way you can both have your own 
work space (e.g., desk or table) but both pairs work in the same room. This 
buddy system keeps security staff more content and promotes a more 
professional atmosphere. It also allows tutors the opportunity to use each other 
as sounding boards, which can help prevent a tutor from becoming too 
personally involved with a student. More focus is placed on literacy tutoring 
which is the tutor’s primary purpose for volunteering. 
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Tutors who provide group instruction are individuals who are more seasoned 
and have a personal comfort level that allows them to work in this type of 
environment on their own. 

Tutoring challenges in prisons 

Sharing personal information 

There are a number of situations that create challenges for tutors in prison such 
as giving out personal information to an inmate student. You are instructed not 
to give your surname, home address, or phone number to your student. You are 
also advised to speak to the coordinator of the program if your student 
repeatedly asks you for this type of information, or for information which is 
obviously not of an educational nature or relevant to the program. At the same 
time, be aware that confidentiality is of utmost importance when working with 
an inmate student. If any questions or concerns arise that are private, you should, 
once again, discuss them with the coordinator of the literacy program. 

In fairness, inquiring about a student’s personal life is inappropriate as well. You 
should stress the importance of social and educational needs rather than 
dwelling on an individual’s history. At the same time, always keep in mind, for 
security purposes and personal safety, that your student is an inmate. It is easy to 
become at ease with your student and forget that there are definite rules that you 
both must follow. 

Following the rules 

There have been times when tutors have broken the rules—like taking a letter 
from their student and dropping it in an outside mailbox. The student may have 
told the tutor that he missed the inside mail call and really wanted the letter to 
go out that day because it contained a birthday card for his little girl, and he 
wanted to make sure it reached her on time. The tutor may feel that breaking the 
rules in this case would be understandable. However, it is important never to 
break the rules of the institution. If you are unsure about any request, let your 
student know that you have to ask the coordinator if what is being asked is 
allowed. 
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If you do break an institutional rule, which can happen to the best of us, make 
sure that you tell the coordinator as soon as possible so that the situation can be 
remedied. 

Striving for a comfortable setting 

Tutoring in a prison can be frustrating. One of the primary difficulties tutors face 
is the dichotomy that exists between trying to develop a good rapport with a 
student, while never forgetting that you are in a prison. Tutoring is successful 
when there is a good rapport between you and your student and your sessions 
are well planned and goals are reached. 

Sessions should always take place in a comfortable area. Although tutoring 
sessions in prison generally take place in a common room or a library setting, the 
thought of being within the confines of a prison makes it difficult to be truly at 
ease. Nonetheless, this is the reality and you must find a way to keep it in 
perspective. 

Maintaining personal safety 

Tutoring in a prison setting requires that you always be aware of personal safety 
issues. For instance, you and your student should never leave the designated 
area where the session takes place to take a break. When tutors enter an 
institution they must sign a daily log sheet indicating where the tutoring session 
will take place. If there is an incident, the prison staff will look at this log sheet to 
determine your location so that they can safely remove you from the institution.  
If you have wandered elsewhere you may find yourself in an extremely serious 
situation. The best advice is to leave your designated area only when you have 
finished your session and are exiting the prison. At this point, you will sign out 
on the daily log sheet and staff is aware that you have left the grounds. 
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Dealing with prison staff 

You may encounter prison staff members who are not particularly helpful or 
supportive of the program. Since, in your two-hour tutoring session you only see 
and hear a very small portion of what goes on in a prison on a daily basis, it is 
important to remain objective and not to fall into the ‘them and us’ syndrome 
with either the staff or your student. 

The key to tutoring in a prison is to always remain objective, patient, prepared, 
flexible, and alert! Also, a good sense of humour will definitely help you in 
challenging times. 

Tips for tutoring in prisons 

Tutoring for the first time 

What makes tutoring in a penitentiary different than tutoring an adult in the 
community? The most significant factor is the fact that tutoring takes place in a 
prison and the student is an offender. 

Unless you are an inmate tutor, chances are that you have never entered a 
penitentiary. Consequently, you may have preconceived notions about inmates 
and prisons, which generally result from the media and movies.  
Understandably, your first visit to an institution can be somewhat unnerving and 
intimidating. This is not surprising, since after all, you are entering a foreign 
environment where many of the rules will be new to you, so some precaution is 
healthy. It is important to acknowledge these emotions and discuss them with 
your organizer and other tutors before you begin your first tutoring session. 

If you drive a vehicle to an institution on your first day of tutoring, make sure 
that you park in the visitor area and your doors are locked. Place all personal 
items in your trunk. If however, you use public transit, there are lockers available 
inside the prison where you can leave your personal articles. Make sure you have 
coins for the locker. 
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Getting through security 

As a tutor entering a penitentiary, you will face many novel experiences. If you 
are uncertain about something be sure to ask the program coordinator. To begin 
with, most institutions are secure, so when you arrive you will be let in through a 
buzzer system, which unlocks the door. Next, you should state your purpose and 
present identification to the correctional officer at the front gate. The officer will 
check a log to confirm that you are permitted into the prison on that given day 
and time. You are then required to sign in on a daily log sheet and are given a 
visitor’s tag to wear while inside the prison. At this point, depending on the 
security level of the institution, you may be asked to show the officer what you 
are bringing into the institution. Some institutions have a conveyor system 
(similar to airports) on which you will place your educational material to be 
scanned. 

Each institution has different security systems, so do not be alarmed if you are 
faced with another type of system. None of the security systems are intrusive. As 
you are escorted past the front gate towards your designated work area, either 
by a staff member or the program coordinator, you may pass through electronic 
gates or manned key doors. You will probably see uniformed staff at desks and 
behind enclosed glass units. You will also see people in plain clothes, similar to 
yourself, who may be caseworkers, educators, management, or others not 
deemed security staff. 

Dressing appropriately 

Inmates dress casually, usually in similar clothes provided by the prison. Unless 
you see a uniform, you may not know who’s who. It is important that you follow 
a casual dress code, within reason. Although t-shirts are acceptable, it is wise to 
show as little skin as possible on the rest of the body; try to aim for an 
androgynous look. Low cut tops, garments that allow underwear to be shown, or 
short dresses are not permitted. Make-up should be kept to a minimum, very 
little to no jewelry is allowed, and scarves and neckties are frowned upon. If you 
do not follow the dress code, you will be turned away at the front gate.  
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Meeting your student 

The first tutoring session can be a little nerve-racking. However, it might help to 
know that your student is probably just as nervous about meeting you. A tutor is 
a foreign concept to many inmate students. Be over-prepared for your first 
meeting. Your organizer will already have given you some idea, through an 
interview, of the interests and goals of your student. Be prepared with materials 
that will interest the student. This allows you to generate conversation, start 
building a rapport and gather more information to create a program plan with 
the student. A well-planned student-centred beginning also puts both of you at 
ease and gives you a sense of purpose for the task at hand. 

At the end of your session, depending on the institution, you will have a specific 
routine to follow. For example, if you are tutoring at a maximum facility a staff 
person will escort you to and from your designated tutoring area. A staff person 
will also be present throughout your session. Other institutions allow you to go 
to and from your tutoring area on your own. This is why your organizer will 
accompany you on your first meeting with your student. However, all 
institutions require the same formality of signing in an out and identifying 
yourself with proper identification when entering. 

Being consistent 

After the first visit with your student, you will likely feel a little more 
comfortable walking into a prison. You will begin to realize that your student 
really is a human being after all, and the offender label combined with all the 
media sensationalism will begin to fade into the background. At this point, you 
will start to see your role and purpose as a tutor more clearly. 

Always arrive on time and consistently schedule your sessions on the same day 
every week. This makes it easier for your student to establish a routine and know 
when to expect you. Time does not necessarily carry the same meaning on the 
inside as it does on the outside. Inmates do not necessarily know what day it is, 
so if you are constantly changing your scheduled session, this can create 
confusion. You cannot just phone your student and cancel a session. You are 
dealing with a prison ruled by a bureaucratic system that is extremely slow. In 
other words, pick an agreed upon time for your session and stick to it. Changes 
can be made, but they require lots of advance notice. 
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Expecting the unexpected 

Planning and consistency are very important in prison. However, no matter how 
much you plan your tutoring sessions things do come up. You may arrive one 
day to find that your student is in a family visit and cannot be at the tutoring 
session. You may arrive at the front gate and be turned away due to a prison 
lockdown. Lockdowns are a result of some kind of problem arising in the 
institution such as a violent incident, a drug search, or striking inmates. When a 
lockdown occurs, the prison is closed to everyone who is not employed there. 
You may also arrive at your tutoring session to find that your student has been 
transferred to another institution without your knowledge. 

Patience is definitely a virtue, if not a prerequisite, for tutoring in a prison. It is 
important to be prepared for anything. All these situations will make your job 
complicated but they are beyond your control and you should not see them as a 
reflection on your ability to tutor. Flexibility and handling frustration realistically 
are keys to survival for tutoring in a prison. If you run into frustrating situations, 
contact the program coordinator immediately to discuss them. Never become 
confrontational with correctional staff. Dealing with situations in this way may 
jeopardize the program. 

Despite the complexities of tutoring in a prison environment, your contribution 
is extremely valued by inmate students. Not only do tutors provide a necessary 
skill, but they also provide hope and mind stimulation from the monotonous 
world of prison. You are putting people in touch with the real world and helping 
them to prepare mentally for re-integration into society. 

Tutoring techniques 

Effective tutoring techniques for adult students in a prison differ in only a few 
aspects from mainstream tutoring. As discussed earlier, resource materials are 
limited to what is allowed into a prison. Tutors have to be extremely creative 
with the basic tools—pen and paper. To a large degree, creativity is stifled within 
an institution. 
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Use existing materials  

There are some resources available within the system that you can use. Many 
generic institutional forms exist that students need to understand and use 
frequently. For example, inmates must fill out canteen forms, grievance forms, 
parole application forms, 532’s (account transfers), and numerous other forms 
that exist in the correctional system. The use of these forms is necessary for an 
inmate to function and participate fully in the prison system. 

Try music 

Another tutoring tool that most students have some interest in is music. Music is 
a form of escape for many on the inside. Look for lyrics to favourite songs and 
articles of interest about favourite artists. Music can be a catalyst to generate a 
genuine interest in learning. 

Working with students within the prison system can be challenging, but just as 
rewarding as mainstream tutoring. Each student has his own specific needs, 
interests, and goals. The challenge for any tutor is to find out exactly what those 
needs are and to tap into them to create a desire for lifelong learning. 

Achievements of students in prison 

Most of the students who have passed through the Prison Literacy program have 
succeeded to some degree. Many have struggled to learn the alphabet and have 
moved on to accomplish much more than that. They have developed self-
confidence and greater self-esteem. The journey of learning and exploring new 
horizons gives many students the confidence to return to structured classrooms 
and to attain higher goals. 

Some individuals have developed the skills that have enabled them to read to 
their children. Others have found the upgrading invaluable for learning a 
specific trade or obtaining certificates that will eventually aid them in their future 
quest for employment. A few individuals have received high school diplomas 
and have been commended at an institutional graduation. 

Whatever the level of success, most students experience a degree of 
accomplishment because they have reached a specific goal. The success of each 
student is important and if each achievement brings the student closer to 
developing a taste for lifelong learning then the tutor has also succeeded. 
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Tutors play a significant role and are greatly valued by students inside a prison. 
The low literacy levels of inmates speak to the great need for education in prison. 
Tutors provide an opportunity for those considered hard to serve and who want 
to improve their education. 

The challenges of volunteering in a prison are great, but the rewards are even 
greater. By providing support, encouragement, and literacy skills, tutors share 
and experience with students the victory of each and every success.  They are 
part of opening a window of opportunity for an individual who would otherwise 
never get the chance. 

Writings from the Frontier College Prison Literacy program  

One of the differences of tutoring in prison is that it is more difficult to select 
teaching aids. For example, prison officials might frown upon a tutor taking in a 
closed Scrabble box or poker chips to help their student learn new words or 
mathematical concepts. Therefore, the tutor must often only rely on methods 
involving paper and ink to teach. 

To teach my student, I have attempted many different methods. I 
have asked him to do tricky riddles and word and math 
problems. For instance: “A man is alone in an empty field and he 
throws a ball. The ball returns to him. How does this happen?” 
The answer, of course, is that he throws it straight up in the air. I 
always give the answer to these problems to my student in the 
following lesson if he cannot solve it immediately. This gives 
him a chance to think about the riddle for a full week and ask his 
friends if they can figure it out. He loves riddles and always 
responds with a groan when I give him the answer to an 
unsolved riddle. Now, it has come to the point where he also 
gives me riddles. I groan as well when I hear the answer. 

Another method that has worked well for my student is to play 
games. One game we play is the “find the word within the word 
game.” For instance, in the word economics he might find the 
word comic. I like this game because he often finds dubious 
words that he has to look up in the dictionary to ensure that they 
are in fact words. Also, as part of his homework, he has to pick 
the word that we use every week. This gives him a chance to 
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think about the word before he sees me so that he has a greater 
chance of winning the game. I must admit, he has defeated me 
many times. 

Like all self-directed tutoring, it is important to continually offer 
your student challenges that he enjoys. For my student, these 
challenges lie in word games. 

Kurtis Hildebrandt was a tutor with Frontier College’s Prison Literacy program in Kingston, Ontario. 

 

Last year I was a tutor in the Regional Treatment Centre in 
Kingston. I wanted to teach, but I also wanted the additional 
challenge of removing illusions and preconceived notions about 
a side of life that I knew little about. From the security checks at 
the entrance of the Kingston Penitentiary to tutoring close to the 
locked ranges where the inmates stayed, this was definitely a 
new teaching experience for me. 

As a tutor I was there to facilitate the learning of my student by 
working individually with him. Due to the security of the 
penitentiary, there were obvious constraints as to what I could 
bring into the treatment centre for my student, which sometimes 
made our working conditions difficult. Fortunately, we had 
access to a schoolroom and all the books and activities there. My 
student enjoyed word-searches, so I found making word-
searches together the most useful and motivating for him. He 
would then read each word to me and take it away with him as a 
type of homework. This way the work did not seem too difficult 
or intimidating for him since it was in the form of an activity. 
Also, when he was unfamiliar with a word, he would look it up 
in a dictionary, thus gaining the experience of using a dictionary. 
By using this activity my student became much better at both 
reading and spelling. Even with our limited resources we 
learned how to make the most of them. This experience has 
greatly added to my enjoyment and satisfaction of tutoring. 

Kathleen Montgomery was a tutor with Frontier College’s Prison Literacy program in Kingston, 
Ontario. 
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Larry’s Life Story 

(Told by Larry to his tutor.) 

I was born in Penetang Hospital. When I was a little baby I had 
blue eyes, light brown hair and a small nose. I was raised on a farm. 
I went to school there but the teacher didn’t help me to learn how 
to read and write. 

I have seven sisters and six brothers. We had horses, pigs, chickens 
and cattle. We grew potatoes and grain as our main crops. We had 
apple trees. When the house burnt down we had to move in town. I 
went to school in Penetang but it was the same as before so I quit 
school and got myself a job when I was fifteen years old. I bought 
my first car when I was sixteen.  I was happy because I can go 
places with my car. My Dad and Mom, one sister and two brothers 
passed away so I have six sisters and four brothers left. 

I didn’t like some things about myself because I couldn’t read or 
write. Now I can read and write because I have two teachers who 
help me in school. I get along with people. I’m going to keep up my 
school work because I need it. My hobby is making clocks with 
wood. I didn’t see my family that much. I like bowling and 
swimming and also reading books, I like saving money. All 
together I had six jobs in my life. 

I was living with my common law wife for twelve years. She had 
two boys of her own. She got pregnant when we were living in 
Toronto. She has a little baby girl. We called her Nancy. She had 
blue eyes and light brown hair. I worked for the transport for 
eleven years. That was my last job there. I got myself in trouble 
with the police and the judge put me in prison for a long time. It 
was in prison that I learned to read and write. I’m happy. 

Larry Dorion, Regional Treatment Centre. 

Larry was a student with Frontier College’s Prison Literacy program in Kingston, 
Ontario. His story is reprinted here with his permission. 
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Freddy Lives 

I saw somebody kill Freddy the fly, 

I got upset, it almost made me cry. 

With a checkerboard he was smashed into the wall, 

As I watched poor Freddy’s lifeless body fall. 

When me and Freddy were together in my cell, 

His life was safe: he did very well. 

As I mourned his body, I got a real surprise, 

As my cellmate Freddy flew by my eyes. 

The dead body wasn’t that of Freddy the fly, 

It was of some unknown fly guy. 

Cell for Rent 

The place I live is only eight by ten, 

I’ll move out, but I don’t know when. 

Nothing moves so it’s easy to clean. 

Inspected every day, a daily routine. 

The rent is cheap, the neighbours are quiet. 

I’ll live here for now, but I’d never buy it. 

Utilities are paid, the cost is low, 

But when I’ll move, I don’t know. 

The lease is signed by a judge. 

So for now I can’t budge. 

The time will come for me to move, 

But first my innocence I must prove. 

 

Both of these poems were written by L.G. Perreault. 
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Tutoring English Language Learner (ELL) Students 

ELL students and the SCIL method 

For many ELL students who have studied English in crowded, multi-level 
classes, one-to-one tutoring is a new (and welcome) approach to language 
learning. Your student may still be enrolled in full or part-time ELL courses at a 
community college or adult learning centre. Or, you may be the only teacher the 
student sees every week. In either case, you will be an important part of your 
student’s life. You may be one of the first English-speaking friends your student 
will get to know. 

The SCIL method allows your student to learn beyond the classroom curriculum. 
Together you map out a learning plan. As with any other literacy student, build 
on strengths and what she already knows. Find out where and how she uses 
English in her daily life. ELL students have a wide range of experiences and 
goals. Your student might need to learn words and phrases to communicate with 
her doctor, neighbours, supervisor, or child’s teacher. Her long-term goals might 
be finding a better job, attending post-secondary school, or becoming a Canadian 
citizen. Many ELL students involved in one-to-one tutoring have specific areas 
they want to improve, such as their pronunciation and speaking skills.   

Many newcomers and ELL learners can speak, read, and write in several 
languages and are highly literate.  On the other hand, there are students who 
may speak a language for which there is no written form, they may not be 
familiar with the Roman alphabet, or have not learned to read and write in their 
first language.  These learners are termed ELL literacy students. 

Keep in mind that your student may be unfamiliar with the principles of student-
centred learning. In some cultures, the teacher is the expert. Your student may be 
used to learning by rote and not telling the teacher what she would like to learn. 
Right from the start, set a friendly and informal tone to your tutoring sessions 
(this does not mean unplanned!) Tell your student about yourself.  Show her that 
you are a learning partner rather than a teacher. Do not be surprised if she seems 
uncomfortable telling you what she wants to learn. As your relationship 
develops, she will become more comfortable in voicing her needs and interests.  
You just need to be patient. 



Tutoring Specific Learner Populations 

A Frontier College Tutor’s Guide: Working with Adults  183 

ELL language teaching approach 

Our approach to second language learning is communicative.  In other words, it 
is about helping students communicate effectively in English in their day-to-day 
lives. Modern ELL teaching follows what is known as the Communicative 
Approach, which can be defined as follows: 

The Communicative Approach stresses and promotes the use of real-life language by the 
learner in real situations and contexts, rather than emphasizing grammar rules and 
structure.  The teacher should be encouraging the learner to use the language creatively 
and meaningfully in order to accomplish their goals. 

Many of us who went through the English school system in Canada many years 
ago will recall without much fondness how we were taught French.  It was made 
up of a lot of verb conjugations and repetition of largely useless sentences 
unrelated to real life.  We do not wish to teach newcomers English using the 
same method.  The Communicative Method is intended to build learners’ skills 
and confidence to use the language to actually communicate for a real purpose 
and to meet their needs.  It does not ignore grammar and syntax, but rather 
incorporates it into themes and contexts that learners will actually use. 

The language skill areas 

There are four primary language skill areas that one must develop to become 
fluent communicators in any new language.  They are: 

1. Speaking (including pronunciation) 

2. Listening 

3. Reading 

4. Writing 

Woven within these, one will also learn grammar, proper sentence structure 
(syntax), and new vocabulary. 



Tutoring Specific Learner Populations 

184 A Frontier College Tutor’s Guide: Working with Adults 

Canadian Language Benchmarks 

The Canadian Language Benchmarks (CLB) is used across Canada in ELL classes to 
assess learner levels and progress. Here is an example from the CLB of the four 
language skills of a Level 1 (Beginner) learner. 

Speaking 1 Reading 1 Listening 1 Writing 1 

I can greet people: 

Hello! 
How are you? 
I’m fine, thank you. 

I can ask some 
questions: 

What time is it? 
Pardon me? 

I can give some 
information: 

M-A-R-I-A. 
555-6729. 
I’m from India. 
 

I can read the 
alphabet. 

I can read some 
words that I see 
often. 

I am learning the 
sounds of letters. 

I can read:  

Name, Phone 
Number, Address 

I can understand 
greetings: 

Hello! 
How are you? 
Please come in! 

I can understand 
questions: 

What is your name? 
How do you spell 
it? 
What is your 
telephone number? 

I can understand 
information: 

I am from Colombia. 
It’s ten o’clock. 

I can write the 
alphabet.  

I can write 
numbers. 

I can write my 
name and address. 

I can write my 
telephone number. 

I can fill out a 
simple form. 

I can write a short 
list. 

Tutors can make use of the CLB to get an idea of what skills their learner has and 
what they need to learn.  It is important to note that language learners are 
seldom at the same level in all four skill areas.  In actual fact, most learners are 
stronger in some areas and weaker in others.  For example, many newcomers in 
Canada have studied English in their home countries before emigrating and may 
have a fairly strong vocabulary and knowledge of grammar.  However, they 
have had little actual speaking experience in real situations, and so have a 
difficult time understanding spoken English (listening) and communicating 
orally (speaking).  Other newcomers who have actually lived in Canada a long 
time may have picked up a lot of speaking and listening skills, but may have 
poor reading and writing skills which are of a more mechanical nature. 

  



Tutoring Specific Learner Populations 

A Frontier College Tutor’s Guide: Working with Adults  185 

For more information on the Canadian Language Benchmarks and how to use 
them, go to www.language.ca 

Learner profile 1 

Grace is in her late 40s and has two children, one in high school, and the other in 
university.  She has been working in a garment factory for the last six years but was an 
elementary school teacher in her country of origin.  Grace would like a better job, maybe 
even in the educational field again, but feels held back by her poor speaking skills.  She is 
conscious of problems with her pronunciation and she lacks confidence speaking in 
public.  Grace has studied English in her country of origin and also for several months in 
a class after coming to Canada.   Overall, she is at an Intermediate to Lower Advanced 
level (CLB 4 – 5) but her reading and writing skills are higher than her speaking skills 
(level 3). 

Integrating the language skill areas 

As noted above, there are four primary language skill areas that one must 
develop to become fluent in English (or any language).  It is important to note, 
that these are not all distinct skill areas to be learned separately.  They are in fact 
integrated with one another and reinforce each other.  It is easy to see how 
speaking and listening go together, as do reading and writing.  For example, 
when carrying on a conversation with someone, both speaking and listening 
must take place or it will be essentially a one-sided exchange.   Reading also 
impacts the learner’s speaking skills because she is learning new words, phrases 
and expressions, observing grammar and sentence structure, some of which she 
incorporates when she carries on a conversation.  Similarly, as her speaking 
improves, she becomes a more confident reader and writer. 

When finding or developing learning activities to do with your learner, you will 
want to incorporate several of the four skills areas into the activity.  That is not to 
say that all four need to be present in equal measure.  An activity might 
emphasize one particular skill area over another, such as reading a text, but it 
may then involve answering some written comprehension questions, and a 
discussion about the text, thus covering all four. 

http://www.language.ca/�
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Previous sections in this guide provide detailed ideas and strategies for reading 
and writing activities, such as the Language Experience Approach (LEA), which 
can also be used or adapted for ELL students. The following sections provide 
some background and suggested activities for reading, writing, speaking and 
listening, with a particular focus on ELL students.  It is crucial that all activities 
be put into a context that is relevant to the learner and their needs and goals.  
Below is a list of common topics and themes relevant to most recent newcomers.  
Many ELL resources build learning activities around these themes. 

Newcomers key survival themes 

health   food and clothing 

transportation  family 

housing   education (for self, children) 

work    banking 

recreation   citizenship/immigration issues 

Building speaking skills 

A critical problem for many learners is their poor or inconsistent ability to 
communicate orally. Often their understanding of grammar, and their reading 
and writing skills far surpass their speaking skills.  They frequently understand 
much more than they are able to express. Frustrated in their attempts to express 
their ideas and feelings to others, it is no surprise that many students name 
speaking skills as their primary need. Why? They need a safe place to practice 
speaking and to make mistakes. 

In one-to-one tutoring sessions, speaking just happens. As you and your student 
get to know each other, there will be lots to talk about. But, keep in mind that 
your student needs to speak to others (who are not nearly as patient as you!) 
when you are not around. 
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The ability of your student to speak with confidence:  

− Helps him to be understood by others. 

− Helps him become more credible to others as a result of being understood. 

− Builds his ability to understand and use appropriate language for different 
social settings. 

− Develops his independence and self-confidence in a variety of 
circumstances. 

When selecting and designing speaking activities you need to bear in mind your 
student’s language level and, just as important, his real and immediate life 
circumstances. If you get to know your student well at the beginning and you 
develop a good rapport, themes and topics will present themselves naturally. 
Remember the survival themes in every newcomer’s life noted above. 

The various situations below are ones in which your student will have to speak 
and be understood: 

− Meeting new people and getting acquainted. 

− Asking for directions or information. 

−  Taking phone messages or asking for information over the phone. 

− Arranging appointments. 

− Dealing with emergencies. 

− Applying for a job and preparing for interviews. 

− Dealing with landlords and superintendents.  

− Using public transportation. 

− Dealing with store clerks. 
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If you work on a theme such as going to the doctor, find out what she already 
knows. Does she know the English names of body parts and ailments? If not, 
spend time reviewing these. Encourage her to teach you how to say the words in 
her language. Does she know how to say “I have a ___________ (headache, fever, 
etc.”)? At this point you are introducing a relevant grammar point (using the 
verb to have in the simple present) in a meaningful context.  More information 
on grammar is explored later in this section.  

Activities that emphasize speaking 

Role play 

The idea of a role play is to act out and explore language requirements for 
particular situations. As a follow-up, give your student tasks that require her to 
enter into the situations simulated in the role plays. 

Follow these steps: 

1. Before the session, write out a situation and dialogue for the role play.  Or 
look for an existing one on the internet.  A job interview is a good example.   

2. At the session, have your student read the dialogue. Explain the roles and 
any relevant cultural points; go over any new vocabulary and key phrases 
ahead of time.  Ensure that she understands how a role play works. The 
concept of role playing may itself be foreign. 

3. Walk through the dialogue together a few times until she feels comfortable 
with it.  Play your assigned roles.  Switch roles and play it again.  

Discussions 

Some ideas for discussions: 

− Describe and interpret pictures and photos. 

− Read and discuss a short article from a newspaper. 

− Describe objects (qualities, colours, shapes, uses). 

− Compare and contrast (objects, pictures, sports, experiences, films, etc.). 

− Describe and interpret recorded material (radio advertisements, newscasts, 
TV shows, etc.). 
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− Solve dilemmas and survival problems e.g., suppose you lost your wallet 
and money in a foreign country. What would you do? What five things 
would you take to a deserted island and why? 

− State and support opinions. 

− Ask the student to describe things (what makes her happy, what she likes 
to do, the things she cannot live without, etc.). 

ELL students and the telephone 

For many students, from beginner level to advanced, speaking on the phone is 
particularly difficult. Why? The student has no visual cues to help her 
understand the conversation. She cannot look at the shape of the speaker’s 
mouth to help distinguish different sounds. She cannot interpret the speaker’s 
gestures and body language. If possible, arrange to speak over the phone 
regularly or simulate a phone conversation at your tutoring session by facing 
away from one another while speaking. Practicing with you will help give her 
confidence.  

Activities for more advanced students 

It is important to help your more advanced student understand and use 
appropriate language for different social contexts.  Fluent speakers tailor their 
language to particular social settings, their motives for communicating, and the 
expectations of others. Our communication functions change as we change social 
contexts. For instance, we can ask for a cup of coffee in several ways: 

− Can I have a coffee, please? 

− I’ll have a coffee. 

− I’d like a coffee please. 

− Is there any coffee? 
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Common communication functions 

The ability to understand language functions (how language is used) often 
indicates a student’s level of English fluency. When teaching language functions, 
you need to explain not only the different ways to express feelings and ideas but 
also how they relate to various situations or contexts. This can be tricky (it is 
often something you know intuitively), but it is also a lot of fun.  Here are some 
examples of common communication functions: 

− Requesting 

− Agreeing and disagreeing 

− Interrupting 

− Offering and declining offers 

− Giving advice 

− Stating opinions and arguing 

− Apologizing 

− Expressing likes and dislikes. 
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Pronunciation 

Improving pronunciation ranks high on many ELL students’ wish lists with good 
reason. Your student obviously wants to be understood when he speaks. He also 
wants to be seen as credible when talking to a co-worker, employer, or bank 
teller.  Therefore, pay attention to his pronunciation to note where he is having 
consistent difficulties and look for patterns.  

Pronunciation primarily has to do with how to say individual sounds and sound 
combinations using standard English. There are many more sounds in English 
than there are letters of the alphabet.  More critically for the learner, the English 
language has many sounds and sound combinations that may not exist in their 
first language. Thus, the muscles in your student’s mouth are not used to 
producing some English sounds.  If you doubt this, try to say words in an 
unfamiliar language such as Cantonese or Mandarin to a native speaker and 
watch as they double over in laughter as you mangle it completely. There are 
very subtle tonal sounds in these languages that most English speakers cannot 
easily distinguish or reproduce. 

Be aware that modifying pronunciation takes time; keeping in mind, improving 
pronunciation does not mean eradicating a foreign accent. A student’s accent is 
part of her identity. Instead, focus on errors that make your student hard to 
understand and cause problems with communication. You do not need a degree 
in phonetics or linguistics to help your student with pronunciation. Here are 
some ways to get started. 

− Use a recorder. It is particularly useful for students to hear both their voice 
and yours to be able to correct themselves. As well, you can copy the 
recording from the student to prepare for next week’s meeting. Listening 
to it at home will help you get a handle on her pronunciation strengths and 
needs. 

− Take a small mirror to your sessions. Ask a student who has trouble 
making either of the “th” sounds (as in that and think) to look in the mirror 
to check that her tongue is between her teeth. Suppose your student says 
“tin” instead of “thin”. First, check that she can hear and identify the “th” 
sound. Write tin and thin on a paper. Then you say thin. Ask her to circle 
the word she hears. If she doesn’t hear “th,” show her how you make the 
sound. Exaggerate the sound, and explain the tongue is positioned 
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between the upper and lower teeth. Now show her that when you make 
the “t” sound, the tongue touches the roof of the mouth. Now it is her turn 
to try to make the “th” sound. 

− Use a cut-away diagram of the human mouth, with the lips, teeth, tongue 
and palate (see diagram below) to illustrate the positioning of these to 
produce specific sounds. 

 

 

 

− Use minimal pairs like thin/tin and thanks/tanks to isolate the “t” and “th” 
sounds. Use common, everyday words your student already knows or 
uses to distinguish between sounds.  Minimal pairs exercises of all types 
can easily be found on the Internet, including those with online exercises 
using sound. 

− Generate and practice sentences that have the problem sounds such as, 
“My tall, thin brother took the train to Thunder Bay.” 

− Find meaningful contexts in which the sound occurs naturally and make 
up some conversation topics. For example, write and act out a role play 
about a visit to the dentist. Insert “th” sounds wherever possible. (“Doctor, 
I have three sore teeth and a sore throat...”)  
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− Do not expect instant results. Do not interrupt to correct her every time she 
mispronounces the sound. Encourage her to listen to herself and self-
correct whenever possible. 

Other key aspects of pronunciation include: 

Intonation:  The pattern of rise and fall of the pitch of a sentence.  For example, 
in English our pitch rises at the end of a question to indicate that the sentence is a 
question or drops when stating a fact. 

Stress: Emphasis on a particular syllable or word: refuse; refuse; Where are you 
going? Where are you going?  

Rhythm:  The sense of flow in speech, marked by the stress and timing of 
syllables in words and sentences. 

Linking: The blending together of words within the same phrase or sentence, so 
that there is a seamless transition from one word to the next, i.e., 
“How’reyadoin’?” 

 

Learner profile 2 

Wei has been living in Canada for almost 10 years and is now well into her 60s.  She 
came here to join her son and his family.  Wei now spends much of her time looking after 
her grandchild while his parents are working.  She lives in a community where many 
people around her speak her first language and she is able to meet her basic needs without 
using English.  She is fully literate in Mandarin.  Wei has not taken any formal English 
classes since coming to Canada but has picked up various words and phrases over the 
years.  However, she is often aware of the limitations of not being able to understand or 
converse in English, especially with her grandchild who speaks English all the time.  Wei 
doesn’t have a specific learning goal in mind but simply wants to be able to understand 
and communicate at a higher level.   

Wei is at a Beginner Level (CLB 1-2). 
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Building listening skills 

Just as students need to learn to pronounce new sounds to make themselves 
understood, they also need to make sense of the jumble of verbal noises they 
hear every day. This involves distinguishing different sounds from one another 
and comprehending the meaning of what is spoken. There are many occasions in 
which English is spoken very clearly and even slowly. But there are even more 
which can be extraordinarily difficult and frustrating for a student.  

Think of your own speaking habits. When you are angry or in a rush, do you 
speak slowly and enunciate every syllable clearly? You likely use contractions 
such as don’t, I’m, and even gonna and wanna. Where and why does your student 
need to understand spoken English? Make a list together. It might look like this: 

− At work (listening for instructions, talking with co-workers). 

− On the bus, train, or subway (listening for directions and public 
announcements). 

− At the immigration office or community agency (listening in an interview). 

− Getting advice or instructions from a health professional. 

− On the phone (dealing with emergencies and using voicemail). 

− At home (watching television and listening to the radio). 

Use these and other situations suggested by your student, to form the basis for 
your listening activities. Then follow up the listening activity by writing about 
the topic or by reading a related story. 

There are two main types of listening activities: 

1. Activities for perception (learning to distinguish individual sounds and 
words). 

2. Activities for comprehension (learning to understand what was spoken and 
how to respond appropriately). 
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As with all language areas, build your lessons around your student’s concrete 
needs and strengths. Use listening activities that encourage your student to 
respond to what she hears. Use your creativity. The best materials are authentic 
ones that have a real, communicative purpose.  Explain the purpose of the 
activity and ensure that she has some prior knowledge of the concepts and 
vocabulary in the exercise. 

Activities that emphasize listening 

1. For beginners, try Total Physical Response (TPR). This is a technical term 
for simply giving verbal instructions to your student and seeing if she 
carries them out correctly. See example at end of Tutoring English Language 
Learner (ELL) Students section. 

2. For an intermediate or advanced student with an artistic bent, try origami 
or model building. Read the instructions while she listens, folds, and 
creates. You watch, help, and pay attention to what she does and does not 
understand. 

3. Listen to a newscast or weather report and ask your student specific 
questions like, “Is it going to rain tomorrow?”  

4. Get your student to phone a museum, movie theatre, or any other place 
that has a voice message system to listen to information about admission 
cost, hours, and special events. 

5.  Call your student’s voicemail and leave a detailed message. Ask your 
student to listen to it and reply. 

6. Use a map. Give directions from A to B and ask your student to trace the 
route. 

Identify the word 

Give your student a series of paired words: cheap, cheaper; hard, harder.  Then 
read some sentences containing one word of the pairs (His car is cheaper.). Ask 
the student to identify the word she heard. You could also use this technique to 
teach many other points such as verb tenses, adverbs, and adjectives (House, 
1998). 
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Fill in the blanks (cloze exercise) 

Prepare a passage to read and a work sheet that has the same passage but with 
some of the words missing. Read it out loud and ask your student to listen 
without writing anything down. Read it a second time and have him fill in the 
blanks on the work sheet. 

Cloze exercises can also be designed using pre-recorded newscasts, phone 
messages, song lyrics and more.  The missing words can all be a certain type, i.e., 
all adjectives, prepositions, or every 5th or 10th word.  This activity also opens up 
the opportunity for discussions about the meaning of the material. 

Circle the answer 

Prepare several short passages and a work sheet with multiple choice statements. 
Read the passages aloud and ask your student to circle the correct statements. 

Linda goes to the bank. 

Linda is going to the bank. 

Linda’s going home. 

 

He doesn’t like snow. 

He likes snow. 

He is going skiing. 

What’s wrong with this picture?  

Describe something in the room and make some obvious mistakes (The chair is 
on the desk). Ask your student stop you when you make a mistake or have her 
note the mistakes on paper and tell you what they are at the end of the 
description. Follow the same procedure with a picture that has many elements. 
While you both look at the picture, describe the things you see (House, 1998). 
  



Tutoring Specific Learner Populations 

A Frontier College Tutor’s Guide: Working with Adults  197 

Charts or grids  

Give your student a chart or grid on which to record information as it is spoken. 
For example, read several scripts involving people making appointments to see a 
doctor, dentist, or employment counselor. Have the student fill in the chart with 
the caller’s name and the time of the appointment under the correct day (House, 
1998). 

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 

     

 

Here is a sample script for the Chart Exercise: 

A: Good morning, Dr. Stone’s office. 

B: Good morning. I wonder if I could make an appointment with Dr. Stone, 
please. 

A: Who’s calling, please? 

B: My name is Mohammed Khan. 

A: Are you a patient of the doctor? 

B: Yes, I am. 

A: Oh, ok. Uh, which day are you available? 

B: I only have Friday. I wonder if, ah, anything’s available. 

A: Yes, we have an opening at 4:00 Friday afternoon, is that ok? 

B: Uh, is it possible, uh, to get anything a little bit earlier? 

A: I’m sorry, Mr. Khan, that’s all we have left on Friday. 

B: All right, 4:00 will be fine then. 

A: Ok then, see you Friday. 

B: Thank you. 

A: You’re welcome. 

B: Bye-bye. 

A: Bye-bye. 
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Follow up this exercise with role plays that have the student make appointments 
with various people. 

Building reading skills 

As we know already, reading is a complex process of decoding symbols on paper 
into meaningful information. Fluent readers read a great amount of material 
every day, both for work and pleasure. But even the most skilled reader reading 
his own language sometimes has trouble because of unfamiliar vocabulary, 
difficult or unfamiliar content, or a complex writing style. 

Keep in mind that ELL students who read in other languages are not new 
readers. They are not learning how to read, rather they are learning to read in a 
new language. In other words, students who read in Spanish, Farsi, or 
Vietnamese have important reading skills that are transferrable to English from 
their first language.  

Unlike a beginning adult reader whose first language is English, your student 
may have difficulty guessing the meaning of an unknown word in a sentence. 
Why? Second language students have difficulty with English syntax or word 
order. Your student may not be able to predict if the new word is a verb, noun, 
adjective, or adverb. A beginning adult reader who is a fluent English speaker 
knows inherently that our language works like this: 

subject + verb +object  

You read the newspaper. 

place + time 

Lucia goes to work every morning. 

not 

Lucia goes every morning to work. 

Second language readers cannot always rely on syntax to determine if something 
they are reading sounds right. They do not know the language well enough. 
Avoid justifying English spelling patterns and sound-letter correspondence to a 
student familiar with more straightforward spelling systems (used in Spanish, 
for example). Students who are used to pronouncing every letter in a word, will 
of course apply this strategy in English. It is common for students to read know 
as k-now or comb as com-b the first time they see the word in print. So be 
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prepared for your student to say something like “English is crazy.” And how can 
you disagree? 

Activities that emphasize reading 

Whenever possible, use whatever is in your student’s environment. That means 
reading everyday things like menus, catalogues, brochures, posters, billboards, 
medicine labels, and street signs. 

Some factors to consider when choosing reading material for your student: 

− Is it interesting and relevant? 

− Is the vocabulary appropriate? 

− Are the concepts obscure or commonplace? 

− Are the concepts specific to one culture or are they universal? (Are you 
sure?) 

− Is there too much to remember? 

− Are the grammatical constructions easy or difficult? 

Using the newspaper 

− Read the weather map to learn about Canadian geography, locate and read 
names of provinces and capital cities, and say numbers or temperatures. 

− Decipher abbreviations and scan the classified ads for apartments for rent 
or items for sale. 

− Read headlines or photo captions. Build on what your student already 
knows about the news item from TV news or a community newspaper in 
their own language. You do not need to read entire articles. 

− For a beginner, use food flyers. Scan the pages for specific items, prices, 
and quantities. 
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Other materials 

− Poems 

− Recipes 

− Movie reviews 

− Song lyrics 

− Instruction manuals 

− Government publications such as A Look at Canada particularly if your 
student is preparing for his Canadian citizenship test. 

Reading aloud 

Reading aloud is not the same as reading to one’s self. When reading aloud, a 
person is not necessarily paying attention to the meaning of the text and is often 
preoccupied with making it sound right to the listener. If you want your student 
to comprehend a text, ask him to read silently.  If you want to identify 
pronunciation problems or to have your student practice pronunciation (though 
this is not natural speech), then you could ask him to read aloud. Always make 
sure that your student knows and agrees with the reason for reading aloud. 

Building writing skills 

Writing is often neglected in the tutoring process perhaps in part because many 
learners are less concerned about this language skill or they find it too 
mechanical and laborious.  In one-to-one ELL tutoring, students usually want to 
concentrate on improving their speaking, listening, and pronunciation. But do 
not forget to include writing activities that will reinforce your student’s other 
language skills in your sessions. Writing requires organization, accuracy, and 
care in selecting vocabulary and verb tense. So, it makes sense that spending time 
writing will help students to pay closer attention to their accuracy in other skill 
areas such as reading, speaking, listening, and pronunciation.  

Activities that emphasize writing 

Use authentic writing activities that encourage your student to express ideas, 
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knowledge, and experience. For instance, an exercise that consists of changing 
verb tenses in a list of unrelated sentences is not authentic. On the other hand, 
asking a student to write a letter or email is authentic and draws on considerable 
communicative ability.   

Consider the day-to-day writing needs of your student. She may want your help 
with job applications, notes to her children’s teachers, letters of complaint to her 
landlord or bank, and all kinds of forms. 

Mind mapping  

Mind mapping is sometimes known as brainstorming on paper. It is an excellent 
way to generate ideas for a writing project. The procedure is as follows. Have 
your student choose a topic and write the topic in the centre of a sheet of paper. 
Then have him write down all he knows about the topic or all that he wants to 
write about the topic. Talking about the topic with the student during the 
mapping may also be useful. After the map is done, the ideas can be clustered 
and sequenced. The student can go on to write a more formal outline or the mind 
map can serve as the outline. 
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Lists 

Lists can be made anytime and about any topic. When starting out, it is a good 
idea to ask your student to make a few lists that will help you get acquainted 
with each other. At this stage, lists with headings such as Things I like to do, 
Important people in my life, Important events in my life, and Things I love are 
useful. To generate ideas and topics for writing together you could make lists of 
personal possessions, memories, controversial statements, or descriptions of 
another country. 

Grammar 

Adult ELL students often ask for help in improving their spoken and written 
grammar. They want to be credible speakers and writers. They want to 
understand the grammar rules of their second language so they can better 
express themselves.  ELL students often identify English verb tenses as 
something they want to work on.  Just imagine yourself in a foreign country 
struggling with a new language. Would you not want a basic understanding of 
how the language works?  Chances are you might be a little (or a lot) 
apprehensive about helping your student with grammar. Maybe you have never 
formally studied English grammar yourself. The good news—you do not need to 
be a grammarian to help your student. There are many effective and enjoyable 
ways to teach grammar. You know much more than you think about English 
grammar because you live in the language. There are also many excellent 
resource books that you can consult.  

Does correctness matter? It depends on your student. For someone who speaks 
very little English, grammar is less important than just getting the message 
across. A student who has been studying English for a longer time, and needs to 
communicate clearly at work, might be more interested in perfecting their 
grammar. 

Here is a typical verb tense error. As your student tells you about her daily 
routine, she says or writes, “I am get up early.” Do you understand this 
sentence? Of course you do.  Remember your student’s grammar doesn’t need to 
be perfect for her to be understood, but how do you explain the grammar error to 
your student? Generally, we use one verb for daily or habitual activities. So, “I 
am get up” should be, “I get up.” Ask her to write or say what she does every 
evening or every weekend.  Ask her to check that she uses one verb (without be) 
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for every action. This is how we use the Simple Present tense.  

You could explain when we use “be”. Make a list: 

be + name  I am Maria 

be + adjective It is cold 

be + nationality We are Portuguese 

Whenever possible, your student should generate sentences that are personally 
meaningful. Learning and using a grammar rule correctly takes time. Your 
sessions should not be two hours of solid grammar. Most students hate tedious 
drills. Instead, explain a grammar point, give clear examples, and use and 
practice the structure in your learning activities over the next few weeks. 

Most students do not care and do not really need to know what a particular 
grammatical term is, for example, “the past continuous tense” or a “conditional 
clause”.  They just need to recognize the form and know where you need to use it 
for a particular purpose. 

For example: 

We say, “I was studying English for a couple of hours last night when you called” [past 
continuous] to express what you were doing (studying English) when something 
else occurred (you called) in the past (last night).  We don’t say, “I study English for 
a couple hours when you called,” because “I study English” is talking about what 
happens regularly or every day [simple present] but you want to talk about 
something that happened in the past. 

When you want to talk about something you might do if something else happens 
[conditional clause], you say, “If I win the lottery, I’ll buy a new house” or “If it rains 
tomorrow, I’ll take the subway to work”.   

You can help your learner recognize and become familiar with the grammatical 
patterns, without necessarily knowing what it is called.  Nevertheless, you may 
find that she is already familiar with these terms because she has studied English 
grammar before. In this case, she may be perfectly comfortable with all the 
terminology.  You will have to determine what is appropriate for your learner. 
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Integrating grammar into learning activities 

Rather than devising or sourcing distinct exercises on various grammar points or 
working through a grammar textbook, it is generally simpler to build a little 
grammar into whatever activities you are working on with your learner. That 
way, you connect the grammar to the context or purpose of the language activity.  
Your learner is much more likely to understand and remember it, rather than 
trying to understand grammar in the abstract.  It is also generally much easier on 
you! 

Example 

Topic:  Shopping at the market 

Language Function:  Asking for prices 

Grammar:  the question form; count and non-count nouns 

How much are six bananas? [count noun] 

How much is the lettuce? [non-count noun]  $1.00 per head [count] 

Are the eggs $3.00 for a dozen? [count] 

How many chicken wings in a package? [count] 

Is the orange juice on sale? [non-count]  How much per can? [count] 

In this lesson, you can cover vocabulary for grocery items while looking at 
different grammatical forms for asking questions about prices and quantity, as 
well as, the difference between count and non-count nouns.  You and the learner 
can practice the dialogues in a role play, incorporating speaking and listening. 
She can read grocery flyers and write her own grocery list.  It all fits within the 
same context which helps her integrate and remember all the language skills. 
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ELL literacy students 

If your student never learned to read and write fluently in her first language, 
then the process of learning another language can be quite difficult. As a tutor 
you may be teaching English as well as how to read and write at the same time. 
These are two distinct but, in this case, related skills. 

Learners who may be ELL literacy students:  

− Have only very basic or no knowledge of reading and writing in their first 
language.  

− May have only limited prior education. 

− Have a first language that is primarily oral with no written script, or have 
a completely different (i.e., non-Roman) script. 

− May not be adept with the mechanics of writing and making letters, such 
as, properly holding a pencil, writing on the line and proper spacing. 

− May be unfamiliar with letter/sound correspondence and connecting 
written words with real life. 

− Have difficulties with basic numeracy.  

− May have other issues affecting their learning which could include: 
learning disabilities, experience of severe trauma, lack of confidence in 
their ability to learn, uncomfortable with school and working with a 
teacher. 

Relatively few learners will fall into the category of having virtually no 
knowledge or skills in reading, writing and numeracy in any language.  Many 
will have various bits and pieces of knowledge and skill such as being able to 
write their name and address on a form but not able to decode text.  

ELL Literacy level learners will not benefit greatly from a once weekly tutoring 
session unless they are also in a regular class appropriate to their level.  Tutoring 
sessions, however, can be used to support their classroom learning as long as you 
are covering the same or similar material; ask your learner to bring what she is 
working on in class to tutoring sessions. 
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Strategies for working with ELL literacy learners 

− Introduce and focus on a few words or one new concept at a time; make 
sure your learner fully understands and can use these words before 
moving on to something else. 

− Focus on survival words to meet every day needs—using his own 
experience always put vocabulary in real-life context. 

−  Employ real objects where possible and/or pictures, drawings. 

− Use a lot of gestures and body language to help explain words and 
concepts. 

− Emphasize oral and listening skills first—connect the sound of the word 
with the object. 

− Speak and enunciate clearly (however, not too artificially slow); use only as 
many words as necessary, choosing simpler words and shorter sentences.  

− Progress to reading and writing so that it reinforces spoken English.  Your 
learner will become familiar with hearing, saying, then reading and 
writing the word (word recognition). 

− Help her develop mechanical skills for writing, if necessary, such as 
properly holding and using a pencil, tracing letters and numbers. 

− Familiarize her with the alphabet, including the sound of letters and how 
to print them; move fairly quickly into using the alphabet to form actual 
words, rather than just memorizing the alphabet. 

− Encourage your learner to write new words into a Word Bank, which can 
simply be a notepad with separate pages for each letter of the alphabet.  
She can also write simple sentences using the word to help remember its 
meaning. 

− Numeracy should be incorporated into regular lessons, such as using 
money when going shopping so that she can count money when paying 
and receiving change. 

− Reading practice can initially emphasize phonetic decoding before reading 
for meaning. 
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− Do not use text heavy materials—use materials with very limited text, with 
larger fonts, and pictures. 

− Start to work on reading skills to find information, using various types of 
real materials (forms, labels, instructions, advertising). 

− Review some words and material from previous lessons. 

Total Physical Response (TPR) 

TPR is a common activity used with literacy and beginner level ELL students as a 
way to learn and reinforce new vocabulary by combining it with physical action. 

− Purpose:  To help learners hear, understand and recall common English 
words and phrases. 

− What:  A series of oral directions or commands that learners follow; 
complexity can be tailored to the learner’s level.  It should be used to 
reinforce vocabulary previously covered.  The directions should be centred 
on a particular theme or purpose, not just a random series of commands. 

− Why: Physical actions help reinforce the language learning. 

− How:  

1. Choose the purpose and theme, and write the series of commands. 

2. Review the vocabulary and phrases with the learner at the beginning. 

3. Model the actions yourself so they can see what is involved. 

4. Ask the learner to do it themselves; use gestures and body language as 
required. 

5. As a final step, ask learners write out the commands themselves. 

See example on next page. 
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Example 1: Example 2: 
Stand up 
Sit down 
Stand up 
Sit down 
Raise your hand 
Put your hand down 
Stand up 
Raise your hand 
Put your hand down 
Sit down 
Raise two hands 
Put one hand down 
Put the other hand down 
Open your book 
Close your book 

Go to the chalkboard (or take out a piece 
of paper): 
Write 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 
Write A B C D E F G H I J 
Draw a line under the number 4 
Draw a line under 6, 7, 8 
Draw a line under 9, 10 
Draw a line under E F G 
Draw a line under I J 
Draw a circle around A B 
Draw a circle around F 
Cross out number 1 
Cross out numbers 3 and 4 
Cross out A B C 
Erase 1, 2, 3, 4 
Erase E F G 

 

Recommended Resources 

Word by Word Picture Dictionary (Canadian Edition); Steven J. Molinsky and 
Bill Bliss, 1997 Prentice-Hall Canada, Inc. 

Understanding and Using English Grammar; Betty Azar, 1989 Prentice-Hall, Inc. 

Oxford ESL Dictionary; 2004 Oxford University Press. 

Bag of Tricks; Paul J. Hamel, 1991 Delta Systems Co., Inc.  

Canadian Language Benchmarks 2000: ESL for Literacy Learners; Centre for 
Canadian Language Benchmarks, www.language.ca  

http://www.language.ca/�
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Tutoring students who are homeless 

The literacy need among homeless persons 

The number of homeless or marginally housed people in Canada’s major cities is 
staggering. It is estimated that there are 250,000 homeless people in Canada (The 
Evangelical Fellowship of Canada, 2011).   Many of these individuals are young 
people in their teens or early twenties. Many have little formal schooling and 
have great difficulty with reading, writing, and math. For most homeless people, 
food and shelter take precedence over any literacy need they may have.  

Although physical survival is their top priority, many homeless young people 
also recognize that unless they can acquire basic literacy skills, they are destined 
to remain on the street. 

Frontier College’s experience in tutoring homeless persons 

Beat the Street 

Frontier College’s program for homeless youth in downtown Toronto is  
Beat the Street (BTS). This program started in 1985 based on the experience of 
two men who had lived on the streets themselves.  

Many of the students who come to BTS are city or small town youth who have 
run away from home or been thrown out by parents or guardians. A recent 
survey of street youth in downtown Toronto found that youth are more often 
driven to the street rather than drawn there. A survey of homeless youth found 
that almost half the population felt that they had no option but homelessness 
(Yonge Street Mission, 2009). 
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The founders of Beat the Street believed that street youth should have the 
opportunity to increase their literacy skills in an accepting and non-threatening 
environment. They understood that homeless people were not likely to access the 
formal education system to upgrade their skills especially if they had dropped 
out of school and had not been in a classroom for a number of years. Therefore, 
they needed a more accessible method of acquiring basic skills. 

At Beat the Street this method includes the following: 

− A learning centre where students can go during the day. 

− A one-to-one, small group peer tutoring, and community tutoring 
approach where people who can read teach those who cannot. 

− A chance for students to determine what they want to learn and how they 
will learn it. 

The philosophy at Beat the Street, as in all Frontier College programs, is that 
everyone can learn and that everyone has strengths on which learning can be 
built. 

In addition to receiving individualized or small group tutoring, students can be 
involved in other activities at BTS. 

These have included: 

− Computer literacy 

− An art program 

− A women’s group 

− A weekly reading circle 

− Speaking engagements at school assemblies and conferences. 

The students at BTS are encouraged to participate in all aspects of the program.  
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A major aim of all BTS activities is to increase the self-esteem of students and 
give them skills they can use to help themselves. In addition to developing 
greater self-esteem and confidence, students gain skills and acquire the tools they 
need to more effectively access services and move on with their lives.  

Volunteers from the community also contribute to the program by: 

− Tutoring 

− Fundraising 

− Promoting awareness about literacy and street youth. 

Volunteers are recruited, trained, and supported to work at the learning centre in 
one-to-one or small group tutoring.  

Beat the Street has developed close partnerships and networks with many youth-
serving agencies and drop-in centres to reach youth and adults with literacy 
needs. These partnerships have allowed volunteers to be placed at different 
organizations to provide literacy in the form of one-to-one tutoring or small 
group work. 

Beat the Street is an internationally recognized program which became the model 
for similar programs in Winnipeg, Manitoba, and Regina, Saskatchewan.  Both 
programs, which operated in the 1980s, were aimed at reaching Aboriginal 
street-involved youth.  

The literacy work at BTS is unique.  It can be challenging to work with homeless 
youth and adults without acknowledging many of their other needs first. While 
Beat the Street may not be able to meet those needs, staff and tutors have learned 
to patiently accommodate the issues that may arise when those needs are not 
met.  

The definition of literacy includes the ability to communicate, to be accepted and 
to have an opportunity to become a fully participating and critical member of 
society. Tutors must keep in mind that each student has a different and complex 
set of needs, as well as, a wide variety of skills. Strengths need to be identified, 
acknowledged, and built on for a successful tutoring relationship to develop. The 
tutoring relationship must be one of respect and trust, although that trust may be 
difficult for the tutor to gain at first. In a tutoring relationship where the student 
clearly feels respected as an equal and takes ownership of his learning, the 
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experience is positive for tutor and student, and both are able to learn from each 
other. 

The difference between working with homeless youth and adults 

The challenge at BTS has been to integrate programs that work for both youth 
and adults. Homeless adults tend to be more isolated, lonelier, and have more 
long-term physical and mental health problems that have often gone untreated. 
For adults who have been on the streets for some time, it can be harder to 
conform to a more conventional lifestyle. 

Youth, on the other hand, have different needs, expectations, and goals. In 
general, many of the youth who come to BTS have dropped out of school by 
grade nine, have few high school credits, and poor literacy skills. They often 
become involved in the street scene (drugs, prostitution, gangs, crime, 
panhandling) and the longer they are on the street the more marginalized they 
become. This was found to be the case in “Changing Patterns for Street Involved 
Youth”, a comprehensive survey of street involved youth commissioned by The 
Yonge Street Mission and published in 2009. 

Since affordable housing can be difficult to find and keep, many homeless people 
develop a routine of moving from shelter to shelter, to an occasional squat (a 
makeshift shelter) or a friend’s apartment. Isolation grows and it becomes harder 
to break out of the cycle of dependence. Homeless youth and adults often have 
many other issues that are barriers to learning, including: 

− Past psychological abuse 

− Physical abuse 

− Substance abuse 

− Mental health problems 

− Perceived or real lack of support from family and friends 

− Poverty 

− Developmental delays. 
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Therefore, the tutor must keep in mind a large number of issues can make it 
difficult for a young adult in this situation to gain literacy skills.   

Your role as a tutor is limited to literacy tutoring and advocacy only as it may 
apply to helping or supporting someone with low literacy skills. It can be easy 
for a tutor to fall into a care-giving role, extending the tutoring relationship to 
one of counseling or close friendship. This can be dangerous, since it can create a 
relationship of dependence and need, instead of building respect and 
independence in the student. 

You also need to be aware of your boundaries as a volunteer at all times, for the 
safety of the student, as well as your own personal safety. Program staff 
members try to address the various barriers to learning by focusing on such 
issues as violence, accessibility (transportation), flexibility of hours of operation, 
and the need to have a close connection with community resources and 
organizations to provide valuable and timely referrals. It is the mandate of BTS 
to give people the opportunity to build their skills, share their experiences and 
knowledge, and learn from one another. Program staff must be knowledgeable 
about different services and options available to students to help them set 
realistic long and short-term goals. 

Using the SCIL method with homeless students 

The Beat the Street program follows the SCIL approach with its one-to-one and 
small group tutoring as well as its other activities. As soon as someone arrives at 
BTS, the person is identified as a student rather than a client. Students learn 
immediately that staff and volunteers see them as people who have come to 
learn and who are capable of taking control of their learning. This is the first step 
in the longer process of developing more confidence and self-respect. 

When Beat the Street began, weekly rap sessions were held where students 
offered suggestions, had the opportunity to help plan and organize special 
events, and have input to general programming. In later years, monthly Town 
Hall Meetings were held giving students the opportunity to make structural 
changes within the program. These sessions help to connect students to the 
larger, more stable group. This connection, even if temporary, counters the 
isolation and loneliness of being homeless and is a key component of the 
program. 
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During tutoring sessions, staff and volunteers able to help students: 

− Apply for various forms of identification. 

− Fill in social assistance or housing forms. 

− Write a resume. 

− Start a job search. 

− Search for an apartment in the newspaper or online. 

− Write notes and letters. 

− Help with daily and monthly budgeting. 

Most of the time, you will meet your student at the learning centre, as all tutoring 
needs to take place during allocated hours and at an allocated site.  There may be 
opportunities through the BTS program to go out into the community with your 
student.  It is extremely important that you check with the program coordinator 
before you do this.  Over time, BTS has become more structured in its literacy 
work, but this type of learning is still encouraged and happens in appropriate 
situations. 

The SCIL method works at BTS because it allows for basic needs to be identified 
and met. Every effort is made to help students understand that literacy skills are 
not just another item on the long list of needs that can be met after all other 
immediacies are solved. Rather, literacy underlies all of these needs and becomes 
the basis for working through the other needs in a person’s life.  
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Tutoring techniques 

Meeting your student for the first time 

Unless your student is in a detention centre, all one-to-one matches meet for the 
first time at BTS. Tutor-student pairs are matched according to time availability, 
students’ needs and interests, and tutors’ interests. There is no perfect method 
for matching and often staff will go by instinct. The more we know about you as 
a tutor, the easier it is to set up a match that works. 

Most tutoring pairs meet once a week for two to three hours, although, some 
tutors do meet with their students more often if they can. Partnerships are 
encouraged to meet at the learning centre. Check with BTS staff before you meet 
offsite. 

Tutors are encouraged to take small trips with their students, to a museum, to 
provide support if the student must go to court, or to see a housing or welfare 
worker. Again, safety and comfort are primary and you should not do anything 
that makes you uncomfortable. You are not encouraged to buy meals or coffee 
for students, or to lend them money. Beat the Street will not reimburse any of 
these expenses. The tutoring relationship changes from one of equality and 
sharing to one of dependence if you lend your student money. For similar 
reasons, you are asked not to give out personal phone numbers or home 
addresses to students. Staff is there to act as a liaison between students and 
tutors.  Therefore, if you do share email addresses with your student, you must 
copy a Frontier College staff person on all correspondence.  

Being consistent 

Once you and your student have been introduced, you should agree on a regular 
meeting time. It is important to try to keep meeting times consistent, since too 
many changes make it difficult for both of you to keep track from week to week. 
Matches have fallen apart in the past because of misunderstandings and 
difficulties in keeping track of meeting times. Tutoring pairs should set up their 
own schedules and build the learning plan according to this schedule. You might 
become frustrated if your student does not show up for meetings, or is 
chronically late. It is part of your role to remain consistent and reliable, even 
when your student is not. A student’s life may have been unstructured for a long 
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time and imposing sudden structure may discourage him. Structure in one’s day-
to-day life is another skill that needs to be learned over time. 

Planning tutoring sessions 

Working with street youth or homeless adults to improve their literacy skills is 
not that different from any other one-to-one literacy tutoring. Materials and 
resources can be used and gathered from a variety of sources. BTS has a small 
resource library on site. Staff members are a good resource too, and have 
materials that you can use to generate ideas and activities. The local library 
should have a selection of adult literacy materials.  You can be extremely creative 
with planning tutoring sessions. Improvise and try new techniques as the 
tutoring relationship develops. 

It is a good idea to plan a few activities and set a small goal for each tutoring 
session. Keep in mind that you have to be flexible and your well-crafted lesson 
might be scrapped when you actually meet with your student. Your student 
might have a more immediate concern that he wants taken care of, which may 
provide you with a clear goal to work toward and to complete during that 
tutoring session. When working on something immediate, you may find it 
tempting to just take over and finish the task for the student. Although this can 
be desirable and easier for the student, it is not going to teach him the skills he 
needs to accomplish the task for himself in the future. 

 

 
A one-to-one tutoring session 
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Be flexible and do not become discouraged if your student seems uninterested or 
unmotivated. Often, the student is scared and insecure, unsure of what to 
expect—this is a new experience for him too! Many students may not feel they 
are ready to take full control of their lives and help drive their own learning 
session. In such a case, continue to be encouraging and present the student with 
options, eventually working toward setting some concrete goals. Setting long-
term goals can be difficult if the student has little experience with success. 
Smaller goals set over a shorter time period are more realistic and manageable. 
Setting an objective or goal for each tutoring session together is a good way to 
see immediate accomplishments and keep track of progress.  See the section 
Getting Started – Goal Setting for more details. 

Measuring success 

Measuring success can be difficult when working with a transient population, 
therefore, success must be measured realistically. This does not necessarily mean 
lowering standards for people just because their lives seem unstable. Focus on 
improvements in behaviour and attitude: such as the student showing up on 
time, being engaged in the tutoring session, or getting excited about something 
he has learned. Pointing out such changes to your student will help him build 
confidence and take more control of the tutoring sessions. Eventually, this will 
combine with other factors to have an impact on his personal life as well. 

It can be challenging to track many of the Beat the Street students once they have 
moved on. The first measure of success is that they come to the program and ask 
for help. This takes courage and determination that can be hard to muster for 
someone who has been living on the street or has been involved in a gang. 

Youth tend to develop long, drawn out relationships with BTS. Often they get 
tutored, drop out of sight for a few months, and come back for more tutoring, 
and so on. In some cases it may take a few years before your student is able to 
stabilize his life enough to focus on learning. Students who are able to get and 
keep stable housing are more likely to maintain a regular tutoring relationship. 
We have seen many students advance to alternative schools, obtain a high school 
diploma, enter college, or get a stable job. Some accomplish their goals of just 
being able to read to their children or write to their families. For others, success is 
actively participating in the community. 
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Group work 

Learning how to work successfully as part of a group is a significant skill for 
those who have been marginalized. These groups can develop around specific 
projects or issues, and tutors and learners can find the experience very 
rewarding. One example of such a group was the Women’s Group.  

The Women’s Group at Beat the Street  

When Beat the Street began, it tended to attract many young homeless men who 
needed to improve their literacy skills. There were very few women participating 
at the time.  Although most of the young homeless people in Toronto are male, it 
was felt that more women would participate if they felt safe and comfortable at 
BTS. 

For this reason, a group for women was set up to address the particular literacy 
needs of marginally housed or homeless women. 

The women’s group was mostly student-driven. The activities and areas of focus 
were determined by the group. The women occasionally found it difficult to take 
on this responsibility because they were used to having others make decisions 
for them. Although it sometimes took longer to make progress in certain areas, 
the participatory nature of the decisions meant that goals and issues were clearer 
for the women. 

The group was open—there were different people from week-to-week with a few 
long-term regulars attending. For this reason, ground rules had to be restated 
each week. The participants were often at different learning levels, therefore 
having tutors attend the group as support was very helpful. 

A student-driven group allowed for freedom of expression and sharing of similar 
life experiences among the women. It was an opportunity for them to learn from 
each other. Focusing on women’s strengths for reading or writing exercises made 
learning relevant and gave voice to the experiences of the women. 

The group facilitator was often called upon to deal with issues that came up from 
personal discussions or sharing of experiences. The facilitator had a strong 
knowledge of resources and places to refer students, if necessary.  
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The following materials have worked well in the women’s group: 

− A collage of words (e.g., “about our learning as children, when we had 
difficulty, when we succeeded”). 

− Pictures, photos, sculptures, or other types of art to tell a story. 

− Poetry or stories written by other women. 

− Writing exercises or shared group writings. 

− Body imaging—messages, emotions, political influences. 

− Readings on different issues and topics including violence and health 
issues  
(e.g., sexually transmitted diseases, menopause, PMS, parenting, 
environmental factors in our lives). 

− Guest speakers to talk about different issues. 

− Fun activities—jewellery making workshops, makeovers, watching videos 
or movies about women’s lives. 

− Self-defense workshops (Wen Do). 

Materials that relate to women’s lives and student-produced materials are 
important tools. 

Student profiles 

The names have been changed in the following profiles. 

Susan 

Susan, in her early 30s, came to Beat the Street needing housing, a 
referral to drug counselling, and help putting together a resume to find a 
job. She had been diagnosed with schizophrenia, was addicted to crack-
cocaine for over 10 years, and worked the streets as a prostitute to supply 
her habit. She could not maintain stable housing because of her drug 
addiction and the constant violence in her life. Susan has had formal 
education and, therefore, is not perceived to need help with literacy skills. 
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Susan’s story illustrates that defining a student’s literacy needs is not always 
clear or easy. Susan’s situation changed from day-to-day depending on her 
health, housing, and substance abuse. She was matched with a tutor to work one-
to-one. The tutor was able to help her with her resume, job search, housing, 
health (information on where and how to access different health services), 
writing letters to her parents, and playing Scrabble. 

Susan needed support and encouragement in building a trusting relationship to 
rediscover her skills and to help her focus. She simply did not have the life skills 
to get up every morning to go to work, or to perform well in an interview. Some 
days were so bad, she could not remember how to spell. Often, her tutor felt they 
were starting at the beginning each time they met. Over time, however, they 
developed a mutually respectful relationship. Susan was given a sense of value 
by coming to BTS and meeting with her tutor. She had help in setting some 
short-term goals and the encouragement to focus on those goals increased her 
feelings of self-worth. 

While she had good reading skills, she could not sit and focus or comprehend 
what she was reading. Her tutor was able to create a calm environment to help 
Susan focus and prioritize the things she wanted to address. The tutor 
acknowledged Susan’s strengths and skills and helped to improve them. As a 
result, Susan started coming to the alternative program at BTS and to the 
women’s group. She participated fully, reaffirmed her skills, and produced some 
creative writing and art, which gave her an outlet for expressing herself. As her 
relationship with her tutor developed, Susan came to BTS regularly, was able to 
stay focused on discussions or on a particular task. She became more relaxed and 
more enthusiastic about the work she was doing. 

In Susan’s situation, literacy was a way of connecting her to reality. She became 
more focused on articulating needs and goals and was able to decide what she 
wanted to do next. 

While literacy work with someone like Susan can be frustrating and slow, the 
focus has to be on long-term results, and creating an environment of trust, 
respect, and community that may not exist in other areas of a student’s life. 
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Joe 

Joe was referred to BTS by a fellow resident in a group home. He is 
18 years old, involved in the criminal justice system, labeled as 
intellectually disabled, has a short attention span and can be violent 
when he gets frustrated.  

Joe is a street youth who cannot function or focus very well in a 
classroom (partly because of an unstable background and 
behavioural problems). He came to BTS to get help with his reading 
and writing skills. His goals included upgrading his skills, 
returning to school, getting his high school diploma, going to college, 
and getting a good job. 

Although his goals were high, he started the program with very low self-esteem 
(“I want to get smart and to learn,”) and very little confidence in his skills and 
abilities. Joe was matched with a tutor, whom he met with once or twice a week 
over a two month period. Eventually, his tutor began encouraging him to meet 
her at BTS so they could work on his computer skills. With the support of his 
tutor, Joe began to participate in the art program at BTS as well. 

Joe had a number of strengths—he kept about 80 percent of his appointments 
and was always able to tell his tutor what he did or did not want to do. 
Occasionally, Joe would punish his tutor. For example, if his tutor was late one 
week, Joe would be late the next week. 

Over time, there have been significant changes in Joe. He and his tutor have 
developed a strong tutoring relationship. He is meeting the goals he and his tutor 
outlined. His confidence has increased greatly. After working with his tutor for 
five months, Joe applied to an alternative high school and was confident enough 
to get involved in the school’s drama program because now he knows he can do 
anything. Joe is committed to his tutor and does not want to work with a tutor 
offered by the school. His BTS tutor has been incorporated into his learning plan 
at the school. 

There have also been changes in the way that Joe relates to others. He is more 
social, easier to get along with, more approachable, and less aggressive. He has 
become more responsible, he is not late as often and he is no longer as flippant 
about his lateness as he once was. In short, there has been an overall 
improvement and great increase in Joe’s self-esteem and confidence. 
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Joe’s success was based on the respectful and trusting relationship built with his 
tutor. While BTS provided support and helped Joe focus on goals, it was the 
commitment of his tutor that gave Joe the courage and motivation to build on his 
existing skills and to take risks he did not have the confidence to take previously. 

Providing one-to-one attention and support, allowing time for change, 
acknowledging skills the student already has, and building on them respects the 
student and provides a great source of motivation. 

Student writings 

Street Songs 

Life on the streets  

is tough you know  

Not enough to eat  

and nowhere to go 

 

Alone and lonely  

no one to hold  

The only companion 

 a wind that blows cold 

 

Alleys, doorways  

and stairwells for beds  

Your sleep’s interrupted  

by the sounds in your head 
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Anger and violence  

there’s nowhere to hide  

The pain and the sorrow  

growing inside 

 

Life on the streets  

can make people crazy 

 It’s not that we’re ignorant  

stupid or lazy 

 

So if you won‘t speak 

or look me in the eye  

What else can be said but 

fuck off and die 

 

Alcohol and drugs  

a gun or a knife  

There’s no way to go on  

with this kind of life 

 

So the voices are louder 

talking in my head 

The light is fast fading 

I soon will be dead. 



Tutoring Specific Learner Populations 

224 A Frontier College Tutor’s Guide: Working with Adults 

Beat the Street 

Beat the Street, where people of the street meet,  

to learn, to read a newspaper, to take a seat  

instead of a stance, because education is better than  

street romance and you learn to make a better stand. 

 

Beat the Street, where people greet each other  

to a new world of self study, maybe meet a brother 

A place, to face, to new ideas, old methods, to cater. 

 

Beat the Street, it is study treat,  

because it is a school just for you to meet, 

others who can understand you, relate to you, 

a place where no one can make you a fool. 

 

Beat the Street, where to get out of the heat 

of the city, of pressure, a place to be yourself so neat.  

A school of thought, of its very own, for you,  

to find out what it is, your own golden rule. 

 

Beat the Street, where all who enter meet, 

new methodology, your own self temple of heat, 

A place to make a new start, with just you 

a place where in your own mind you, your own school. 
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