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Opportunities for Everyone
Programs and Services for Disadvantaged and Low-skilled Learners
at Colleges and Institutes

Executive Summary

This report is the result of a policy research initiative that was identified as a priority by the
Board of Directors of the Association of Canadian Community Colleges (ACCC) in
recognition of the increased demand for programs and services that address the needs of
disadvantaged and low-skilled learners.

The goal of this study is twofold, first to facilitate the exchange of promising practices and
lessons learned among colleges and institutes on programs and services for
disadvantaged and low-skilled learners, and second to inform policymakers on this
important role colleges and institutes have within education systems in Canada, in
particular given the pressing need to more effectively address the literacy and adult
education needs of Canadians.

For the purposes of this report, the term “disadvantaged and low-skilled learners” is used
to describe learners who may be marginalized, unemployed or employed in low-wage jobs,
who may not have completed high school or are under-prepared for postsecondary level
programs at colleges and institutes. These would include learners enrolled in literacy,
adult upgrading/adult basic education, college and career preparatory and access
programs.

This study involved a review of existing research and resources available on literacy, adult
learning, and programs and services for disadvantaged and low-skilled learners, and a
survey of ACCC member institutions conducted via an on-line survey and interviews. Fifty-
two colleges and institutes from across the country participated in the survey, which
represents over one third of the 147 ACCC member colleges and institutes invited to
participate.

This report begins with an overview of the Canadian context in terms of the educational
attainment and literacy challenges of Canadians overall and for specific disadvantaged
groups such as Aboriginal people, immigrants, people living in rural and remote areas and
people with disabilities. This overview confirms that there is still a significant proportion of
the population that does not have a high school diploma and that too many Canadians,
more that 4 in 10 adults aged 16 to 65, have literacy skills below the international standard
considered necessary to cope in a modern society and economy.

1. College/Institute Process Model for Effective Program and Service Delivery
for Disadvantaged and Low-skilled Learners

The results of the survey led to the development of the process model on the following
page which provides a framework for the delivery of programs and services for
disadvantaged and low-skilled learners, based on the various approaches identified by
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respondent colleges and institutes. It is understood that not all colleges and institutes
would offer the gamete of services and programs outlined in the process model as each
institution adapts to the particular needs of learners within the communities and regions
they serve, according to the resources they have available.

Collegefinstitute Process Model for Effective Program & Service Delivery for Disadvantaged and Low-skilled Learners

Recruitment f Promotion

-heet & partner with community agencies, literacy
arganizations, employment service providers, social
assistance offices

-Outreach activities to increase awareness of
collegedfinstitute support services & programs
-Information about potential career & jobs

Admissions Policies & Assessment Services
-Open & supportive admissions policies

- College entrancefacademic assessment

-Adult basic education/Adult upgrading assessments
-PLAR

-ESLIFSL assessment

Wrap-Around Support Services for
Student Retention & Program Completion
Academic, personal, financial Proactive Orientation Approaches, including with
diversity & anti-discrimination caunselling parents or spouse
Tutoring/peer tutaring

Accarnmodation for physical
& learning disabilities

Abariginal-specific services
{nathering place, Eldars)

Learning skills development:
reading, writing, math, study,
est taking, time management

Education and Training Programs
-Literacy Levels 1 to 5 or Grades 1 -9
-ESLFSL
-Adult Upgrading, Adult Basic Education, High Schoal
-Equivalency Grades 10to 12, GED
- General Arts & Science Programs
-"Pre-programs: Pre-Health, Pre-Trades, Pre-Technology
{Continuous intake approaches/Stop-out & Start Up Options)

hature Student Services
& Association
Daycare

Stress management skills

Suppart to find housing

Financial assistance information

Emergency Financial Assistance Transportation support

Student Mentarship

Health & mental health
gervices
Careerfermployment counseling

Job coaches, mentors

Collegeiinstitute certificate, diploma, apprenticeship

Job search support, cov pre
& degree programs i .

ESL/FSL supports

eaves of absence for health/family issue

Wark placements/internships

Case Manager Services far personal Social Warker Services

contact & regular support Immigrant-specific services

Supportive Partnerships: Literacy organizations, community service agencies & MG Os, immigrant serving agencies,
First Mations Bands & Abaoriginal organizations, school boards, business & industry, apprenticeship board,
provincialiterritorial programs, community-based learning/literacy councils, Chamber of Commerce

Supportive Mandate, Policy Framework & Administrative and Funding Structures

2. Recruitment and Promotion of Learning Opportunities to Disadvantaged and
Low-skilled Learners

Promotion and recruitment efforts are key steps for increasing awareness about the types

of programs and services offered at colleges and institutes for this client group. The report

describes how colleges and institutes are promoting their programs and services:

" Externally, through advertising and dissemination of promotional materials, as
well as outreach activities and liaison with community partner organizations,
employers and funders; and
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" Internally, through orientation for new students, staff management meetings to
facilitate more coordination between literacy and adult upgrading programs and
postsecondary program departments, as well as with student services
departments.

3. Barriers Disadvantaged and Low-skilled Learners face for Accessing and
Completing College/Institute Education and Training Programs

The report examines the barriers disadvantaged and low-skilled learners face based on

the perspective of the college/institute administrators and faculty who work with these

learners. This provides a clearer picture of who these learners are and why specific
education and training programs and wrap-around support services are so important. The
types of barriers identified by survey respondents include:

" Application and admissions processes are often cumbersome, difficult to
understand and lengthy, and even more problematic since most are now
internet-based. Many disadvantaged and low-skilled learners do not have easy
access to computers and internet or lack the literacy and technical skills
required to complete on-line forms.

" Lack of awareness and information on how to get into college/institute
programs and that they can acquire a high school equivalency in college.
. Learning and skills barriers including low literacy skills, academic un-

preparedness, weak organizational skills, lack of study, test taking, time
management and essential skills.

" Personal issues and challenges as many learners are intimidated by
postsecondary education, have weak self-advocacy skills, lack confidence and
may also have health, mental health or addictions challenges.

" Access to transportation, in particular for learners from rural areas.

" Learners with disabilities often face multiple barriers because many have
weak self-advocacy skills and some are reluctant to acknowledge, self-disclose
and use the services available to them.

" Access to daycare, adequate housing and balancing family, studies and
work pose barriers for many learners to access and persist in programs.
" Limited or lack of financial resources because many learners do not know

how to access information about sources of financial assistance and how to
budget in order to cover education and living expenses.

4, Assessment Services

The majority of respondent colleges and institutes (85 percent) confirmed that they offer
assessment services specifically for entrance into adult upgrading and adult basic
education programs. Since adult upgrading programs are typically modular and based on
individualized learning, assessments enable learners to begin at the appropriate level
within the program. Colleges and institutes also offer general college entrance or
academic assessment services, largely for mature students applying for postsecondary
level programs, as confirmed by 79 percent of respondents. Prior Learning Assessment
and Recognition (PLAR) continues to be an important part of assessment services
available at colleges and institutes as confirmed by 65 percent of respondents. In addition,
well over half of respondent institutions (58 percent) confirmed they offer English or French
as a second language assessments, largely benefiting international and immigrant
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students attending colleges or institutes for language skills upgrading or for entry into
postsecondary career or technical programs.

5. Wrap Around Support Services

The term “Wrap-Around Support Services” is being used in this report in order to reflect the
need for these services to be holistic and meet the needs of disadvantaged learners in a
comprehensive manner. As shown in the College/lnstitute Process Model for Effective
Program & Service Delivery for Disadvantaged and Low-skilled Learners, colleges and
institutes identified a wide range of services that should be available either through the
institution or through partnerships and referrals to community, social and health services
agencies. These services are important for those learners in upgrading and preparatory
programs, however they are also key to assisting learners in postsecondary level
programs who may be facing challenges such as personal, health or mental health
difficulties, a learning or physical disability or lack of financial resources.

Learners in this client group also face barriers for accessing these support services. Many
are intimidated by the college environment, are afraid to ask for help or simply are not
aware that such services exist. In terms of improving the delivery of support services and
addressing learners’ barriers to accessing these services, colleges and institutes
emphasized the importance of introducing more flexible and proactive approaches for
increasing learners’ awareness of available services. The importance of providing faculty
and staff with training on the early identification of learners at risk and the support services
to which learners should be directed was also identified as an important measure for
improving the delivery of these services.

6. Education and Training Programs

The report describes the following types of education and training programs colleges and
institutes deliver to meet the particular needs of disadvantaged and low-skilled learners. It
must also be noted that many disadvantaged learners are already in postsecondary level
programs and that it is through the wrap-around support services that colleges and
institutes reach out and address the needs of these learners.

" Literacy and Basic Skills Programs

A significant proportion of institutions in the country are offering literacy and basic skills
programs, as confirmed by 60 percent of respondent institutions. The literacy programs
described in this report are for learners requiring upgrading from a Grade 9 level and
below. Depending on the jurisdiction, delivery of literacy programs is done either directly
on college/institute campuses or in partnership with community literacy organizations.
The delivery approaches vary, ranging from instructor-led approaches in classroom
settings, one-to-one tutoring and computer assisted programs.

" Adult Upgrading and Adult Basic Education

The adult basic education and adult upgrading programs offered at colleges and institutes
bridge the high school — postsecondary gap for many learners who may not have
completed high school or who are under-prepared for postsecondary programs due to a
lack of high school pre-requisites. All respondent colleges and institutes with the exception
of those from Quebec (88 percent of respondents) confirmed they offer adult upgrading or
adult basic education programs that enable learners to gain the equivalent for Grades 10
to 12. In Quebec, adult upgrading is exclusively the responsibility of the school boards.
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One of the most common characteristics of these adult upgrading programs is that they
are offered on a continuous intake basis throughout the school year. Respondent colleges
and institutes emphasized the importance that these programs also offer disadvantaged
learners flexible stop-out and start-up options so that if they encounter personal, family
health challenges, they can stop temporarily and then start up where they left off. These
programs are generally offered tuition free for residents of the provinces and territories
where they are offered.

" College Preparatory Programs

College preparatory programs include all other programs that prepare learners for
entrance into career, technical or apprenticeship programs at the postsecondary level, as
well as for university transfer or degree programs. These programs are different from the
adult upgrading programs described above because they are generally geared to learners
who already have their high school diploma or equivalent but are missing some pre-
requisites for the specific career or technical programs they are intending to apply for.

These programs include General Arts and Sciences programs offered at institutions in
some jurisdictions, as well as the “pre-programs”, “foundations” programs or “access”
programs offered at colleges and institutes across the country in various fields ranging
from pre-health, pre-trades and pre-technology. The report includes examples of these
types of programs offered at colleges and institutes across the country.

" Programs specifically for Learners with Disabilities or Special Needs
Colleges and institutes are also delivering upgrading and employment readiness programs
tailored to the needs of learners with specific disabilities or special needs such as those
who are deaf and hard of hearing, visually impaired, or have developmental disabilities and
learning disabilities. The report includes descriptions of the programs colleges and
institutes identified through the survey.

" English / French as a Second Language Programs

Just over one third of respondent institutions identified English / French as a second
language programs that are available to address the needs of disadvantaged and low-
skilled learners. These programs are largely targeted to immigrant students who do not
have adequate language skills in either English or French and who face language barriers
for accessing opportunities in the Canadian labour market.

" Career and Employment Preparation

The report also describes career and employment preparation programs which provide
learners with job readiness training, occupation-specific training including occupation-
specific language training for recent immigrants, workplace essential skills training and
career preparation and workplace skills development training. Some colleges and
institutes identified integrated programs which combine upgrading of basic skills and work
experiences and job specific skills, or indicated that employment readiness training is
integrated into career and technical programs.
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7. Funding Sources and Challenges

Funding was identified as the most significant challenge by respondent institutions, with 81
percent of respondents indicating this as a significant challenge. The report provides an
overview of the funding sources and challenges colleges and institutes identified for the
development and delivery of programs and services for disadvantaged and low-skilled
learners and well as learners’ funding sources and the challenges they face in accessing
funding.

" Funding Sources and Challenges for Program Development and Delivery
Colleges and institutes are accessing funding for the development and delivery of
programs and services for this client group largely from provincial and territorial
government programs, but also from federal government departments such as Human
Resources and Skills Development Canada (HRSDC), Citizenship and Immigration
Canada and the Department of Indian and Northern Affairs Canada. There is a general
sense that institutions do not have enough resources and funding to effectively deliver the
program and support services to meet the demand within their communities. Most
colleges and institutes must apply for outside funding to help cover the costs of these
programs, however for the most part they must rely on fragmented and short-term project-
based funding models that do not provide stable funding. Respondent institutions also
emphasized that there are higher costs associated with delivering programs and services
for disadvantaged learners because of the complexity of learners needs and a higher
instructor-student ratio that is required.

" Funding Sources and Challenges of Learners

There are various funding programs for learners available through provincial, territorial and
federal governments for social assistance and employment insurance recipients, as well as
programs aimed at assisting learners from specific under-represented groups such as
Aboriginal people, immigrants and people with disabilities. However, many learners find it
difficult to access these funding sources due to the complexity of the systems in place and
the restrictions of many of the programs that are available. For example, many
provincial/territorial and federal government programs are employment or postsecondary-
level focused therefore learners who must begin in literacy or adult upgrading programs
are often not eligible to apply.

8. Institutional Policies and Structures

The report provides an overview of the types of supportive policies and structures colleges
and institutes identified as contributing to the more effective development and delivery of
programs and services for learners in this client group, including for example:

" Supportive admissions policies and structures are important for facilitating
learners entry into their programs. This includes offering one-stop services that
offer options for more personalized service as required.

" In terms of assessment services, colleges and institutes generally have an in-
house assessment centre to assist with the placement of learners in
appropriate programs, in particular for learners with mature student status, or
those lacking high school or Canadian credentials. An individual intake
assessment is preferable for adult upgrading learners. Prior Learning
Assessment Services is an important part of college and institute assessment
services, and some institutions are offering prior learning assessment in a more
integrated manner by centralizing the service within adult upgrading programs.
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" The key approach for effective student services that provide holistic wrap-

around supports for all learners is to have a centralized student services
department that is visible and easily accessible on campus.
a) Integrated institutional structures and services help to ensure that
learners’ needs are addressed in a holistic manner and provide learners with
easier pathways between upgrading and postsecondary programs by, for
example offering dual credit options through partnerships between
colleges/institutes and high schools; and by offering bridging opportunities
between literacy, adult upgrading and postsecondary programs.

9. Lessons Learned and Future Directions

Colleges and institutes identified lessons learned and future directions related to
addressing the needs of disadvantaged learners, as well as enhancing institutional
programs, support services, structures and the faculty and staff who work with these
learners. Colleges and institutes have learned that they must provide more individualized
services that account for learners’ life experiences and the barriers they face that make
participation in education programs and retraining difficult or even seem impossible.
Institutions have also learned that the success of the programs for this client group
depends on a strong, long-term commitment to providing the mix of wrap-around support
services and tailored programs that best address the needs of particular groups of
disadvantaged learners.

Colleges and institutes foresee there will be an increased demand for this type of
programming and expect they will have to develop more programs to meet the demand.
Integrated approaches that combine literacy, adult upgrading and postsecondary courses,
and tie in employment readiness training and the required support services are essential to
facilitate transitions and enhance opportunities for success. The delivery of student
services must turn to more proactive approaches that engage learners at the beginning of
their programs and follow through to facilitate their transition into the world of work.

The results of this study confirm that most colleges and institutes would like to expand on
the program options offered for disadvantaged learners and continue to work
collaboratively with community partners to make learning opportunities more accessible
and learning environments more supportive and inclusive.
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