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The connection between unemployment rates and lower levels of
literacy and numeracy skills has been well established for the adult
population. The lower the skills, the higher the potential for
unemployment. This trend bears true for youth as well. A surprising and
increasing number of these youth are
making their way into Literacy and Basic
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the community-based sector. According
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The Ontario government, in its 2013 Budget, announced a $295 Million 2-year Youth Jobs Strategy, $195 Million
of which went to MTCU for the Youth Employment Fund (YEF), designed to create employment opportunities to
provide 25,000 youth with an entry point to long-term employment. It is this emphasis on long-term
employment that begs the interest of Literacy and Basic Skills providers. We know that long-term employment
means a need for higher levels of literacy and numeracy skills, so partnerships between Employment Services
and Literacy and Basic Skills will be key for many youth who are looking at using the Youth Employment Fund.
Source: Slide deck: Youth Employment Fund: An Overview http://www.tcu.gov.on.ca/eng/eopg/publications/
yef_2013_overview.pdf, Employment Ontario.
The YEF is a large initiative for MTCU and they want it to be successful. Many youth lack the basic skills required
to be successful in the workplace. Literacy and Basic Skills programs can and do play a very important role in
preparing youth with the literacy, numeracy and “soft skills” they need. This newsletter will explore strategies
for how to work with youth; some emerging tools and resources, particularly in the area of digital technology;
and some of the successes and challenges of working with this important population. We will also look at the
importance of service coordination in meeting the needs of
youth within our LBS programs.

Time is of the essence
We know that targeting literacy programming towards youth is
important for many reasons. Many of the youth in Ontario are
suffering – they cannot get into the labour market. And time is
of the essence. Studies show that each year that a young person
delays getting into the labour market has dramatic
consequences as the years go by.
And according to a recent bulletin named Young adults in PIAAC:
What will the future skills distribution look like?, which was
released by Essential Skills Ontario, “The PIAAC results…suggest
that those [youth] with lower levels of educational attainment
are more likely to be low-skilled, not engaged in the labour force,
and not participating in further education and training. Clearly,
these results suggest that policy makers should marshal their energies and resources on finding employment and
training solutions for those with lower levels of educational attainment. But what should this education and
training look like?”

A major consequence of youth unemployment is decreased earnings over their entire lifetime for
those who are unemployed in youth. Because youth aren't able to build up skills or experience during
their first years in the workforce, unemployed youth see a decrease in lifetime earnings when
compared to those who had steady work or those who were unemployed as an adult. The penalty has
been estimated to be a 20 percent decrease in salary. The lower salary can persist for 20 years after
the unemployed period before the individual begins earning competitively to their peers.[2] While not
earning money during unemployment, the youth could be contributing to a pattern of poverty for their
generation. Widespread youth unemployment leads to a generation that is excluded socially and at a
great risk for poverty. It also widens the gap between the rich and poor even further. Source:
Wikipedia: Morsy, Hanan. 2012. "Scarred Generation." Finance and Development 49(1).
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Designing literacy instruction for youth
Indeed, what should this education and training look like? Wanting to work with youth can be quite different
from actually working with youth. Youth can be difficult to attract to mainstream adult literacy programs, and
equally difficult to retain. Many youth, when they come to adult literacy programs, do not come only with
literacy and/or numeracy needs. They may also be dealing with mental health or substance abuse challenges,
the responsibilities of having young families, the pervasive impacts of poverty and
poor soft skills.
In the last quarter of the last fiscal (2013/2014), MTCU’s Western Region invested
in approximately 30 short-term literacy initiatives that targeted youth, resulting
in over 250 youth being served, one third of whom said they planned to stay in
the adult literacy program once their short-term program was finished.
The in-year funding for youth was evaluated and the full results of the evaluation
have been summarized in Project Report: Results of In-year Youth focused
programming – an evaluation project that was coordinated by Literacy Link
Niagara. The report can be found on LLN’s website at www.literacylinkniagara.ca
Literacy practitioners were asked about lessons they learned about working with youth as a result of the inyear funding. Here are some of the highlights:















Look at different areas for youth, such as self-discipline, study habits, goal setting, confidence
building, and life skills, as they (the youth) are en route to GED or Grade 12 credits.
Develop and deliver targeted programs that include:
 goal-setting – 64% of programs integrated the concept and practice of setting goals into
the program – to encourage youth to think about their needs and potential next steps.
 self-assessment and self-exploration – 93% of practitioners said they included learning
activities that were more reflective in nature – enabling young adults to learn more about
themselves and build self-esteem.
Consider the teacher when developing programming– will they be a good fit with youth? Choose
specific content or use materials that were designed with youth in mind. Consider the timing of the
program – some youth don’t fare as well in programs that start at 8:00 am!
Create hypothetical learning activities. Many youth haven’t had the chance to acquire significant
amounts of life experience. They are more able to speak to what “might be” versus “what is.”
Focus on pre-employment for youth. Many youth have limited employment histories and may
need to learn about or be reminded of pre-employment strategies.
Place increased emphasis on individualized programming and career counselling. Studies, as well as
the recent evaluation of the Western Region In-year programming, show that youth need and
highly value personalized advice, direction and support.
Help youth to explore their interests and aptitudes.
Make more of a fuss around “graduating” – some youth
have never had the chance to be in the spotlight or to feel
pride and confidence in themselves.
Put mechanisms in place to support youth in transitioning
into and beyond LBS.
Make programming more lively and self-reflective. Use a
wider variety of activities, provide computer-based tools
and activities, and find a good instructor who
communicates well with younger people.
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Acknowledge potential challenges
Before we get too far into looking at new and innovative programs that
can help to attract, retain and improve skills for youth, it’s important to
recognize some of the challenges related to serving this client population.
Here are some comments from literacy practitioners based on their
experiences with in-year funding specific for youth:








There may be a need to help youth develop discipline around
learning.
Youth can appear unmotivated, be less mature, be difficult to
engage and be more focused on their social lives rather than on
the program.
Youth may be affected by more barriers. Generally, from EOISCaMS data from the in-year funding, youth appear to be more
multi-barriered. On average, 10% of learners (all ages) report a
disability, but 20% of in-year youth learners reported a disability.
Youth in LBS programs may be more likely to access social service
supports and funding.
Some youth resist being referred to as “youth,” and may prefer to
be called “young adults.”

Approaches to the design and delivery of training
There are probably some differences of opinion within the Literacy and Basic Skills field about whether or not
programming could or should be developed specific to youth.

Short-term learning modules
Recent experiences within the Western Region suggest that offering short-term learning modules to youth (and
potentially other client groups as well) could be advantageous. Most of the learning programs that were
initiated in the last quarter of last year ran for eight weeks or less at around 25 hours each. This is arguably not
a lot of time to impact a young person’s skills. However, during the evaluation of these programs, one third of
the youth who responded to the evaluation survey said that they planned to stay and continue learning in the
adult literacy program they attended. What does this mean? One possible interpretation is that youth might be
attracted to a program if it requires a shorter commitment. Once in the program though, and with a chance to
experience success, many youth might stay for more intensive or longer-term training.
When youth who attended the short-term in-year programming were asked what they liked most about the
program they attended, many responses suggested that youth see value in more than just the chance to learn
(although they do value that!). Youth also valued the positive ways in which the training was delivered (relaxed,
open, honest) and how these programs were NOT like the school they remembered. Other young adults were
pleased by the specific attention and confidence shown to them and in them by instructors and the varied
teaching methods that were used.
For example, youth in literacy programs shared these observations about the specialized short-term
programming:






Learning style was varied. Used different techniques which made it interesting.
It’s a learning environment where everyone is accepted and where we can all grow as a class.
I liked learning more about myself and learning new skills to help develop my life.
My teacher – making time for me.
How friendly and encouraging they were to me to reach my goal.

OCTOBER 2014

Youth Newsletter

Targeted learning modules
Of course, when you have a short-term learning module, it needs to be focused. This begs
the question of “what topic should we address?” We have heard from some of our
programs that they go to Employment Services to ask if their colleagues have any
suggestions for topics around which LBS can develop short-term modules. Many
Employment Services colleagues have youth as part of their caseload and may see skills
deficits that could be remedied by LBS programs.

Resources, tools and technology
As youth become a higher priority for, and more numerous in Literacy and Basic Skills programming, some
creative programs that integrate technology or other high-interest areas for youth are emerging, building upon
the success of using highly popular games such as World of Warcraft as a learning tool.

Consider context
An important part of working with youth is trying to put yourself in their shoes. What is the environment in
which they’re living? What’s affecting them? We know that a good number of youth in our programs are on
Ontario Works, which means they are living in poverty. With this in mind, some LBS programs are exploring the
use of Bridges Out of Poverty resources in their curriculum. The Bridges resources are particularly useful in
encouraging youth to examine their thoughts about poverty, as well as assumptions they have and that others
may have about them.

Recognize the role of technology
We all know that youth are living in a technical world. In some ways, they know more about technology than
practitioners do, which can be a bit unnerving. Literacy Link South Central, in an effort to look at how to make
literacy programming more attractive and relevant to youth, has explored the concept of gamification – an
examination of what attracts youth to video games and how to apply such approaches and techniques to
curriculum development. The result of this research, which was geared towards male youth on Ontario Works,
is a set of four modules:





My Dream Career
Examining My Online Identity and Digital
Media Use
How I Communicate in Different Places
My Role Models

The full set of modules can be found here: http://
www.llsc.on.ca/what-we-do/projects

PAGE 5

Youth Newsletter

PAGE 6

CLO’S O UR VOICE

Are you thinking that devices like the MaKey MaKey and the ARDUcopter sound
interesting, but who has the time or money to buy the devices and learn the
curriculum? Valid points. Should in-year funding become available this year, you might
want to put some of these devices on the “to buy” list!

Integrate technology
This is easier said than done. Integrating technology as part of the curriculum we use
with youth may sound daunting. What’s new in the world of technology? What types
of technology are interesting to youth? What would they like to use? LBS programs are
beginning to branch out in this area – moving beyond the integration of software
programs like the classic word processing programs, spreadsheets and presentation
software, to interesting devices that encourage “thinkering” – a combination of
thinking and tinkering!
Literacy London has created some curriculum (a 25-hour module) that is based on a
piece of equipment called a MaKey MaKey. If you’ve never heard of a MaKey MaKey
before, check out this quick 2-minute video:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rfQqh7iCcOU
One of the great things about the MaKey MaKey module is that it is based on a fairly inexpensive piece of
equipment (you can buy them for about $60 each), and exploring how to use the MaKey MaKey involves
science, self-exploration, problem-solving and working with others – all within a Digital Technology competency!
For more information on the MaKey MaKey and how it can be used in a literacy classroom or to get the MaKey
MaKey curriculum, please contact Literacy Link South Central at www.llsc.on.ca or at literacylink@bellnet.ca
On a similar, but slightly grander scale, the Gateway to Learning Program of the Thames Valley District School
Board used the in-year funding from last fiscal to purchase two ARDUcopters. An ARDUcopter is a mini-drone or
helicopter that arrives on your doorstep in pieces in a box the size of a shoe box! The ARDUcopter curriculum,
developed by the Gateway to Learning Program, is about 60 hours in length. Part of each class is spent on paper
or computer-based activities and part is spent actually assembling the ARDUcopter. The opportunity to do
hands-on, tactile work is important to many youth. Once the ARDUcopter is assembled, the youth have an
opportunity to fly it via remote control. The Gateway to Learning youth participants christened their
ARDUcopter with the name “Snowbird” as its inaugural flight was during the winter.
You are also able to attach a mini-camera to the ARDUcopter, giving you the option of taking aerial photographs.
Take it a step further and download your aerial photographs into a comic strip program called “Comic Life.”
For more information on the ARDUcopter and the curriculum that was designed around it, please contact Allan
Bingham at a.bingham@tvdsb.on.ca or Literacy Link South Central at literacylink@bellnet.ca
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Youth talk about literacy programming
The brief foray in the Western Region around specifically serving
youth yielded some interesting results:







The youth who participated in the short-term learning
modules were very pleased with the LBS programs. In fact,
91% of surveyed youth said their expectations had been
met by the program.
Over 90% felt that the LBS program had helped them
improve their skills.
87.3% were positive about how their participation in the
short-term in-year LBS program changed the way they felt about themselves and their skills (they felt
more confident as a result of their experience).
In terms of next steps – one third of the youth said they planned to stay in the LBS program – which
had started out as a short-term program – and another 1/3 said they were going to seek the support
of Employment Services or look for work on their own.
When asked how LBS service providers could improve, suggestions included giving youth more time in
the program and incorporating more/better computers and software.

Service coordination
Youth can be a difficult group of clients to serve. As was mentioned
earlier, most youth present with one or more barriers – not just a need
to improve their literacy and numeracy skills. How can we work with
our partners to build our services for youth and increase the
percentage of youth who experience success? Community Literacy of
Ontario (CLO) has asked this question of its Board of Directors and of
its members. Combining this feedback with the results from the
Western Region evaluation of youth programs has helped us to
develop this list of ideas:








Establish partnerships with other community service providers – Employment Services (ES), social
services, Ontario Works (OW), probation, Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA), Food Banks,
shelters, etc.
Think about transition programming – one of CLO’s programs offered programming over the summer
months for students who had completed a school board LBS program.
Consider preparatory programming (engagement) which leads to LBS programming which leads to a
transition to some other programming in the community.
Link youth to Employment Services (ES) for career counselling, apprenticeship support, job search
support, etc.
Remember that ES and YEF can be a strong source of referrals.
Have LBS and ES work together to support youth with employment goals. For example, a youth on a
job placement may need to brush up on some specific skills to be successful in keeping the job.
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Conclusion
Whether it’s supporting the Youth Employment Fund (YEF)
(below the waterline support), by preparing youth with the
skills they’ll need for employment and working together
with Employment Service providers, or it’s developing
innovative, technology-rich, issues-based, short-term
programming for youth, community-based literacy
programs are responding to the needs of Ontario’s youth.
With continued investment, community-based literacy
programs in Ontario will continue to learn from each other
and other leaders in working with youth to meet the
literacy and numeracy skills needs of Ontario’s youth.
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