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Project Summary

The Ontario Native Literacy Coalition (ONLC) is one of four provincial coalitions, each responsible for a different segment or stream of the population of Ontario.  The ONLC serves the Native/Aboriginal peoples in Ontario by supporting the Native Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) programs, all of which are community-based, that work with adults to upgrade their basic and intermediate skills sets in a variety of subject areas. 

Traditionally these have included basic skills like reading, writing and math. Now, however, Essential Skills training is becoming an integral part of upgrading for adult Native learners and, while Native LBS programs do well at assessing the fundamental skills, there is no comprehensive strategy in place for assessing and recognizing prior knowledge related to these Essential Skills.
Essential Skills, the skills we use every day without thinking about them; to take part in activities of daily living and to do the tasks required in our job, are the basic building blocks we use to learn other, more complicated skills and they are infinitely transferable.  They include domains like Document Use, Oral Communication, Working with Others, Computer Use, and Thinking Skills like Problem Solving, Decision Making, and Planning & Organizational Skills.  Any of these skills can exist at a variety of proficiency levels which can be quantified and assessed, e.g. basic computer skills versus efficacy with a range of applications.  
We recognize that Native people who return to upgrade their skills as adults bring with them a wealth of knowledge and skills gained through informal learning in their communities.  We understand that many of these skills align with the Essential Skills and that assessment of these skills is critical because recognizing and honouring prior knowledge is key to their ultimate success and a dynamic and important keystone of andragogical theory.  It is critical that we investigate to what extent Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition (PLAR) is being applied in this area by the community-based literacy practitioners working in the Native literacy stream in Ontario.  The importance of PLAR in the Native community is backed by Policy Analyst, Ben Brunnen, in his 2003 report “Achieving Potential: Towards Improved Labour Market Outcomes for Aboriginal People” in which he says, “It is especially important that educational service providers adopt policies that recognize life skills and contributions, so that Aboriginal people may more easily satisfy program enrolment requirements, based on existing skills.”
Due to costs of travel, we propose to work electronically with a group of experienced practitioners, rich in their Native culture, who will form a working group for this project.  They will design a culturally-appropriate method to survey literacy practitioners and adult Native learners about PLAR use in this area.  Participants will be given the choice to use this methodology or to respond in the more traditional written approach.  

They will also develop a list of questions designed to explore existing use of PLAR with Essential & workforce skills, how skill attainment is being recognized, and existing best practice.   Since it is suspected that many programs are not currently assessing this type of prior learning, questions will be included to explore why and ascertain what tools and/or training they would need to begin doing so. We will also investigate practitioner and learner attitudes to the idea of PLAR in this context.

Results will, of course, be published in the project’s final report and, depending on the findings, they may also form the basis for future projects designed to develop a comprehensive prior learning assessment and recognition plan for use in Native adult education field.
