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Essential Skills Online: A Consortium Approach
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Essential Skills Online: A Consortium Approach

| Executive Summary

This report provides the results of Bow Valley College’s portion of the Essential Skills Online: A
Consortium Approach project that began in 2008 and which was completed by in partnership with
Fanshawe College of Applied Art and Technology and the Canadian Virtual College Consortium (CVCC).
The primary objective of the project was to increase the literacy proficiency and remove barriers to
employment for a minimum of 240 workers or potential workers in specific sector groups in an
accessible, supportive and online learning environment.

The TOWES (Test of Workplace Essential Skills) department at Bow Valley College (BVC) developed a
sector-based online curriculum for the Automotive, Entrance into Apprenticeship/Trades, Health and
Petroleum (Qil & Gas) sectors to improve the Essential Skills of Reading Text, Document Use and
Numeracy. In addition, BVC enhanced an existing learning management system (LMS) that enabled
online access to the learning materials. The online curriculum and LMS, Essential Skills Direct (ESD), was
field tested in two phases across the country; this report outlines the activities of this pilot project and
the results.

The following is a brief look at the project deliverables achieved in this project as outlined in Schedule A
of the Project Agreement, as well as a brief look at some of the key findings from the analysis and
recommendations.

Deliverables Achieved

e 31 formal consultation sessions were held with sector groups and key project stakeholders in
five sector areas. These sessions helped determine the Essential Skills training needs of workers
or potential workers in the sector areas which were the focus of the project

e Anonline curriculum was developed using 14 sector specific theme-based modules containing a
total of 40 Activity Sets. The focus of these theme-based modules was to teach strategies and
techniques for the Essential Skills domains of Reading Text, Document Use and Numeracy
relative to the realistic workplace demands of a particular sector area

e Alearning management system, called Essential Skills Direct (ESD), was created to provide
online access to and enable user interactivity with the sector-specific learning materials

e Hard copy participant and facilitator resources were developed

e Facilitator training was provided to 16 partner organizations who agreed to pilot ESD

e A national pilot of ESD with 375 individuals, of which 247 participating learners completed both
pre- and post-TOWES tests- surpassing the original goal of 240 participants

e Feedback was collected from all of the 25 facilitators involved in the national pilot of ESD

e Feedback was collected from 234 out of 247 participants who completed pre- and post-TOWES
tests as part of the national pilot of ESD
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Essential Skills Online: A Consortium Approach

e Data analysis of pre and post TOWES test scores, ESD usage and feedback was collected and
analysed to evaluate the ESD curriculum

e An external evaluator was hired to review the delivery of the curriculum, examine the ESD tool
and related training materials, and evaluate the overall success of the project

Highlights
Several highlights from Phase One and Phase Two of the field test include:

o 69% of participating learners improved their Essential Skill scores between pre-and post-TOWES
testing
e On average, ESD increased Reading Text scores 12 points, Document Use scores 10 points and
Numeracy scores 12 points. In total, 31% of participating learners increased their Combined
Mean scores by 20 points or more
O Inall instances, differences between mean pre-and post-TOWES test scores and levels
(i.e., gains) are significant at p<.001
e Overall, the percentage of participants at Level 3 or Level 4 in each Essentials Skills domain
increased between pre-and post-TOWES tests. The largest increase was in post-TOWES
Document Use levels where the percentage of participants at Level 3 increased by 9% over pre-
TOWES test levels
e In Phase One of the field test:
O the percentage of participants at Level 1 in the Document Use domain decreased 8%
between pre-and post-TOWES testing sessions
O the percentage of participants at Level 3 in the Document Use domain increased 5%
between pre- and post-TOWES testing sessions
e In Phase Two of the field test:
O the percentage of participants at Level 4 in the Reading Text domain increased 9%
between pre-and post-TOWES testing sessions
O the percentage of participants at Level 2 in the Document Use domain decreased 8%
between pre- and post-TOWES testing sessions
O the percentage of participants at Level 3 in the Document Use domain increased 13%
between pre- and post-TOWES testing sessions
O the percentage of participants at Level 4 in the Numeracy domain increased 12%
between pre- and post-TOWES testing sessions
e Participating learners who spent more than 5 hours completing the ESD curriculum scored
higher than those who spent less than 5 hours completing the ESD curriculum
e 77% of participating learners in Phase Two of the field test reported an increased in their self-
confidence as independent learners, an increase of 10% from Phase One of the field test
e Inall categories surveyed, overall satisfaction increased for the ESD project (learning materials,
LMS, pilot delivery, content access medium, etc.) between Phase One and Phase Two of the field
test

TOWES ‘
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Recommendations
It is recommended that:

e sector specific Essential Skills training materials be used to achieve the largest amount of learner
buy-in, for both the learning materials and the learning process as a whole-specifically when
learner groups are connected to a specific industry or occupation

e a “strategies model” that teaches strategies and techniques for applying Essential Skills in
practice continue to be used as the foundation for creating meaningful and supportive
instructional learning materials in future projects

e afacilitated delivery approach is adopted for all future projects involving online learning
materials and web based instruction. A facilitated approach is invaluable for resolving
comprehension issues, mitigating simple technological and navigational trouble spots and for re-
affirming learner self-confidence

e online learning resources such as ESD continue to be delivered using blended delivery styles,
combining online and hard-copy options to deliver the content and to access the learning
materials

e instructor training in Essential Skills instruction be incorporated into the training process to
ensure all project partners, regardless of their background, are adequately prepared to provide
instructional support to the participating learners

e for future projects, the recruitment of pilot partner facilitators be targeted towards instructors
with existing sector-based knowledge to facilitate the use of sector-specific learning materials

e additional sector-based content be developed for new sector areas. Additional sector areas of
interest may include Mining, Manufacturing, Warehousing and Logistics, Food Handling and
Food Processing, or additional Red Seal occupations outside of the building trades area

e for future projects, feedback opportunities for project pilot partners are provided at several pre-
determined stages of the pilot activities. Along with establishing constant communication, pre-
determined communication opportunities maintained over the duration of pilot activities would
allow end users to frequently communicate, in real-time, their perceived utility (or lack thereof)
of using a newly created instructional resource and related functional components

e honoraria funds tied to stringent completion requirements are used for recruiting pilot partners
and participating learners. In all cases, eligibility for receiving honoraria funds must depend on
the completion of all pre-determined components of the field test such as the completion of
pre- and post-testing, curriculum completion or evaluation surveys

e the body of research is expanded to investigate the effectiveness of online sector-based
instructional resources such as ESD, for improving workplace technical training initiatives at the
industry level, particularly within businesses. By investigating the link between how improved
Essentials Skills levels are translated into improved training outcomes for the private sector
workforce, both governmental and industry stakeholders can begin to evaluate the utility and
effectiveness of Essential Skill training for increasing worker and workplace productivity

TOWES :
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| Project Overview
Background

Like most OECD countries, many Canadian’s have low literacy levels that will prevent them from fully
participating in the economy and society. Canada’s literacy problem is best expressed in the statistics
found in the International Adult Literacy Survey and the Adult Literacy and Skills Survey reports.

Nationally, 48% of the adult population aged 16 and over...perform below level
3 on the prose and document literacy scales...Level 3 proficiency is considered
to be the “desired level” of competence for coping with the increased skill
demands of the emerging knowledge and information economy.’

Much has been written about the need for workers who are able to solve problems, respond to change,
communicate effectively, work in teams and have a good grasp of the Essential Skills that are most
closely tied to adult literacy, Reading text, Document Use and Numeracy.

A Statistics Canada study found that a 1% increase in literacy relative to other
countries produces a 2.5% increase in the level of labour productivity and a
1.5% increase in output per capita, compared to the other nations. These
outcomes are almost three times the returns from investment in machinery and
equipment and other physical capital.’

Employers increasingly find that new and incumbent employees lack the skills they need to function
productively. More employers are investing in training in an effort to remain competitive and to
maintain safety. However, while employers are familiar with providing technical training related to their
industry they are much less familiar with and prepared to provide training in literacy and Essential Skills.

Employers may not know how to begin addressing literacy issues even if they
see value in improving workers’ literacy skills....Employers typically need help
finding the expertise they need when they need it. Literacy skills development is
often a new area of training for them.?

Businesses overwhelmingly reward their employees on the basis of skills and not qualifications. This
relationship holds true for all Canadian workers. But many workers are reluctant to engage in Essential
Skills training because they do not see a connection between the Essential Skills and the types of
activities they complete on the job. By providing more realistic sector-based Essential Skills training,
individuals are more likely to participate fully in training activities because they see how their literacy
skills will be applied at work. As individuals improve their Reading Text, Document Use and Numeracy
skills, they should experience a corresponding increase in their earning potential, their ability to adapt to

! Building on Our Competencies: Canadian Results of the International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey 2003,
Statistics Canada-Catalogue no. 89-617-XIE

2 Literacy Matters: A Call for Action, TD Bank Financial Group

* Conference Board of Canada All Signs Point to Yes: Literacy’s Impact on Workplace Health and Safety

TOWES :
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workplace and economic change and their own on-the-job capabilities. By improving access to sector-
based Essential Skills training workers will be better prepared for safe and productive work in Canada.

Project Summary

For this project the project team developed and tested an online Essential Skills instructional resource
named Essential Skills Direct (ESD). The objective of ESD was to increase the Essential Skills levels of
disadvantage individuals resulting in improved earning potential and labour market outcomes.

Key Activities

The following activities were carried out during the Essential Skills Online: A Consortium Approach
project. A timeline of activities is outlined in Table 1.1 below:

e Consult with post secondary institutions, apprenticeship programs, workplace training
practitioners, employers, Essential Skills experts, sector council programs and other industry
stakeholders to understand the unique set of challenges facing new and incumbent workers

e Review literature and previous research completed in this area. Produce an evaluation report
that synthesizes the findings of the stakeholder consultations, literature review and statistical
information to guide the development of the online Essential Skills instructional resource

e Examine through an Integration Plan how the proposed development of the online Essential
Skills instructional resource will influence labour market participation for workers/potential
workers in five industry groups. Additional resources such as employment agencies,
employment opportunities, labour market information and occupational data were examined
for suitability and utility during program development

e Create a brief marketing and communications plan to highlight the intended awareness and
activities for the project

e Establish the approach, methodology and training requirements for the development of a
sector-based online Essential Skills instructional resource. This involved establishing the types of
materials needed, the complexity and format of materials, the navigational elements of the tool,
and evaluation and feedback mechanisms.

e Create an interactive online Essential Skills tool using existing and new Essential Skills resources
and sector-based materials

e Create a Learning Management System to support and enhance delivery

e Develop support materials, including a learning plan, Facilitator and Learner Guides, informal
practice assessments, and supplemental Essential Skills resources

e Conduct a national field-tests to evaluate the effectiveness of Essential Skills Direct. Field-test
activities involved recruiting project partners, facilitating participant recruitment, developing
and delivering facilitator training, completing TOWES testing, delivering ESD, data collection,
collecting feedback evaluation survey responses and data analyses

e Complete an external review of the project activities and outcomes

TOWES 7
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Key Activities - Table 1.1

Month
Planning and Consultation Sessions
Literature Review

Integration Plan
Marketing/Communications Plan
Methodology for tool Development

Tool Development

Learning Management System Development
Field Test

Data Analysis and Reporting

@ See Appendix A for the Project Deliverables Status Report (as outlined in agreement number 5332978-Schedule A)

TOWES :
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Primary Objectives and Results Achieved

The expected outcome of this project was the development of a tool that would effectively raise the
Essential Skills levels of a minimum of 50% of participants. In the long-term, skills gains should translate
into improved work performance, improved learning capacity, higher productivity and earning potential
for those involved in the project.

In addition, the project aimed to increase the knowledge of and capacity for online computer-based
learning, self-confidence as an independent learner and a willingness to engage in further informal or
formal learning for a minimum of 80% of project participants.

The project aimed to increase the literacy proficiency and remove barriers to employment for a
minimum of 240 workers/potential works across the sector groups identified.

The Primary Project Deliverables, Objectives and Results Achieved- Table 1.2 describes the primary
project objectives and deliverables outlined in Schedule A of the project agreement. It also identifies the
activities undertaken by the project team and compares the expected outcomes relative to the actual
results achieved over the course of the project.

Primary Project Deliverables, Objectives and Results Achieved - Table 1.2

(located on next page)
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Primary Objective

Key Activity

Activities Undertaken

Expected Outcome

Results Achieved

To increase the literacy proficiency
and ability of, or remove barriers
to employment for a minimum of

240 workers/potential works in the
Sector Groups in three workplace

essential skills: reading text,
document use and numeracy in an
accessible, supportive, online
learning environment.

Consult with Sector Groups

Consultation with sector groups and
stakeholders from 5 sector areas:
Apprenticeship, Automotive, Aviation,
Health, and Petroleum.

Review of Labour Market Information.

Needs Analysis report

31 formal consultations completed.
Needs Analysis and Literature Review Report
Completed.

Target met.

Curriculum prototype development

Lesson prototypes created by
incorporating consultation session and
needs analysis findings into development

2 lesson prototypes

2 prototype lessons created and beta tested in
Q6 of the project.

Target met.

Conduct literature review of ES
work done in the industries of the
target audiences

Primary researcher position filled.
Research and review of ES work
completed in sector area industries and
adult literacy.

Report of Literature Review

Needs Analysis and Literature Review Report
Completed.

Target met.

Introductory themes identified for each 5 modules 14 sector specific theme-based modules created:
sector specific curriculum. e  Automotive (3)
Introductory modules combined into e  Entrance into Apprenticeship/Trades
Develop 5 sector specific sector specific theme-based workbooks. (4)
introductory modules Introductory modules referenced NOC e Health (4)
job profiles tasks and industry-relevant e  Petroleum (Oil & Gas) (3)
workplace scenarios.
Target exceeded.
24 learning module activities developed. 24 modules 40 learning module activities created.

Adaptation and acquisition of
learning resources

Identified and acquired authentic
workplace materials (AWM).

Integrated theme-based modules grouped into
workbooks for each sector.

Target exceeded.

Adaptation of curriculum.
Acquisition of any necessary 3™
party learning resources

Reprint permission obtained for AWM.
Learning Management System created.
Adaptation of curriculum for use with
Adobe™ PDF forms.

Skill Builder movies created using Adobe
Captivate™.

Self-assessments and Answer keys
created.

Direct access to TOWES Essential Skills
Online (ESO) on LMS established.
Development of support and learning
content for learners and facilitators.
Create online feedback evaluation survey

5 intro modules for each of
the target sectors

4 industry specific curricula were created:

e  Automotive

. Entrance into Apprenticeship/Trades

e  Health

e  Petroleum (Oil & Gas)
4 Integrated theme-based module workbooks
answer keys created.
18 Skill Builder movies created for use with all
Integrated theme-based module workbooks.
3 self-assessments and answer keys created.
4 Answer keys created
Learner and Facilitator Guides created.
Learning Plan and ESD profile created.

TOWES
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tracking and data collection mechanisms
using Survey Monkey™.

Participant supporting documentation created.

Target met.

Link all essential skills learning
modules to NOC job profiles

Reviewed and referenced current NOC
information.

Learning modules linked to NOC job
profiles.

Sector specific curricula reviewed by
external reviewer.

Report and Revised
Curriculum

Needs Analysis and Literature Review Report
Completed.

Changes implemented to curriculum.

Target met.

Beta test pilot

Internal testing of LMS occurred for
Phase One and Phase Two of the project.
External reviewer completed online and
paper-based beta test of curricula in
Phase Two.

Software developer recruited to revise
existing LMS used in Phase One field test.
LMS revisions completed after Phase One
field testing to produce an improved and
newly designed LMS.

Test completed

LMS revisions resulted in a robust tool capable of
all desired functionality and user-friendly for
learners and facilitators.

LMS user-interface improved to allow superior
navigation of learning and support components
during field test in Phase Two.

Target met.

Run the field test, instructors with

Field test conducted in two phases:

Online course with real

247 learners completed all components of field

. Phase One-January to May 2010, learners test.
prleez:fr?ote’rzria:::é arr;ctji:oztdtaesttivz:o Phase Two- August to December 2010.
& _g P Pre and post-TOWES testing completed. Target exceeded.
technologies .
Feedback Evaluation Surveys completed.
Field test data collected through TOWES Data sets 3 data sets produced for all field test participants

Collect and analyze field test data

database, LMS database and manual
tracking spreadsheets.

Feedback evaluation survey data
collected through Survey Monkey™
database.

Provide field test pre and post-TOWES
data to psychometric expert

Provide feedback evaluation survey data
to external reviewer.

Minimum of 50% of
participating learners
demonstrate improved
scores in Reading Text,
Document Use and Numeracy

Minimum of 80% of
participating learners will
report increased knowledge
of, and confidence in
computer-based learning

who completed pre and post-TOWES testing.

2 data sets produced for feedback evaluation
survey data.

234 learners and 25 facilitators completed
feedback evaluation surveys.

Target met.
Overall, 69% of participants demonstrated
increased scores for Reading Text, Document

Use and Numeracy.

Target exceeded.

TOWES
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Minimum of 80% of
participating learners will
report increased self-
confidence as independent
learners

A minimum of 80% of
participating learners will
qualify or demonstrate a
willingness to engage in
further informal or formal
learning.

56% of learners in Phase One and 63% of
learners in Phase Two reported increased
knowledge of and confidence in computer-base
learning.

Target not met

67% of learners in Phase One and 77% of
learners in Phase Two reported increased self-
confidence as independent learners

Target not met

60% of learners in Phase One and 66% of
learners in Phase Two reported gaining an
understanding about other learning
opportunities

Target not met

Test pilot report written Pilot report Pilot report included in final project report.
Prepare test pilot report Field test data collected, analyzed and

separated from analysis for reporting Target met.

Recruit external reviewer. Report External review report completed.

External review and report

Identify key measures.
Compile project information.

Target met.

Prepare project final report

Compile final project report with
findings, recommendations and next
steps.

Final project report

Final project report completed.

Target met.

To create sustainable capacity with
facilitators/instructors with the
Sector Group communities of
practice to deliver informal literacy
programming in essential skills via
Internet and assistive technologies
and develop best practices to
improve completion rates and
workplace success.

Recruit partners and instructors

Request for Partners (RFP) letter issued
on TOWES website and through TOWES
contact & mailing lists.

TOWES blog used to invite RFP
submission in Phase Two.

Letters of participation

Letters of participation issued.

Letter of Intent submitted, reviewed and
accepted.

Partner organisation acceptance letters issued.
Pilot partner contracts established and
completed.

Target met.

Support pilot partners in recruiting
learners

Participant Selection Guide created to
facilitate partner recruitment.

Recruit 240 learners

375 learners recruited to participate in Field test.
375 learners wrote pre-TOWES test.

TOWES
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Honoraria issued to improve learner
recruitment. Honoraria eligibility
dependent on completion of field test
components.

247 learners wrote post-TOWES test.
Honoraria distributed to eligible partner
organisations for reimbursement to recruited
learners.

Target exceeded.

Plan and prepare training session
materials

Development of supporting and learning
content for learners and facilitators.
Create facilitator training materials.
Create and record online training movie
tutorials.

Training plan

Training Plan completed and materials created.
Facilitator Guide completed.

Facilitator Guide and Learner Guide updated for
Phase Two field test specifications.

Facilitator training movies created in Phase Two.

Target met.

Train instructors to facilitate the
online instruction for the adapted
tool

Deliver over-the-phone, on-site and
online training sessions for using
curriculum content.

Publish online training movie tutorials.

Training sessions delivered

Essential Skills training developed with 16 field
test partners.

4 over-the-phone training sessions delivered.

1 on-site training session delivered.

11 online training sessions delivered.

6 TOWES Test Administration certification
examinations completed and new certifications
issued.

Target met.

@ See Appendix B for the Needs Analysis and Literature Review Report

@ See Appendix C for the Integration Plan

@ See Appendix D for the Training Plan facilitator training presentation materials

TOWES
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| National Pilot Project Overview

The pilot of the Essential Skills Direct (ESD) curriculum began in January 2010 and concluded at the end
of December 2010. The pilot involved two phases of activity. Phase One took place from January 2010 to
May 2010; Phase Two took place from August 2010 to December 2010. During the two phases of the
pilot, 375 Canadians from 16 different Organizations across Canada were involved in the pilot project.

The 16 Project Partners included:

e Northern Alberta Institute of Technology (NAIT) (AB)

e College of New Caledonia (BC)

e Douglas College (BC)

e  Workplace Education Manitoba (MB)

e New Brunswick Community College- Saint John Campus (NB)
e Academy Canada- Kenmount Campus (NL)

e College of the North Atlantic — St-John’s Campus (NL)

e Nova Scotia Community College (NS)

e Teetl'it Gwich’in Band Council- Fort McPherson (NT)

e Atikokan Adult Literacy Centre (ON)

e Fanshawe College of Applied Art and Technology- Woodstock Campus (ON)
e Georgian College (ON)

e LaCité Collégiale (ON)

e Niagara College (ON)

e TriArch Educational Services (ON)

e Saskatchewan Indian Institute of Technology (SK)

@ See Appendix E for the ESD Partner Summaries

ESD Pilot Activities

The main activities of the national pilot project included:

e Partner Selection — Partner selection was completed by posting a Request for Partners notice on
the TOWES and CVCC's project websites and sending the announcement out through the
TOWES contact list. Organizations applied to participate in the project and most of the
applicants who met the partner criteria were accepted as participants. Partners accepted to the
project received a Partner Confirmation Letter and Partner Initiation Package containing
information about project deliverables, timing of project activities, partner roles and
responsibilities. The Partner Initiation Package also contained a partner contract confirming the
proposed schedule of activities at each individual pilot site.

TOWES 14
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To encourage partner commitment, the project team used an honoraria system during the
partner recruitment and selection process. The honorarium amount of $200.00 was selected on
a per learner recruited basis. Partners were eligible to receive the honorarium amount providing
they were able to recruit participants and ensure recruited participants completed all
components of the ESD pilot field test.

@ See Appendix F for ESD partner recruitment documentation

e Facilitator Training — The project team conducted a series of training sessions with project
partner facilitators over the phone, in-person or using web based instructional movies. A
comprehensive overview of the facilitator training is found in the Content and Curriculum
Overview section of this report.

e Participant Recruitment - Project Partners recruited learners to participate in the pilot.
Participation was voluntary and participants were selected by each project partner. Participants
completed consent to participate in research forms indicating their participation. TOWES
provided support materials to assist with the recruitment, selection and tracking of participants.
To encourage participant recruitment, partner organizations were encouraged to supply on a
per learner basis a minimum of $50.00 dollars of their total honoraria amount directly to
participants.

@ See Appendix G — ESD Facilitator Resources for associated facilitator documentation

e  Pre-TOWES Testing - All participants were required to complete a TOWES assessment prior to
beginning the ESD curriculum.

e ESD Curriculum trial - Participants were provided with the opportunity to try out all aspects of
the curriculum. The delivery and scope of piloting activities varied significantly between each
group of participants (for example, some participants worked through ESD on their own time,
while some used ESD as part of an existing classroom-based program). At the onset of the
project, participants were asked to spend a minimum of 10 hours working through the
curriculum; however, few participants adhered to these requirements, either going above or
below the recommended hours of work. TOWES provided an ESD Participant Project Guide
information package, a participant ESD Profile containing a learning plan and an ESD Learner
Guide to each participant. Facilitators were asked to complete the learning plan section of the
ESD Profile with their learners prior to using ESD.

@ See Appendix H-ESD Introductory Content Materials for the ESD Participant Project Guide and ESD
Profile and Appendix I-ESD User Guides for the ESD Learner Guide

TOWES 15
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e Post-TOWES Testing - All participants were required to complete a TOWES assessment when
they had finished using ESD.

e Feedback Surveys - Both participants & facilitators were asked to provide feedback to the
project team in both phases of the pilot activities. Surveys in Phase One were completed using a
paper based format while surveys in Phase Two were completed online through Survey
Monkey™. Facilitators also completed a formal feedback survey; however, informal facilitator
feedback was gathered throughout the pilot by the project team.

@ See Appendix J for Facilitator and Participant and Feedback Evaluation Survey materials

TOWES 16
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Essential Skills Online: A Consortium Approach
| Methodology Overview

The purpose of the project was to evaluate the effectiveness of online learning for improving Essential
Skills in three domains: Reading Text, Document Use and Numeracy. To measure the effectiveness of the
Essential Skills Direct (ESD) curriculum, a field test was conducted in which:

Pilot sites were established with partners across Canada

Pilot partners recruited participants to complete the ESD curriculum

Pilot -participants wrote pre-and post-TOWES tests

Pilot participants and project facilitators completed feedback evaluation surveys

SN NN

TOWES scores were collected for analysis to determine the effectiveness of ESD for improving
Essential Skills

Feedback evaluation surveys responses were collected and reviewed to evaluate the ESD

Q\

curriculum and evaluate the success of the project

The following section outlines the methodology used by the project team over the course of the project.

TOWES

Test of Workplace Essential Skills (TOWES) gain scores were collected for analysis. Each participant was
given a TOWES test prior to beginning the ESD curriculum, and a TOWES test following completion of
the ESD curriculum.

TOWES is a competency-based test that uses problem sets and authentic workplace documents to
assess Essential Skills proficiencies in three domains: Reading Text, Document Use, and Numeracy.

Reading Text (Prose Literacy) - includes prose based information such as notes, letters, memos,
manuals, specifications, regulations, reports and journals. This includes forms and labels, print and non-
print media (for example, text on a computer screen), and paragraph-length text found in charts, tables
and graphs.

Document Use (Document Literacy) — includes data presented in lists and tables and in visual displays
such as icons, scale drawings, maps and schematics. This includes all materials in which words, numbers,
icons and other visual characteristics (lines, colours and shapes) are organized within tables and lists or
given meaning by their spatial arrangements.

Numeracy (Quantitative Literacy) - includes numerical information and calculations involving money
math, scheduling, budgeting and accounting math, measurement and calculation, data analysis and
numerical estimation.
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The TOWES General Series Level 2 test was used for this project in a paper and pencil format. This
particular series assess skill levels 1 — 4, but most accurately measures skill levels 2 and 3 (standard error
0.04 or less). The test does not assess skills above level 4 and only provides an estimate of skill at this
level. The paper test contains 18 problem sets with a total of 74 questions. Each question requires the
test taker to assume the role of a worker in various occupational settings common to the workplace.

TOWES is a preferred measure of workplace literacy skills when compared with conventional
assessments because:

V" Standardized achievement tests tend to be created for children in school, not adults.

v" School-based tests look backward to the academic curriculum and miss workplace topics.

v" Adult tests of basic skills generally reflect a community rather than a workplace-based context.
v Workplace tasks are not benchmarked to grade level equivalents.

TOWES Scoring

TOWES scores are generated using Item Response Theory (IRT) often called Latent Trait methodology.
Item Response Theory is a beneficial model to use in the analysis of projects such as Essential Skills
Direct because:

v"IRT measures discrete underlying traits that are difficult to observe (in the case of this project,
Reading Text, Document Use and Numeracy skills).

V" IRT measures patterns of responses over a series of items. A test taker’s proficiency is
established by their ability to perform consistently over a number of test items. As a result,
scores are independent of the measurement instrument used (as long as the underlying scale is
the same - like with TOWES). In the case of TOWES an 80% proficiency model is used, meaning a
test taker is considered proficient at a given level when they are able to demonstrate
consistency (80% or higher) at performing tasks at that level.

v" The IRT model assumes that an individual’s proficiency (skill) level measured remains consistent
over time unless other factors intervene to cause changes (i.e. training intervention, skill loss
over time due to lack of use). For example, an individual’s reading level should remain
consistent unless they take action to acquire additional skills or have lost their reading skills.

V" IRT analysis can determine how other variables (such as age, gender, years of education, etc.)
influence proficiency scores.

In addition, the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) uses the same IRT scoring model and
measurement framework as TOWES, so generalizations may be made about Essential Skills Direct
project findings in relation to IALS research results. In other words, the two measurement scales and
research findings based on these scales are directly comparable.

@ See Appendix K for the Complexity Levels Explained document
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The International Adult Literacy Survey Measurement Scale

Essential Skills test results report on both the IALS (International Adult Literacy Survey)* 500-point scale
and the ESRP (Essential Skills Research Project)® 5-Level scale used for occupational profiles developed
by HRSDC (Human Resources and Skills Development Canada). On the IALS 500-point scale, complexity is
measured 0 to 500, with 500 being most complex. On the ESRP 5-level scale, complexity is measured
from 1 to 5 with 5 being most complex. The relationship between both scales is presented below.

A test taker is assigned a score at a given level when they can demonstrate an 80 percent (or higher)
proficiency at completing questions at a given level. In other words, an individual will be classified at
level 3 if they demonstrate an 80 percent (or higher) pass rate on questions rated at level 3. The 80
percent pass rate was selected as the required proficiency level because an 80 percent proficiency level
was the standard established by IALS, and most workplaces require a similar standard of proficiency.

TOWES test results are standardized. As such, the following assumptions can be made about scores:

v"Individuals with scores at level 4 can accurately complete TOWES questions rated at level 1, 2, 3,
and 4, at the required proficiency rate of 80 percent or higher.

v"Individuals with scores at level 3 can accurately complete TOWES questions rated at Level 1, 2,
and 3, at the required proficiency rate of 80 percent or higher. They may be able to complete
guestions with complexities rated at 4 or higher, however not at the required 80 percent
proficiency rate. This pattern repeats at level 2 and level 1.

4 Statistics Canada. (2003). Building on our Competencies: Canadian Results of the International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey (Catalogue no.
89-617-XIE). Ottawa, Ontario: Canada.

5 Human Resources & Social Development Canada (2007). Essential Skills Research Project. Retrieved May 30, 2008, from:
http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/en/workplaceskills/publications/essential_skills/esrpfc.shtml
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TOWES Testing & Data Collection

TOWES Test Administration

As TOWES is a formal invigilated standardized assessment, it is important that the proper test
administration procedures and protocols are followed. Only certified TOWES Test Administrators may
invigilate the assessment. This ensures all test takers across the country receive the same quality of
testing instruction and that fair and equitable testing practices are maintained at all times. As many of
the project partner organizations were TOWES Distributors, most staff involved in this project had
previously been certified as trained TOWES test administrators. Staff from non-TOWES distributor
organizations received Test Administrator Certification training as part of the preparation process.

Demographics

TOWES test takers complete a demographic survey located at the beginning of each test booklet. The
demographic survey is identical to the IALS demographic survey. Participants are encouraged to
respond to each questionnaire item as accurately as possible, with the understanding that data collected
is for research purposes only and will never be directly associated to them. Information collected
remains confidential and may only be accessed by TOWES. Completing the TOWES questionnaire is not
mandatory for participants to receive test results.

@see Appendix L to view the TOWES Questionnaire
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General Series Lewel 2/3

TOWES

fformal education have you completed,

g with grade one and not counting repeated years at the

[

<l of schooling that you have ever completed?

The inft

The information

eporting purposes A7 Whatis the b
y TOWES

s an individual
ny questions about how the information will be
please contact TOWES at (403) 410-3200; towesi@bowvalleyc

oma from a school of nursing
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A3 Were you bom in Canada? "
O yes, Canadian citizen by buth. |IEP Go to question AS
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* T bout the job or business you have worked at

ASa What is the language you firs |

(Mark only one ur
A9 For what kind of husiness, industry or service did you work?
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o
o AL What kind of work did you do a ?
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Turn pagc for more questions

Thank you for completing this questionnaire.
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Test Results

TOWES test results for each participant were compiled in association with the collected demographics.
This enables TOWES to look for common themes and trends among the entire participant group as well
as select population groups. Demographic information along with the corresponding test results and are
not distributed individually, but as a group, to ensure results and personal information remains
anonymous.

For data analysis purposes, the project team attempted to have all participants write a G2 Series TOWES
test (Level 2 and Level 3) for consistency and comparison of results. However, some of the partners
chose to pilot ESD in existing programs which already had a specific TOWES test allotted to the
participants (based on individual program or occupational requirements for example). Therefore, some
participants wrote a G3 series TOWES test (Level 3 and Level 4) depending on the type of program they
were enrolled in. However, the underlying measurement scale is consistent on all versions of TOWES, so
research findings will not be influenced by the version of TOWES completed.

Sample Size Limitations

Many researchers strive for sufficient sample sizes to result in confidence levels of 95% and margins of
error of +/-5%. These parameters ensure significant results can be used to generalize to the population
and to make data driven decisions and recommendations. Confidence levels and margins of error are
largely dictated by sample sizes which include the overall size of the population and the size of the
sample population.

The Essential Skills Direct project had a target sample population of 240 participants - a number far too
small to make generalizations based on the findings.

However, the goal of the ESD analysis is to begin to determine the effectiveness of the online tool and to
gather an indication of user patterns. As such, the sample size was sufficient for this purpose.

Participant Tracking

A Learning Management System (LMS) was built into the Essential Skills Direct tool to facilitate the
tracking of user data. The learning management system was designed to incorporate some user tracking
features. Users were tracked within the LMS by their ESD User ID — unique identifiers assigned to each
participant. These ESD identifiers were also associated with assigned Participant and Facilitator feedback
evaluation survey identifiers. The tracked LMS data paired with the qualitative data collected in the
Participant and Facilitator feedback evaluation surveys provided the project team with a reasonable
representation of how the tool was used by each participant.

TOWES 21

CANADA'S ESSENTIAL EREDENTIAL Prepared for HRSDC Project Number 5332978



Essential Skills Online: A Consortium Approach

LMS Limitations

The refinement of the ESD LMS provided Phase Il participants with a much enhanced experience when
compared with the experience of Phase | participants. The data collected in each phase was
incomparable due to functional limitations of learner access in Phase One and the blended nature of
curriculum access in Phase Two. The improved tool available to participants in Phase Il of this pilot, gave
participants the flexibility of completing all, none, or any combination of components online and/ or
offline.

Because each participant took advantage of this capability in the way that was most suitable to their
individual needs, the frequency and duration the learner is recorded as logged into the tool is not
representative of the amount of time spent on the curriculum. This was also encountered when tracking
time spent on the sector specific workbooks which were completed offline.

However, to achieve a measure of time spent on the curriculum, the project team used the Estimated
time spent on ESD results collected within the Participant evaluation survey. While the Estimated time
spent on ESD survey results represented a range of time spent by the participants, it was provided
directly by the participants themselves and as a result, was viewed to be the most realistic and reflective
measure of time spent by participants on the ESD curriculum. When correlated to TOWES scores data,
the project team could use the Estimated time spent on ESD survey results to determine if any
relationship exists between time spent on the ESD curriculum and an individual’s level of Essential Skills
proficiency.

Tool Development

During the development phase of the ESD tool, necessary technical and practical changes occurred on
an ongoing basis that were intended to improve both the curriculum and the learning management
system.

The Learning Content Development Model
The following development model was used to create learning content for Essential Skills Direct:
i. Primary Research and Needs Analysis

To confirm which sectors would be selected for inclusion in this project a needs analysis and literature
review were undertaken examining the Canadian labour market. Based on the research findings, five
industry sectors were chosen which were deemed likely to have ongoing labour supply shortages and
substantive technical changes within their existing occupations-changes that would likely necessitate
Essential Skills training.
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The chosen sectors include:

Automotive

Aviation*

Entrance into Apprenticeship/ Trades
Health

Petroleum (Oil & Gas)

NSRNENENEN

ii. Collection of Authentic Workplace Materials

Authentic workplace documents were collected and reviewed for use as source materials when
beginning the development of sector specific content. The revisions included workplace documents
previously collected and maintained in the project team’s archives, new documents collected through
consultation sessions with industry stakeholders and documents identified by sector groups, employers
and educators as being useful towards the creation of relevant learning materials or which were
representative of actual workplace scenarios.

The authentic workplace materials collected and reviewed by the project team also served as models for
generic versions of these documents integrated within the learning materials.

*Although originally identified as a sector in need of workforce Essential Skills training, the very nature of
the Aviation industry made it difficult to meet this need. The aviation industry by nature is risk-averse and
very proprietary, particularly with documents regarding specific policies and procedures. The project team
was unable to source enough documents to create sufficient materials for an aviation-focused module.
Although materials were developed based on some very generic aviation documents, the scope of what
was needed to develop all the activities required to thoroughly teach Essential Skills was not attainable.

iii. Delivery Approach

A learning management system for Essential Skills Direct (ESD) was created to host sector- specific
learning materials. This system integrated emerging technologies with certain valuable components of
TOWES Essential Skills Online (ESO) tool to create an enhanced tool that offered delivery options not
possible with traditional paper-based resources.

The ability to complete the learning materials in either online or paper-based format was incorporated
with flexibility in mind. The dual delivery approach allowed learners to access ESD learning material
online wherever an internet connection is available or complete ESD learning materials offline when an
internet connection is not available. The dual delivery approach was ideal for learners who were not
comfortable working in an online environment or for learners completing Essential Skills training in
remote locations.

The flexible system design offered facilitators many options for incorporating the materials into existing
training programs and allowed for a blended delivery model. Comprehensive support components are
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useful for learners taking a more self-directed approach and for employers and workers who wanted to
use it in a workplace setting.

The Learning Material Development Model

The following development model was used to create the learning material components of Essential
Skills Direct:

i. Overall Content Development

As in typical workplace situations, Essential Skills are not applied in isolation; rather, key components of
Reading Text, Document Use and Numeracy skills may be incorporated to successfully complete a
workplace task. Using this methodology, learners completing ESD are given the opportunity to assume
the role of a Canadian worker who must use a combination of skills to complete realistic workplace
tasks. It was anticipated that by increasing user buy-in towards the learning material content, learners
who were less inclined to participate in traditional learning models would find relevancy and meaning in
the ESD learning material. It was also anticipated that this type of content development would lead
learners to completing a substantial amount of the available learning material, resulting in improved
levels of Essential Skills.

ii. Learning Plan (ESD profile)

The learning plan document was originally designed to provide learners with important labour market
information from their chosen sector and recommend useful learning components to complete within
ESD.

The Learning plan was originally envisioned to auto-populate with information such as:

Occupational information
Profiles/ NOC data
Job Futures

SR NRNEN

Sector Information

This information would auto-populate based on personal information collected from the learner
through:

Demographic information
TOWES test scores
Chosen occupation(s)

Work experience
Occupational requirements (i.e. the occupation’s certification requirements,
employment trends, employment industries)

NANENENEN
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v How much time learners anticipated completing course materials (i.e. 2 hours, 5 hours)
V" Learner goals (i.e. improving their understanding of Essential Skills, additional practice,
skills improvement)

The adjustments to this component resulted in a learning plan that is completed by the learner with
or without input from the facilitator. The information originally intended to auto-populate is
provided instead in the form of external resources by facilitators. These external resources are web
links to documents and websites that facilitators may access or share with their learners through the
learning management system.

By no longer auto-populating recommended ESD content, facilitators were encouraged to review
learner pre-test TOWES scores and suggest ESD components to learners based on those scores. A
mandatory learner survey was used to provide information on how much time a learner intends to
dedicate to the learning materials. This additional information helps to inform the design of the
learning plan by or with the facilitator. This learning plan is available in both a digital and a paper-
based format and was renamed the ESD Profile.

iii. Introduction and Learning Objectives module

The Introduction and Learning Objectives module was originally designed to provide a 10-15 minute
sector-specific introduction to the learner and identify learning objectives and learning outcomes
related to specific integrated theme-based module workbooks.

Adjustments to this component resulted in associating specific elements of the learning objectives
directly within integrated them-based workbooks rather than a standalone module. Sector specific
introductory overviews at the beginning of each workbook provided a context for the learning activities
to follow and inform the learner about the importance of developing the associated skills identified
within the workbooks.

iv. Integrated Theme-based modules

Integrated theme-based modules were originally designed as paper-based only documents that taught
Essential Skills in the context of sector specific workplace themes. The integrated theme-based modules
were intended to serve as the basis of the ESD learning components.

Due to emerging technologies, it was possible to design the integrated theme-based modules identically
for either digital or paper-based delivery. The adjustments resulted in learner flexibility when
completing their work. User could now use the digital format through the learning management system
or use a printable version of digital format offline once downloaded from the learning management
system.
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v. Skill Builder modules

Skill Builder modules were originally designed to be short, interactive web-based movies using Adobe
Captivate®. Skill Builder movies would offer instruction on specific strategies and techniques, and
provide targeted practice opportunities for applying or improving specific components of Essential Skills.
The Skill Builder modules followed their original conception throughout the learning material
development phase.

vi. Self-Assessment modules

Self-Assessment modules were originally designed as supplementary workbooks that would provide
additional practice and informal assessment opportunities for learners. Self-Assessment modules were
used primarily to verify whether the concepts introduced within the integrated theme-based workbooks
were understood. The Self-Assessment modules followed their original conception throughout the
learning material development phase.

Data Analysis
Data Analysis

The goal of the Essential Skills Direct project was to collect and analyze pre-and post- test TOWES scores
for 240 participants who completed both TOWES tests and the ESD curriculum. The data was collected
and compiled by the project team. The data was analyzed using the SPSS program (version 19) for all
analyses. The analyses were performed by an independent psychometric analysis expert, Theresa J.B.
Kline, Ph.D., Department of Psychology, University of Calgary.

The project pilot activities were completed in two phases. Subsequently, the data was analyzed
separately in three sets to ensure that the analyses could accurately reflect the effectiveness of the ESD
intervention. The first analysis included data from all project participants who completed the pre-
TOWES test, the ESD curriculum and post-TOWES test. A second analysis was carried out using data
from project participants in Phase One and a third analysis was carried out using data from project
participants in Phase Two.

Of the 247 participants in the data sets, five participants had outlying negative gains scores on one or
more of the three Essential Skills domain scales. Therefore, they were deleted, leaving 242 cases to be
subjected to analyses.®

® page 2, OLT-data analyses and results (All Cases), December 27, 2010. Dr. Theresa J.B. Kline, University of
Calgary

TOWES 2

CANADA'S ESSENTIAL CREDENTIAL Prepared for HRSDC | Project Number 5332978



Essential Skills Online: A Consortium Approach

The analysis of field test participant descriptive data and TOWES test scores in this report analyzes the
data only from those 242 participants. For all analyses, results are reported only where significant
relationship were determined.

Data collected for the project includes:

TOWES pre-test scores

TOWES post-test scores

Demographic information (gathered during TOWES testing)
Facilitator Feedback Evaluation Survey results

NN NN

Participant Feedback Evaluation Survey results

@ See the Findings section of this report for project data analyses findings and Appendix M for the OLT
Data Analyses and Results Reports prepared by Theresa J.B. Kline, Ph. D, Department of Psychology,
University of Calgary

External Evaluation

An evaluation of the project was conducted by an independent external evaluator and a report was
produced outlining the external evaluation findings. The external evaluation consisted of an evaluation
of the project deliverables as outlined in Schedule A of the project contribution agreement. It also
included an analysis and evaluation of the Feedback Evaluation Survey responses collected from project
facilitators and participants over both phases of the field test. Highlights of the Evaluation Report are
presented in the Findings section of this report.

The external evaluation was conducted by Barrington Research Group, Inc., an independent external
evaluator located in Calgary, AB.

Feedback Evaluation Surveys

Formal feedback evaluation surveys were sent to the facilitators and participants involved in the project.
Evaluations were given to each project partner to distribute to all the facilitators and participants
involved in the project. The evaluations allowed the project team to receive a first-hand look at how the
curriculum did or did not work for the facilitators and participants. The evaluations were collected in
paper format in Phase One and using an online third party survey collection service in Phase Two .The
survey results were analyzed separately for this report due to the widely differing nature of the Phase
One and Phase Two pilots.
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In both pilot phases:

V" Facilitator feedback evaluation surveys were designed to gain a profile of the participants
involved, the program piloting ESD, and how it was facilitated. Facilitators were also asked to
comment on the content, instructional strategies, navigational and technical aspects of ESD.

V" Participant feedback evaluation surveys were designed to get a first-hand idea of how ESD
worked for the users. Participants rated all aspects of the curriculum including the content,
instructional strategies, navigational elements and technical aspects.

@ See Appendix N for the Essential Skills Online: A Consortium Approach Evaluation Report prepared by

Barrington Research Group, Inc. of Calgary, Alberta.

@ See Appendix J for both the Facilitator and Participant Feedback Evaluation Survey materials
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| Content and Curriculum Overview

The following section provides an overview of the content and sector-based curriculum developed for
the Essential Skills Direct project.

Introductory content
i. Essential Skills Direct login survey (online)

At the time of first login, participants were required to complete a login survey prior to accessing any of
the ESD learning or support components. The login survey collected baseline information from the
participant regarding their chosen sector of interest. Information collected included the participant’s
current occupation within the sector, years of experience within the current occupation, knowledge of
the occupational certification and re-certification requirements, and employment trends and industry
outlooks for the chosen sector. The login survey also collected information related to the participant’s
intended time commitment and overall learning goals while working through ESD.

ii. Essential Skills Direct Profile (online with hard-copy option)

The Essential Skills Direct Profile was designed to support each project participant in their learning. The
ESD profile contained sector-based occupational information about Essential Skills and was used to
establish a learning plan.

The ESD Profile was designed to be user specific and was completed by the learner with guidance from
their facilitator. The ESD profile provides general information on Essential Skills requirements related to
a participant’s chosen occupation. Occupation specific Essential Skills requirements are identified to
improve participant knowledge of occupational requirements. The ESD Profile also includes an initial
TOWES skill gap analysis where the participant’s TOWES test scores are compared to the scores required
for a specific occupation.

The ESD Profile features a learning plan section designed to help participants identify personal areas of
skill improvement and guide their navigation through the curriculum. The goal was to make the learning
plans flexible, customizable, and meaningful to learners and their specific learning environment.

ii. Essential Skills Direct Profile - Facilitator Functionality

To create an individualized learning plan, facilitators worked in partnership with their participants.
Facilitator functionality included the ability to provide participants with web links to external resources
on such topics such as employment trends, job searching and industry or occupational awareness.
Additional features included the ability to assign or un-assign specific learning components depending
on participant learning plans or individual needs, and the ability to review workbooks completed by
individual participants.
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iii. Essential Skills Direct Participant Project Guide (online with hard-copy option)

The Essential Skills Direct Participant Project Guide was created to help participants clearly understand
their involvement with the OLT project. The ESD Participant Project Guide provided specific information
to the participants regarding the different components of their involvement. The Essential Skills Direct
Participant Project Guide included information on pre-and post-TOWES testing, the trial of the ESD
curriculum and LMS, and their feedback evaluation. Explanations about the purpose of the field test and
the confidentiality of participant information was also included.

A Participant Checklist was embedded within the Participant Project Guide to help participants keep
track of their ESD login information and ensure they were on-track to complete all components of the
field test activities. The participant checklist, when followed and completed, ensured participant
eligibility for the honorarium that was delivered by project partners at the end of the field test.

The ESD Participant Project Guide document was available to facilitators on the facilitator resources web
page.

iv. Help, Support and Training content (online with hard-copy option)

A series of documents were created by the project team to provide help, support and training to either
facilitators or participants.

A general help document was created primarily for participants and uploaded directly to the LMS. The
ESD Tips and Tricks document provided guidance for resolving basic login difficulties, locating PDF
interface features found within workbook forms and useful tips and tricks for improving the overall
learning experience.

A support document was created to help facilitators keep track of their participants ESD usernames and
associated pre-and post-