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A snapshot of the Senior Care Society

• 1,300 staff and 4,900 
clients

• 750 volunteers

• 6 care centres providing 
a range of services from 
supportive living to long 
term care and dementia 
care



What was the initial impetus for 
our projects?

• The Senior Care Society noticed internal communication 
issues between staff and between staff and residents.

• They had heard of Literacy Alberta’s Literacy Audit Tool Kit 
and wanted a literacy audit of the organization.

• Instead, Literacy Alberta used the Literacy Audit as one tool to 
conduct an organizational needs assessment about 
communications.

• Among other things, the ONA revealed that lack of 
consistency in charting was a major concern.



Where did the synergy with 
FESA come in?

• While Literacy Alberta developed plain language and 
clear communication workshops for the Senior Care 
Society’s staff, the Society heard of FESA’s work.

• FESA’s model of integrating family literacy and essential 
skills into the workplace perfectly suited the needs 
identified by the frontline healthcare staff around 
charting.

• FESA’s proposed learning circles model would facilitate 
peer learning in the centre.



What are our projects’ objectives?

Literacy Alberta:

• Organizational Needs Assessment 
(ONA) on oral and print 
communications, staff-to-staff 
and staff with resident and family 
members.

• Based on the ONA, develop 
specific workshops on print and 
oral communications for staff or 
as train-the-trainer workshops.

• Began in March 2009 and work is 
ongoing.

FESA:

• To integrate family literacy and 
essential skills into the 
workplace.

• Develop tailored programs for the 
workplace based on a needs 
assessment with Health Care 
Aides.

• Began in March 2008 as a 
research project.



Which Senior Care Society staff were involved in 
the two projects?

Literacy Alberta’s ONA:

• All levels of management in 
all departments

• Supervisory and frontline 
healthcare staff

• Social workers

• Resident and family council

FESA’s needs assessment and 
training:

• Health Care Aides



What works?
Literacy Alberta’s viewpoint

• ONAs which include all levels of staff and clients give a 360 degree 
view of the issues.

• This leads to workshops and coaching tailored to specific essential 
skills needs.

• An unanticipated result was that internal trainers began to see the 
value of including essential skills in their training.

• The ONA provided the rationale for internal trainers to expand their 
training strategies by collaborating with external LES organizations 
to develop tailored workshops.



What works?
FESA’s viewpoint

Learning circles or communities of 
practice:

A learning circle or a community of 
practice “has an identity defined 
by a shared domain of interest. In 
pursuing their interest, members 
engage in joint activities and 
discussions, help each other and 
share information. They develop 
a shared repertoire of resources: 
experiences, stories, tools, and 
ways of addressing recurring 
problems. This takes time and 
sustained interaction.” (Wenger 
2004)



Why does it work?
Literacy Alberta:

• A full needs assessment of the 
organization which includes literacy 
and essential skills orientation raises 
awareness that perhaps some 
workers’ problems are because of 
essential skills deficits, and not 
because they “don’t know their job.”

• The organization as a whole begins to 
understand some of the literacy and 
essential skills gaps their workers may 
face.

• Once the awareness is there, internal 
trainers are more willing to include 
essential skills in their curriculum to 
meet staff needs.

FESA:

• Learning circles explicitly foster the 
four essential skills of oral 
communication, critical thinking, 
problem solving and continuous 
learning.

• Discussions as a group help 
participants come to a common 
understanding or make the decision 
to ask supervisors to clarify.

• Learning circles help participants 
start to recognize their own 
responsibilities around learning:

– “I never thought to do that or 
look at things like that.”

– “Why haven’t I thought to do this 
before?”



What indicates success for our 
projects?

Literacy Alberta:

• Widespread use of plain language in the organization, and 
appropriate teaching of medical jargon and concepts to 
residents and family members.

• Extent to which literacy and essential skills awareness and 
training improves staff’s communication with each other and 
with residents and family members.

• Extent to which literacy and essential skills are included in 
ongoing internal training for staff.



What indicates success for our 
projects?

FESA:

Both employers and employees indicated:

• Increased confidence in doing their job

• Facilitated a focus on core issues by the organization

• Improved communication between staff members

• Great cultural understanding both between employees and 
between staff and residents

• Improved understanding and utilization of documents

• Improved effectiveness of the employee in the workplace


