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Fundamental ABE Learner Profiles 
  
 An	  understanding	  of	  this	  diverse	  student	  group	  needs	  to	  be	  considered	  in	  decisions	  affecting	  

educational	  pathways	  for	  fundamental	  ABE.	  	  

 Students	  may	  be	  marginalized	  and/or	  individuals	  for	  whom	  schooling	  has	  not	  come	  easily.	  

 The	  lives	  of	  fundamental	  ABE	  learners	  also	  correlate	  with	  deep	  courage,	  dedication	  and	  
resiliency.	  We	  must	  exercise	  caution	  in	  viewing	  fundamental	  ABE	  students	  from	  a	  deficit	  
perspective.	  	  

 

LEARNERS COME FROM: 
 
INTERRUPTED EDUCATION 
FAILURE IN K-12 
POVERTY 
ADDICTIONS 
MENTAL HEALTH 
LEARNING DISABILITIES 
ABUSE 
VIOLENCE 
TRAUMA 
 
THEY ARE DIVERSE:  
 
AT-RISK YOUTH 
GENERATION 1.5 
INDIGENOUS  
CANADIAN BORN 
CANADIAN SCHOOLED 
NEW CANADIAN 
SETTLED IN CANADA 
ENGLISH AS A FIRST LANGUAGE 
ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE 
SINGLE PARENTS 
THE WORKING POOR 
HEADS OF FAMILIES 

Emily immigrates to 
Canada with her family 
when she starts high 
school. In high school, 
she is in a special 
program. After high 
school completion, she 
attends adult classes for 
fundamental reading, 
writing and math. Emily 
struggles to find part-
time employment and is 
finally happy to be 
working at a fast-food 
restaurant. She 
continues with her 
upgrading but worries 
about her future. 

Syad’s first experience with education was growing 
up in a refugee camp in Pakistan where he learned to 
speak English. Syad tries to juggle casual labouring 
jobs with attending reading, writing and math classes. 
Sometimes he works graveyard shifts as a security 
guard. During these periods of employment he is 
often exhausted. For now, Syad wants a stable job so 
he can get to classes regularly.  

Tanis is trying to get her life on track. 
She wants to get her child out of foster 
care. Life seems to conspire against her. 
She has not been able to come to school 
recently because she is trying to find 
stable housing, and there was a recent 
violent death in the family. After she 
upgrades her basic academic skills and 
gets her prerequisites, Tanis would like 
to take the Licensed Practical Nursing 
(LPN) program at VCC. She wants a 
good job so she can raise her child.	  

While sorting through family documents, Donna’s mother 
finds paperwork from the 80’s that shows Donna has a 
documented learning disability. Her mother gives her these 
documents when she is in her mid-thirties and attending 
school for fundamental reading, writing and math. This is 
Donna’s first knowledge of a documented learning disability. 
She is both relieved to know but puzzled by this latent news. 
While at VCC, Donna hears about the auto trades program 
and is starting to see herself in this area of work. 

Taylor, who has lived on the 
street and been involved in 
the sex trade, now has 
stable housing and is being 
encouraged to go to school. 
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Carmen has three grown children who live at home and 
work at casual and part-time jobs. Carmen works full-time 
as a kitchen helper in a seniors’ centre and does part-
time cleaning to supplement her day job. She is in the 
middle of a separation, and hard physical work and stress 
take its toll on her health. Despite this, she attends night 
classes for basic reading, writing and computer skills. 
She does this because she wants to show her kids a 
good example. Also, Carmen feels she won’t be able to 
do hard physical work all her life. She believes education 
is the way to get ahead. 

Kevin gets involved with drugs 
and alcohol in high school and 
drops out. By 19 he is in rehab. 
Now he is in his mid-twenties 
and about to become a father. 
He works full-time in construction 
while refreshing basic math and 
taking high school biology at 
VCC. After that, he plans to take 
the other courses he needs to 
get into a nursing program. Kevin 
is encouraged by his progress; 
previously he worried that he had 
done some brain damage in his 
youth and wouldn’t be able to 
learn. He feels his goals are 
within reach. 

School wasn’t an option for 
Steve growing up, so he 
went to work early on in life. 
As a young man, he came to 
Canada, got a good paying 
union job and raised his 
family here. Now that his 
children are educated and 
successful in their lives, 
Steve feels it is his time to go 
to school. He studies basic 
reading, writing and math, 
and especially wants to learn 
how to use the computer. 

Oscar has been out of prison for 
10 years now, and has been 
working days and studying 
nights for several years. He is a 
gregarious and sensitive student 
who explains he never learned 
to read and write and got good 
at faking, didn’t have a happy life 
growing up, and hopes to be 
reunited one day with his 
children. He passes up 
opportunities at work because 
he is afraid of the reading, 
writing and computers involved. 
He wants to improve these skills 
for himself, as well as to prepare 
for a promotion.  

As a boy growing up during the 
Rwandan genocide, Jean saw things 
he says a child should never have to 
see. He and his remaining family live 
in Canada now. He is being treated 
for severe anxiety. He works at 
casual jobs and attends Basic 
Education reading and writing 
classes. Jean sees himself working 
in a trade.  

Sheri lives in a large 
extended household. She 
works full-time in a 
restaurant kitchen, and 
travels a long distance home 
by bus, often after midnight. 
Because she speaks 
English, she is in charge of 
taking her disabled sister to 
frequent medical 
appointments. Sheri also 
attends Adult Basic 
Education classes and 
hopes to get an adult 
graduation diploma. 

Kali takes university transfer 
courses at a college. She 
wants to transfer into a 
program that requires Grade 
12 math. An assessment 
shows that she needs to 
improve her basic math skills 
in order to take high school 
level math. She enrolls in 
fundamental basic 
education. 

After years of caring for her children 
and aged parents, Brenda wants to 
go back to school. Her assessment 
shows she needs some basic skills 
in reading, writing and math. She 
also wants to learn about computers. 

Kirk is injured on the job 
and needs to go back to 
school. He has not 
attended school since he 
dropped out in Grade 10, 
and he is very anxious 
about being back. His 
assessment shows that 
he needs a bit of a brush 
up before taking high 
school English and math 
courses. While in Basic 
Education English 
classes, he has access 
to computers and starts 
to think about 
transitioning to this area 
of work.  

Learner Snap Shots 


