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Summary  
 
 This report contains information compiled from a survey of British Columbia Adult Literacy 
Fundamental English (ALFE) Level 3 – 4 students. This group of students potentially has a lengthy 
period of education ahead of them before they complete a basic education or begin work skills 
training or other post-secondary. One may assume that low-level literacy students, with more 
education in their goals, will need to have a high degree of persistence in their studies. This study 
aimed to test that assumption by asking students about their goals. It also aimed to gather 
information about factors that interfere with and promote student persistence, success and 
retention.  
 
 Since 2014 in BC, the absence of survey data on developmental students in the province 
resulted in a neglect to address the basic education needs of this vulnerable group of adult learners. 
Additionally, since 2014 to the time of this report, steep tuition fees and an unwieldy grant 
mechanism for Adult Basic Education (ABE) in the province resulted in enrollment decline, class 
cancellations and increased barriers to access for low-level adult fundamental literacy students. 
Essentially, students would run out of funding well before they had a chance to get the prerequisites 
needed to flow into work skills, trades, college or other post-secondary education. During this period, 
low-level ABE students became a low priority. By gathering student 
perspectives, the following survey results provide a snapshot of needs 
and offer direction towards promoting educational success among this 
group of adult learners. 
 
 Overwhelmingly, this group of Level 3-4 adult fundamental 
literacy students indicated that they were highly focused on their 
educational goals. Students reported that their main goals were, first, 
to complete their basic education. Then, nearly an equal number of 
responses indicated that students also expected to continue on to a 
variety of work skills and other post-secondary education. Next, 
students stated what they would need in order to reach their goals. 
Their top need, in fact, directly correlated with their top educational goal – 
courses need to align with their goals. Second to this, students identified the importance of positive 
social and academic relationships in helping them persist in their studies.  
 
  
 
  

Respondents also indicated other areas of need: financial, health, and family responsibilities and 
other unpaid work. These areas compare with well-established facts: 

▪ Low-level fundamental literacy students are very likely to be 
living below the poverty line, be on income assistance or be 
working under the minimum living-wage threshold.  

Complete their 
basic education 

Get into work 
skills training, or 

other post-
secondary 

 Courses need to align with 
goals 

High importance of social 
and academic relationships 

 Financial need 
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Precarious work

Family 
responsibilities/unpaid 

work

Diagnosed and 
undiagnosed learning 

disability

Poverty

Health and wellness 
issues

Longer time to 
complete a basic 

education

▪ It is well established that low-literacy levels correlate with poorer health outcomes. Additionally, 
students beginning their adult basic education at a low 
fundamental level may have greater incidents of 
diagnosed and undiagnosed learning disability.  

▪ Juggling precarious work and/or family responsibilities with 
school is the norm for many low-literacy level students.  

  
 Survey respondents indicated areas of need that will naturally extend the amount of time 
required to achieve a basic education. An adult fundamental literacy student, starting at Level 3 or 4 
and working and raising a family, could expect to be attending classes for five to ten years before they 
get the prerequisites they need for further education and training. For all of the above reasons, 
helping students set realistic goals and timelines, relevant and articulated courses, cultivating 
persistence, facilitating positive social and academic relationships, flexible and non-punitive policies 
around attendance and withdrawal (students “stop out” rather than drop out), reliable access to 
funding, and program stability are all valuable components of lower fundamental level adult basic 
education programming. 

Supporting Low-Level Adult Literacy Fundamental English Learners 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Student responses to the survey on persistence, success and retention highlight the needs of 
an academically focused and engaged group of low-level adult fundamental literacy students.  It is 
possible to conclude that reducing barriers and promoting educational persistence in the above areas 
will increase the likelihood of student success. In the end, the high importance students placed on 
their educational goals point to the need to continue to advocate for stable funding and relevant 
programming for this vulnerable yet dedicated group of adult literacy learners. 

Realistic goals & timelines 

Relevant courses 

Cultivate persistence 

Positive social & academic 
relationships 

Flexible and non-punitive 
policies around 

attendance & withdrawal 

Reliable access to funding 

Program stability 

 

Family responsibilities 

 Health & wellness  
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Background and objectives 
 

Purpose of the survey 

This survey focused on Level 3 and 4 Adult Literacy Fundamental English 
students who potentially have a lengthy period of education ahead of them 
and will benefit from a high degree of persistence in their studies. The 
purpose of this survey was to verify student goals and identify factors that 
influence educational persistence, success and retention.   
▪ What are low-literacy level student goals? 
▪ What factors contribute to low-literacy level student persistence in their 

studies? 
▪ What do low-literacy level students perceive are barriers to going to 

school? 
▪ How do low-literacy level students define success? 

Survey method 

The study was based on the responses of fifteen students who were enrolled in Adult Literacy 
Fundamental Level English 3 & 4 in the Basic Education Department at Vancouver Community College 
during the period March to May 2017. Students answered nine questions about educational goals, 
barriers, persistence, success, and their ability to continue studying in the short-term.  

Participation 

The overall response rate was 92%. There was potential for a total of 135 responses with 15 students 
answering 9 questions each. There were 11 responses left blank. 

Procedure 

After the instructor explained the context of the questions, students were invited to voluntarily, 
independently and anonymously answer the survey questions. Some students completed the survey 
in class, while some took it home to complete. All responses were recorded on the student responses 
to survey questions chart (Appendix 1). Minor spelling and grammatical edits were made when 
recording responses. 

Tabulation of responses 

Educational goals were tabulated and five main goal areas were 
identified. Some students indicated multiple goals.  

Responses to the Persistence and Barriers questions revealed 
five areas of need. Some responses included more than one 
area of need. In these cases they were recorded as separate 
“mentions.” 

Students gave 23 responses to two questions about what 
success meant to them. 

Students indicated whether they would be continuing with their studies in the short-term. Responses 
on retention correlated closely with stated goals. 

Educational Goals 

Retention 

 

Persistence 

Barriers 

 
 

Success 

Areas of Need 
A = Aligns with goal      
S = Social & Academic Relationships     
F = Financial        
H = Health & Wellness        
R = Family responsibilities        
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Survey results 
Student goals  

▪ Student survey results show that low-level adult literacy students are highly goal-focused. Some 
students reported more than one goal.  

▪ Overwhelmingly, students perceived their basic education class as a steppingstone to continued 
education and improved chances in life and in the workplace.  

Student Goals – Basic Education as a Steppingstone 

Get a basic 
education  

 

(8 responses) 

Work skills, 
training, other 
post-secondary 

(6 responses) 

Improve chances 
in life 

 

(4 responses) 

Personal 
Development 

 

(3 responses) 

Improve chances 
in the workplace 

 

(2 responses) 

▪ For now, improve 
my English 

▪ Complete grade 
12 (x3) 

▪ Learn how to 
read and write  

▪ To complete all 
levels of English 
and Math 

▪ Finish here first 

▪ Get my GED* 

▪ Culinary Arts 
diploma 

▪ Translator 

▪ Get into a 
healthcare 
training program 

▪ Take a course in 
bookkeeping 

▪ To finish college in 
Business 

▪ Undefined post-
secondary 

▪ Citizenship 

▪ “To catch up” 

▪ “Get somewhere 
in life” 

▪ “Make life 
easier” 

▪ My dream is to be 
able to read a book 

▪ I want to have 
good 
communication 
with my kids 

▪ I want to be 
independent 

▪ Get a job 

▪ Find a good job 

*Student was not aware that the GED program had been cancelled in BC in 2014. 

Discussion on student goals 

Lower-level fundamental literacy students need adequate support in order to meet their basic 
education goals. 

• In BC, in 2014, the cancellation of fully funded ABE resulted in diminished access for 
fundamental level students in the province. Enrollment declined, and income thresholds 
for grant funding deemed a portion of employed students, who were working well below 
a living wage, ineligible for funding. Additionally, progression rules tied to time limits 
further disadvantaged fundamental ABE students who, because of the lower level in 
which they commenced their studies, would run out of funding before they met their 
educational goals.  

• Also, in 2014, the BC Ministry of Advanced Education made the decision to cancel the 
annual BC Developmental Education Outcomes Survey. In the absence of government 
student survey data, this survey of lower fundamental level literacy students shows that 
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students need access to articulated lower-level literacy courses in order to progress along 
their basic education pathways and potentially on to other college courses.  

 

Student persistence – needs and priorities 

As lower-level fundamental literacy students will face longer educational timelines, it makes sense to 
understand how to best support student persistence. Two questions this survey attempted to answer 
include: 

▪ What motivates Adult Literacy Fundamental English (ALFE) Level 3-4 students to keep 
coming to school? 

▪ What makes students stop coming to school? 

For this part of the study, student responses were derived from five of the survey questions:  

▪ Are there things that make it difficult for you to come to school? Explain. 

▪ What would make you stop coming to class? 

▪ What helps you keep coming to school? 

▪ What do you look forward to when you come to school? 

▪ What would make your class better for you? 

Of the student responses to these questions, there were 9 no-responses. The remaining 71 responses 
were sorted, and five categories of student-need were identified. From these categories, the numbers 
of responses were tabulated in order to determine student priorities. Results were as follows: 1) 
Course aligns with educational goals. 2) The importance of social and academic relationships. 3) 
Financial considerations. 4) The need to manage health and wellness. 5) The need to carry out family 
responsibilities and do unpaid work.

Discussion on student needs and priorities 

Course aligns with goal 

▪ Student responses show that low-level adult fundamental literacy students are highly goal-
focused. “School is my priority.” 

Level 3 – 4 ALFE Student Needs & Priorities 

Course aligns 
with goal  

31 mentions 

Social/Academic 
Relationships  

15 mentions 

Financial 
Need 

12 mentions 

Health/Wellness  

 
8 mentions 

 Family Responsibilities/ 
Unpaid Work  

5 mentions 
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▪ Overwhelmingly, students reported that they persist in their studies when the course aligns 
with their goals. “Knowing that I am getting closer to my goal.” 

▪ Student responses indicated that they felt their course was relevant to their educational 
pathways and helpful to improving reading and writing skills. “It’s amazing what I am 
learning now as I didn’t get the skills back in high school.” 

▪ Students at this level are just beginning their educational pathway and will take longer to 
flow through the Adult Basic Education levels and/or on to other training or college 
programs. It is reasonable to expect that lower-level fundamental literacy students will 
benefit from an opportunity to set realistic personal and academic goals and timelines.  

Social/Academic Relationships  

▪ Low-level fundamental literacy students reported, as their second most important need, 
the importance of their social and academic relationships in helping them persist in their 
studies. Students reported that their classmates and teacher were sources of 
encouragement and happiness. “Makes me very happy my classmates and my teacher too.” 

▪ Students reported they looked forward to seeing each other. Throughout the term, the 
instructor noted that this group of students regularly formed informal study groups before 
and after class, and socialized outside of class. During class, student interaction was 
promoted by regular and varied learning activity groupings and educationally relevant field 
trips. Students contributed to a social atmosphere in the class, often by sharing food and 
initiating and planning small celebrations. The group had high rates of punctuality and 
attendance. “I look forward to the strategies of group work, and I look forward to seeing my 
friends.” 

▪ Student responses emphasized the importance of their social and academic relationships in 
the class and that these relationships had a motivating effect on their course work. 
“Encouragement from my friends and my desire to finish school.” 

▪ These results may also predict that other institutional relationships (Basic Education 
Department staff and faculty, Financial Aid Office staff, Registrar’s Office staff, Counseling 
and Advising staff, Disability Services Advisors, Indigenous Education Advisors) are also 
important college community relationships that will impact student persistence. 

Financial need 

At the time of this survey (March – May 2017), the BC Adult Upgrading Grant (AUG) was in 
effect, and most students were funded by the grant. The 28 English Level 3-4 registrations 
during this period, were funded as follows: 

• 4 – paid by student/parent 

• 1 – not funded, dropped from course 

• 2 – VCC Senior’s Tuition Waiver 

• 21 – AUG funded 
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▪ Survey results indicated that financial considerations (e.g., inability to pay expensive tuition 
and fees, the need to get the grant, the need to work and pay bills, and work schedules) 
were high on the list of student priorities. “If I have to work in the morning or have to pay 
lots of money for the class.” 

▪ During the time of this study, grant funding had a positive impact on student persistence. If 
the grant had not been available, students stated they would not have been able to register 
for the class. What would make you stop coming to class? “Not getting the AUG.” 

▪ A student or a parent paid for 4 out of 28 registrations. However, these students reported 
(at other times throughout the term) that they could do so only for the short-term. For 
these students who are starting their adult upgrading at the lower fundamental literacy 
levels, it is inconceivable that they could continue paying high tuition fees over the course 
of many years. While this is an alarming fact, it is important to recognize that this problem 
impacted a small number of adult fundamental literacy learners who didn’t fit strict grant 
criteria. In these cases, tuition waivers would have positively impacted student persistence.  

▪ Low-level adult fundamental literacy students are just beginning their educational pathway 
and will take longer to flow through Adult Basic Education levels and/or on to other training 
or college programs. Over the length of their education, these students will require more 
time and funding. 

Health/Wellness 

▪ For a significant number of adult fundamental level literacy students, health and wellness 
issues have the potential to impact academic persistence. There are unavoidable times 
when students must be absent due to sickness or hospitalization.  

▪ For these reasons, students will benefit from non-punitive attendance and withdrawal 
policies (students “stop out” rather than drop out). Additionally, student may sometimes 
need campus supports, such as access to campus health services (currently not available at 
VCC), and counseling and disability services. With these supports in mind, it is reasonable to 
expect that levels of government funding for adult fundamental literacy students would 
require a boost. As well, due to the potential for interruptions to their studies, more time 
to complete courses may be needed. 

Family Responsibilities/Unpaid Work  

▪ Adult fundamental literacy students report that family responsibilities sometimes interfere 
with their studies. For example, childcare and eldercare often involve accompanying 
children to school, accompanying parents or other family members to medical or legal 
appointments, staying home to look after sick children and/or other family members, and 
helping other adults in their communities with childcare. For these reasons, flexibility 
around punctuality and attendance will support these students.  

▪ Additionally, some students report having limited free time between paid work schedules 
and time at home looking after their families and households. These students may need 
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flexibility around homework completion and assignment deadlines. They may need more 
time to complete a course. “Sometimes I have so much to do at home.” 

 
Success 

Low-literacy level students are individuals for whom schooling has not come easily, or it may have 
been interrupted. Either way, past education is often marked by failure and stigma. Understanding 
what constitutes success for low-level adult literacy students is critical to providing for this group of 
vulnerable adult learners.  
 

How to gauge success? 
 

Two questions aimed to find out how students gauged success: 

▪ What makes you want to do your best at school? 

▪ Do you feel successful this term? Why? 

 
The responses to these questions correlated closely with the “goal-focused” attribute of this 
group of Level 3-4 learners. 

Out of 23 responses, students reported feeling success when: 

▪ They felt they were working hard. (4) 

“I feel happy when I work hard.” 

▪ They were working towards their goals. (5) 

“So I can get somewhere in life.” 

▪ They could see improvement in their reading and writing skills. (14) 

“...I am writing sentences and paragraphs now.” 

 
Implications for teaching and learning 
 
Student responses indicated that success was also a factor in motivating them to persist in 
their studies. Some instructional challenges that make it interesting and stimulating in 
planning for low-literacy level student success include: 

▪ In cases of prior negative experiences with schooling and/or “failure,” providing low-
barrier forms of assessment (e.g., opportunities for student self-assessment, formative 
assessment) and a safe learning environment. 

▪ The provision of a rigorous and relevant course of study while facilitating a socially 
interactive learning environment. 
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Retention 

Within this group of English 3-4 adult literacy fundamental students, all students reported that they 
planned to continue with their studies. In this decision, students referenced the importance of: 
 

▪ Sticking with it until they completed their goals (6) 

▪ Pride in achievement (2) 

▪ Plans to return (2) 

▪ Also studying math (2) 

▪ Funding necessary (1) 

▪ A peaceful learning environment (1) 

▪ Enjoyment (1) 

 
Overall, this group of English 3 – 4 Adult Literacy Fundamental Level students remained consistent in 
their reporting of their desire to stay focused on their longer-term educational goals. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Survey of Student Persistence, Success & Retention for 
Adult Literacy Fundamental English Levels 3 – 4 

 

Lynn Horvat, May 2017 13 

1. Are there things that make it difficult for you to come to school? Explain. 

▪ F-Working late and waking up early to come to school 

▪ H-Snow and ice on the streets 

▪ HR-When I’m sick or my children are sick  

▪ No response 

▪ H-Back pain 

▪ H-Feeling sick or tired 

▪ A-No, school is my priority (4) 

▪ A-No, it’s all great 

▪ R-Many things, one of them is sometimes I stay 
home to translate for my family 

▪ F-If I have to pay 

▪ R-Sometimes I have so much to do at home 

▪ F-I have to work to pay rent 

16 total: 1 no response, 15 mentions 

2. What would make you stop coming to class? 

▪ F-Not enough money or do not qualify for the Adult Upgrading Grant (AUG) 

▪ No response 

▪ F-If I have to work in the morning or have to pay lots of money for the class 

▪ No response 

▪ F-Lack of funds 

▪ A-If I don’t need it 

▪ H-Maybe snow 

▪ A-Getting into RMT program 

▪ F-Not getting the AUG 

▪ FR-If I have to pay the cost, or if my kids need me 

▪ HF-If I have an appointment, or moved out of Vancouver, or had to pay tuition 

▪ H-Being sick 

▪ HF-Health or paying fees 

▪ R-If my family needs me to help 

▪ F-If my work hours increase         18 total: 2 no response, 14 mentions 

3. What is your education goal? 

▪ To get my culinary arts diploma 

▪ To be a good translator, get a job and 
citizenship 

▪ For now, just to improve my English 

▪ Finish work 

▪ Complete Grade 12 (x3) 

▪ To catch up on some things 

▪ To learn how to read and write 

▪ Go to Langara College to do RMT 

▪ I want to have good communication with my kids 

▪ To complete all levels of English and Math 

▪ I want to be independent 

▪ Finish here then take a course in bookkeeping 

▪ My goal is to finish college in business 

4. What helps you keep coming to school? 

▪ SA-I like the teacher and the classmates, and I see my reading and writing 
getting better. 

▪ F-Getting the AUG and a bus pass 

▪ S-A good teacher 

▪ No response 

▪ A-Knowing that I am getting closer to my goal 

▪ Nothing 

▪ A-My dream is to be able to read a book 

▪ A-I want to improve my writing and reading 

▪ A-Studying English (2) 

▪ SS-Good teacher and classmates, and my kids sometimes, too 

▪ A-It’s amazing what I am learning now as I didn’t get the skills back in high school 

▪ A-Help to learn 

▪ SA-To see my teacher all the time give us homework and help us get better 

▪ AS-Encouragement from my friends and my desire to finish school 

▪ 17 total: 1 no response, 16 mentions 

Barriers Barriers 

Goals 

Persistence 
Goals identified in other 
parts of survey: 

▪ Find a good job 

▪ Get my GED 

▪ Post-secondary 
education 

▪ Be able to read a book 

▪ So I can get 
somewhere in life 

▪ Make life easier 

Appendix 1 – Survey Results 
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5. What do you look forward to when you come to school? 

▪ S-Reading interesting stories and seeing my classmates 

▪ No response (2) 

▪ S-I look forward to find the way to make fun for learning English 

▪ A-To do English work and math 

▪ A-To learn 

▪ A-Learn new words 

▪ A-Grammar, writing 

▪ A-Looking forward to completing 
Grade 12 

▪ A-I learn a lot, I’m interested every day 

▪ A-To reach my goal 

▪ A-Learning and understanding 

▪ S-Makes me very happy my classmates and my teacher too 

▪ A-Every day learn more, and the teacher explains to us 

▪ S-I look forward to the strategies of group work and I look forward to 
seeing my friends 

15 total: 2 no response, 13 mentions 

6. Do you feel successful this term? Why? 

▪ Yes because I could see an improvement in my reading and writing 

▪ Yes, because I have improved my skills in writing, grammar and reading. 

▪ I don’t feel successful yet, because I didn’t push myself to study hard and 
do homework 

▪ Yes (2) 

▪ I think I am making improvements 

▪ It was hard because I was sick 

▪ I think I start to understand English 
basic rules 

▪ Yes because I learn important English basics  

▪ Yes, I’m learning a lot from my teacher 

▪ Yes, because I am writing sentences and paragraphs now  

▪ Yes – my English is better now 

▪ Yes, I have improved in my spelling and reading 

▪ Yes because I learned how I can improve myself 

▪ I feel successful because I see changes in my writing paragraphs 

7. What makes you want to do your best at school? 

▪ I feel happy when I work hard 

▪ No response (3) 

▪ The teacher push me to work hard will make me want to do my best 

▪ I hope to get a post secondary education 

▪ So I can get somewhere in life 

▪ When I understand 

▪ Learning more English 

▪ When my English is better, I feel less nervous 

▪ First, to find a good job. Second, to make my life easier 

▪ My desire to learn 

▪ Practicing to read and write 

▪ To work hard and study more 

▪ Trying to get my GED 

8. What would make your class better for you? 

▪ Nothing (3) 

▪ No response (2) 

▪ A-If the teacher pushed me to do more work 

▪ S-I am happy with my class (2) 

▪ A-Stories and basic rules 

▪ S-No stress, easy to catch 

▪ A-More writing and grammar 

▪ S-Everyone is very nice. I love my classmates and my teacher. I try to do my 
best 

▪ S-Everybody helps me, they are kind 

▪ A-The same as now to have program and timing and review some of the 
exercise 

▪ A-To give us more homework and make us write more paragraphs 

11 total: 2 no response, 9 mentions 

Persistence 

Persistence 

Success 

Success 
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9. Do you plan to continue coming to school next term? Explain. 

▪ Yes, for English and math 

▪ Yes because I feel peaceful when I am studying English here 

▪ Yes, because I really liked this term 

▪ Yes (2) 

▪ I would like to come if I can afford to live 

▪ No, I am going to focus on math 

▪ Yes, I want to come until I make my goal (6) 

▪ Yes, as I am learning and understanding the power of knowledge 

▪ Yes I do because I want to show my family I can do it 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Retention 

Tabulation of Areas of Need 
(From Barriers & Persistence Questions) 

A = Aligns with goal      31 
S = Social & Academic Relationships    15 
F = Financial       12 
H = Health & Wellness        8 
R = Family responsibilities        5 
Total mentions        71 

Summary of Goals 
 

1. Get a basic education 

2. Work skills & other post-secondary 

3. Improve chances in life 

4. Personal development 

5. Improve chances in the workplace 

 


