
Through the Worker’s Eyes

Developing Learning Activities 
with Work-Related Documents



Workshop framework
Ø What’s the point?

Ø Review of Essential Skills

Ø Collecting work-related documents

Ø Developing worker-focused learning 
activities

Ø Understanding complexity

Ø Deciding instructional focus and creating 
steps to the answers

Ø Practice

Adapted from ‘Developing Work-Related Learning Materials’. 
SkillPlan. BC. 2007
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What’s the point?
Ø learners with employment goals are 

motivated by work-related activities

Ø learners may have work experience but 
lack strategies for learning

Ø learners may have no work experience and 
need applications to make learning 
meaningful

Ø the OALCF is linked to Essential Skills
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Ontario Adult Literacy 
Curriculum Framework

Ø Task-based, real-life activities related to 
learner’s goals

Ø 6 competencies, using real-life learning 
activities at 3 levels of complexity – similar 
to first 3 levels of Essential Skills
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Why work-related activities?
Ø workers usually have a purpose for 

reading on the job

Ø workers do activities throughout the day 
and often use printed materials to 
complete them

Ø work-related activities in a learning 
program simulate tasks that workers do on 
the job

Ø learners can build and practice skills
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Activities related to other goals

Ø all people have a purpose for reading

Ø people do daily tasks that often use printed 
materials to complete them

Ø authentic activities in a learning program 
simulate tasks that people need to do

Ø learners can build and practice skills

6
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Review of Essential Skills
n Reading Text

n Document Use

n Numeracy

n Writing

n Oral 
Communication

n Working with 
Others

n Continuous 
Learning

n Computer Use

n Thinking Skills 
• Problem Solving

• Decision Making

• Critical Thinking

• Job Task Planning 
and Organizing

• Significant Use of 
Memory

• Finding Information
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Essential Skills and OALCF
Competency Task group Essential Skills

A. Find and Use 
Information 

A1 Read continuous text Reading Text, Critical 
Thinking 

A2 Interpret documents Document Use, Critical 
Thinking 

A3 Extract info from films, 
broadcasts & 
presentations 

Finding Information, Oral 
Communication 

B. Communicate 
Ideas and 
Information 

B1 Interact with others Oral Communication 

B2 Write continuous text Writing 

B3 Complete & create 
documents 

Document Use, Writing, 
Problem Solving, Job Task 
Planning and Organizing 

B4 Express oneself 
creatively 

Oral Communication, Writing 

C. Understand 
and Use 
Numbers 

C1 Manage money Numeracy – Money Math, 
Scheduling or Budgeting and 
Accounting, Numerical 
Estimation 

C2 Manage time Numeracy – Measurement 
and Calculation, Scheduling 
or Budgeting & Accounting, 
Numerical Estimation 



Essential Skills and OALCF
Competency Task group Essential Skills

C. Understand and 
Use Numbers 

C3 Use measures Numeracy – Measurement 
and Calculation, Numerical 
Estimation 

C4 Manage data Numeracy – Data Analysis, 
Measurement & 
Calculation, Numerical 
Estimation, Significant Use 
of Memory 

D. Use Digital 
Technology 

n/a Reading Text, Computer 
Use, Document Use, 
Writing, Problem Solving, 
Significant Use of Memory 

E. Manage  
Learning 

n/a Continuous Learning, Job 
Task Planning & Organizing 

F. Engage with 
Others 

n/a Working with Others, Oral 
Communication, Job Task 
Planning & Organizing 

9
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Essential Skills profiles

Ø profiles are linked to more than 350 
occupations

Ø entry-level to professional level jobs

Ø examples of typical tasks and complexity 
levels of Essential Skills used on the job

Ø standard format

Ø common language
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Document Use

Refers to tasks that involve a variety of non-
text documents such as signs, labels, lists, 
tables, schedules, forms, graphics, 
drawings, sketches, prints, diagrams, 
schematics, maps and other information 
displays. 

OALCF
Overlaps in several areas—reading charts 
and maps, filling in forms, etc.
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Steps to take

1. Collect work-related documents

2. Develop worker-focused learning 
activities

3. Decide on an instructional focus
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Step 1:
Collect work-related documents
Ø include manuals, reports, memos, 

schedules, graphs, maps, diagrams, tables 
and information sheets workers use on the 
job

Ø may have text and graphics, just text or just 
graphics

Ø are small as receipt used by clerks or large 
as building site plans used by construction 
workers

Ø collect from people in the occupation you 
are researching and ask how they are used 
on job
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Ø go to work sites, company websites, places 
where you are a customer

Ø have learners involved in the process

Ø access contacts from your board, 
employment stakeholders in your 
community and within your own agency

Ø explain the purpose of collecting materials

Collect documents (continued)
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Good documents are

Ø authentic—actually used on the job

Ø well-written and well-designed

Ø useful for replicating several job tasks

Ø visually interesting

Ø generic—found everywhere; used by 
general public
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Good documents do

Ø address the skill, job or learning outcome 
being worked on

Ø expand on general knowledge 

Ø not require context or background about 
the workplace for the learner to complete 
the task

Ø integrate different Essential Skills 
(competencies)

16
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Good documents do

Ø reflect typical tasks workers do frequently 
on the job

Ø comply with current standards               
(e.g. First Aid)

Ø add to your collection that provides a full 
range of information displays (charts, 
tables, drawings, etc.)

17
QUILL Learning Network      S. Hobbs     LLO Conference 2019



Avoid documents that are

Ø too technical - choose only if typical to the 
job

Ø several pages long - choose specific 
sections equal to one page 

Ø not gender and culturally balanced

Ø bi-lingual – which adds level of difficulty 
for learner 

18
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Making changes to documents

Ø retype misspelled words

Ø retype hard-to-read font

Ø change the names of real people if 
requested and replace with names that 
sound authentic

Ø watch for localized jargon, especially if 
these terms are key to understanding the 
document
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Document checklist

þ information is displayed in format typical 
of documents for the occupation

þ satisfies the instructional purpose

þ is visually interesting

þ contains enough info to allow someone not 
familiar with the job to use it

20
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Document checklist (continued)
þ has potential for reading, document use 

and/or numeracy tasks (other tasks?)

þ is authentic

þ minor errors such as misspelling corrected

þ permission received from employer to use; 
approval given/names changed if needed

þ has Canadian content

21
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Activity 1A: 
Is this a good document?

As a group, review the strengths and 
weaknesses of Purchase Order memo 
(side A)



Activity 1A Review
Document strengths Document weaknesses

• Content is not 
technical

• Heading and special 
notes are in bold

• Font is legible

• Content seems 
personal, not 
occupation specific

• Content is limited to 
development of simple 
tasks

• Context of the 
document difficult to 
establish
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Activity 1B: 
Is this a good document?

In pairs, review Employee Handbook  
document (side B):

What are the strengths?

What are the weaknesses?

5 minutes

24
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Activity 1B review
Document strengths Document weaknesses

• Information is 
organized with headings 
and paragraphs

• Important information  
is different from rest of 
the text (upper case, 
underlining)

• Educational value; 
content teaches about 
workplace

• Authentic in 
appearance

• Print is difficult to read 

• Text continues onto 
another page; adaptation 
is necessary if document 
is several pages

• Upper case letters are 
more difficult to read, 
although they are 
commonplace in 
documents

25



Step 2:
Developing worker-focused learning 
activities

At the workplace, the worker’s job is to 
complete a series of tasks.

Workers may

Ø enter information on a form

Ø locate information in a manual

Ø check dates and times on a schedule

26
QUILL Learning Network      S. Hobbs     LLO Conference 2019



Developing activities

Learning activities should replicate actual 
tasks.  To check if a learning activity has a 
worker focus— is being developed through 
the worker’s eyes —ask the question:

“Does the worker do this task on the job?”

27
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Helping with development

Ø talk to workers from the job to find out 
about typical workplace tasks and how 
documents are used on the job

Ø use the NOC and Essential Skills Profiles 
online to learn about skills used in jobs

Ø find examples of reading, document use, 
writing and numeracy tasks workers 
typically do on the job

28
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Three parts to an activity

1. The task (or question)

2. The related document

3. The purpose for learning

29
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The task/activity
Ø develop a variety of Who, What, Where 

and How tasks

Ø develop 3-5 tasks that vary in difficulty 
level

Ø develop tasks with different types of 
response modes (i.e. list, highlight, enter)

Ø keep each activity independent of each 
other so the answer to one is not needed to 
complete the answer for another

30
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Linking activity to the document

1. Start with an activity that orients the 
learner to the document.

2. Follow with activities that direct the 
learner to the middle and bottom of the 
document.

3. With more than one activity, have them 
increase in complexity to scaffold 
learning.

31
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Explain the purpose for learning

Ø Give the learner some background 
information about the job.

Ø Provide context for your activities - briefly 
explain tasks workers do on the job and 
how they use the chosen document.

Ø Keep details (names, etc.) realistic or 
learner will doubt authenticity of the 
activity and could disengage from the 
learning.

32
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Wording the questions
Ø Avoid passive voice - using active voice 

makes task clearer.

What product number is entered into the 
computer?

vs.
What product number does the clerk enter into 

the computer?

Ø Avoid gender or racial stereotypes.
Name the occupation instead of using he or she

33
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Wording the questions (continued)

Ø Avoid localized jargon in the activity - if 
it’s critical to the job, explain it in the task.

Ø Break longer questions into several 
sentences.

Calculate the total price to charge if there is a 
5% discount for new customers.

vs.
New customers receive a 5% discount off the 
total price.  Calculate the total price with the 
5% discount.

34
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Wording the questions (continued)

Ø Avoid questions that require yes/no 
answers or encourage guessing. Tasks on 
the job rarely have multiple choice options.

Ø Use words that match the level of the 
activity.  

Ø ‘Who, What, Where’ suit lower-level

Ø ‘Why, How, Explain’ suit higher-level.

35
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Requesting response modes

The type of responses you want should be 
similar to what is done on the job:

Øcalculating a total

Øentering information on a form

Øhighlighting or circling information

Underlining or circling avoids lengthy written 
responses which can increase complexity and 
chance of error.

36
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Keep activities worker-focused

Not worker-focused Worker-focused
What is the title of 
this document?

What is the purpose 
of this form?

37

ØIt is an orientation question, but seems 
unrealistic.  A worker is usually familiar 
with the document, so finding the title is 
not necessary. 

ØWorkers need to know the purpose of the 
form to understand the background of the 
job.
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Not worker-focused Worker-focused
Identify what must be 
50 feet from the main 
building.

Where should 
construction sheds be 
located?

38

ØWhy would a worker want to know what 
object or building is 50 feet away? 

ØMore likely the worker is reading 
guidelines to learn about location of 
construction sheds and their distance from 
other buildings to ensure safety. 
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Not worker-focused Worker-focused
What policy number 
do you enter into the 
computer?

What policy number 
does the clerk enter 
into the computer?

ØThe learners completing the activity may 
confuse the worker’s task with themselves 
as workers (“you” meaning the learner)

ØPutting it into the context of a worker 
makes the activity more authentic and 
ensures learners are engaged
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Not worker-focused Worker-focused
Name the five 
flavours that are 
embodied in the taste 
of this wine.

Servers are sometimes 
asked to describe the 
taste of wine. 
Highlight, underline 
or circle the section 
that has this 
description

ØThe question needs to be framed as a work 
task.  The server needs to find the area of 
the product label that has the required 
information. 

ØLocating the information, not the content, 
is important.
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Activity development checklist

þ Activity is authentic. The worker uses the 
document in this way on the job.

þ Wording is clear and brief.

þ Wording is appropriate for the difficulty 
level of requested information.

þ Activities are varied, using a combination 
of How, What, Where, Name, etc. 
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Checklist (continued)

þ Activities start with an orientation task.

þ Activities are ordered from least difficult to 
most difficult.

þ Activities are independent of each other.

þ Requested response is how the worker 
could complete the task on the job.
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Checklist (continued)

þ Requested response modes are varied 
(highlight, circle, enter).

þ Questions request open-ended responses, not 
yes or no answers.

þ Activities avoid specific gender.

þ Activities are written in the active voice.

þ Info (names, addresses) retains authenticity.

43
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Activity 2A:
Learning activity writing review 
and practice

Review as a group the Fruit Cocktail Cake 
recipe and worker-focused activities 
developed.
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Activity 2A: Review

1. What do you make with this recipe?

2. An example of a dry ingredient is flour. 
Highlight, underline or circle three more 
dry ingredients.

3. How will the cook change the recipe to 
make 48 servings? 
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Activity 2A: Review continued
4. The cook wants to use half the amount of 

sugar.  How much sugar is needed?

5. Today there is one 100 oz. can of fruit 
cocktail in the storeroom.  The cook will 
triple (x3) the recipe for today’s cake. 
Calculate the portion of the can that will be 
needed.

6. The cook will be making this recipe several 
times, using a total of 100 oz. of fruit 
cocktail.  Calculate the amount of flour that 
will be needed.

46
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Activity 2B: Writing practice

Work in pairs/small groups to re-write the 
activities linked to the tile setting product 
flyer. 

Get through as many as you can in 10 
minutes.

47
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Activity 2B: Review

1. Problem:  The amount of information makes it 
more complex.  The answer mode is not 
appropriate for the task.

Revision: Circle the symbol used to show
‘Water Clean-up’

2. Problem:  Question does not have a worker’s 
point of view; the learner may confuse “you” with 
themselves as workers.

Revision: Why would a tile setter install a
correctly located test area?

48
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Activity 2B: Review (continued)
3. Problem:   The learner could guess the answer 

(yes/no).

Revision: The tile setter applied the product 
at 8:30 am. At what time can the tile setter 
install ceramic tile?

4. Problem:   The product is used for designing 
unique floors for retail stores, malls, etc. but 
the question requires the learner to know 
background/geographical information (that 
Metroland is a mall). It also promotes a specific 
business.

Revision: Give a reason for using this 
product on the floors of a major shopping 
mall.
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Activity 2B: Review (continued)

5. Problem:   Activity is too broad; exactly 
how many ways do you want the learner to 
list? 

Implies brainstorming for ideas beyond what 
is provided in the document. 

The task is asking two questions. 

Gender bias—use of “he”

Revision: List 3 uses for the product.

50
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Complexity level of activities

Ø The response you want will determine the 
level of the activity.

Ø The difficulty level of an activity depends 
on how easy or hard it is to find the 
answer.

Ø Distracters can be intentionally added to an 
activity to increase complexity

51
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Understanding complexity
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Increasing complexity

53

Action 
required

Description Example

Locate Find the info 
requested in the 
activity

What is the price of 
one bag of oranges?

Cycle Repeat the same 
search or a similar 
search several times

List the names and 
file numbers of 
customers who paid 
by credit card

Integrate Compare and contrast 
info from 2 or more 
different sources

Compare the 2 lists. 
Which type of brush 
is better for painting 
on metal surfaces?

Generate Take info from 2 or 
more sources, 
including background 
info or inference

Explain why sales 
have decreased since 
the beginning of the 
month.
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Low-level activities

Ø Learner finds key words in the question 
and matches those same words in the 
document.

Ø Learner does not need to have a strong 
understanding of the document format to 
find the answer.

1. What is the customer’s address?

2. What is the model number of the part?
3. When is the work shift finished?

54
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Higher-level activities

Ø Learner must locate multiple pieces of 
information.

Ø Learner must compare info from different 
areas of the same document.

Ø Learner must generate information.

1. Calculate the new total after 5% discount

2. Give a reason why this method should be 
recommended

55
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Ø no distracters (least complex)

Ø multiple items in a list/similar headings 
(complex)

Ø information given and needed appears in 
different formats on the document other 
than where the answer appears (more 
complex)

Distracters
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Activity 3:
Activity difficulty levels

In pairs/small groups use the housekeeping 
work sheet to put the activities in order of 
difficulty. 

The first activity should be the easiest for the 
learner to complete; the last task should be 
the most difficult.

Take 10 minutes

QUILL Learning Network      S. Hobbs     LLO Conference 2019



Activity 3: Review
First:  Who is Erick’s work partner?
Answer: Matt
First because it orientates the learner to the fact 

that teams are made up of two people and 
teams are assigned team numbers.

Second:  Highlight or circle the rooms that 
Kris and Daryl need to tidy.

Answer: 121, 126, 127, 128, 129, 130, 132
Requires the learner to integrate info about team 

number on one side of the document with the 
room assignments on other side of document.
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Third: Res rooms are reserved. Guests for 
these rooms expect their room to be ready 
when they arrive. Which room should 
Amy’s team clean first?

Answer: 268

More difficult than second activity. The learner 
finds the rows with the rooms the team needs to 
tidy, and then locates information within the 
rooms.

59

Activity 3: Review
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Fourth:   Some room attendants are 
responsible for inspecting rooms that are 
VC Res. Some guests have requested an 
early check in at noon.  List the rooms that 
these room attendants should inspect 
first.

Answer: 115, 143, 144, 145, 146

Involves integrating information from activity 
with the document.  Learner needs to 
understand that rooms with an early check-in 
need to be inspected first.

Activity 3: Review
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Fifth:  GONE in the Check Outs section 
means the guest has checked out.  Which 
room will Dom’s team clean last?

Answer: 140

Final, and most difficult, activity because it 
involves integrating info from different 
sections of the document, as well as using 
background knowledge. (Cleaning rooms 
while the guest is still using the room could 
mean additional cleaning after the guest 
leaves.)

Activity 3: Review
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Step 3:
Decide on instructional focus

Learning activities are developed to

Ø assess skills and measure progress

Ø practice skills

Ø explore employment goals and match 
learner skills to job skills
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Assessment

Ø Learners and practitioners measure 
progress by assessment. 

Ø Learners demonstrate skill achievement by 
successfully completing learning activities. 

Ø Practitioners adjust learning activities to 
scaffold learning from one level to the next. 
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Practice skills

ØActivities may be developed to practice 
skills such as Reading Text or Document 
Use.

ØActivities may be developed to practice 
applications such as money math or data 
analysis .

ØActivities may be developed to practice 
using types of documents specific to certain 
jobs, such as those with rows and columns 
or text written in point form.
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Career exploration

Career education may be part of your 
curriculum.  Depending on the program 
setting, learning activity may be intended 
to

Ø set employment goals with learners

Ø match learner skills to job skills that are 
available in your local labour market

Ø provide general job skill information

Ø demonstrate transferability of skills
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Steps to the answer

Ø How a learner gets to the answer is as 
important as getting the answer.

Ø Answer steps are a way to introduce an 
instructional focus and to show how to get 
the correct answer to an activity.

Ø Steps break down the process of reaching 
the answer and demonstrate strategies that 
can be applied to similar activities.
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Writing out steps

Ø Demonstrate answer steps by writing them 
as instructions.

Ø Number and begin each step with an 
action word that tells the learner what to 
do.

Ø Use consistent wording in steps to increase 
efficiency (having a consistent method of 
performing tasks at work increases a 
worker’s efficiency).
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Using consistent/key words
Ø Using the same words helps the learner to 

see a pattern when solving similar tasks.
Decide and Determine provide variety but 

learner may conclude different words mean 
different strategies or teaching points.

Ø Words you choose are part of the strategy.
Scan, Locate, and Decide can be the basic 

strategy for finding information.

Ø Key words are what the learner uses to 
find information to get the answer; they 
link to the document.
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Action words to use

Ø Read: read document slowly and carefully

Ø Recognize: use background knowledge

Ø Scan: read quickly for specific info

Ø Skim: read quickly to get gist

Ø Highlight, circle or underline: response 
mode

69
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Action words (continued)

Ø Decide, Understand: confirm info, answer

Ø Enter: complete task on document

Ø Intersect: meeting rows and columns

Ø Locate, find: search using key words
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ØIdentifying the requested information is 
important when writing the first step and 
the last step.

ØThe last step is confirming the activity is 
completed with the requested information.

Activity: What is the phone number for City 
Transit?

Final step: Decide the phone number for City 
Transit is 555-1234.

71

Framework for steps
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Framework (continued)

Ø Numbers suggest a sequence.

Ø Start with action words.

Ø Strategies can be transferred to many 
activities.
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Steps link to workplace

Ø Workers have little time to read entire 
documents to locate one or two details.

Ø Learning to scan, locate, use key words, 
will help the learner complete tasks easier.

Ø Step-by-step thinking helps learner pay 
attention to the process that leads to info.

Ø Repeating basic steps forms a habit and a 
strategy is learned.

73
QUILL Learning Network      S. Hobbs     LLO Conference 2019



Method for writing steps
Ø Decide your instructional focus/purpose 

for the activity:
• to practice scanning
• to locate key words
• to learn to integrate information

Ø Decide the order of the steps
• What is the first step involved? The next? 

The last?

Instructional focus and order of steps are 
transferable strategies.
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Method (continued)

Ø Check that your strategy is most common 
or useful way to solve the task.

• The strategy to complete the task is one 
many people use.

• The strategy can be transferred to similar 
tasks.

• Compare your steps with a colleague to see 
if they are similar.

Ø Include alternate, correct ways to get the 
answer.  Your way is just one way.
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Lower level vs. higher level

Ø Lower level steps
• Scan the page and headings
• Scan looking for key words
• Locate columns, rows, headings
• Decide an answer

Ø Higher level
• Recognize A means the same as B
• Understand that….means….
• Read the section for more information
• Skim the document for overall use
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Reading Text vs. Document Use

Ø Reading activities (and steps) have learner 
locate info in continuous text or 
paragraphs that may have headings.

Ø Document activities (and steps) have 
learner locate info in tables, rows and 
different displays, including graphics.
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Document Use example
1. Scan the page and headings using key 

words ( word(s) from activity).

2. Locate the (insert table or column heading).

3. Locate the column (insert name of column) 
and the row (insert name of row) and where 
they intersect, locate (insert info).

4. Decide that the (insert located info) is (insert 
requested info).
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Step writing checklist

þ Key words are in the first step

þ Key words are found in the activity

þ Final step has wording that confirms the 
answer is the requested info

þ Steps teach a transferable strategy

þ Consistent wording to reinforce strategy
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Step checklist (continued)

þ Show most common way to get answer; 
suggest alternatives

þ Written clearly and briefly

þ Each step begins with an action word

80
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Activity 4A:
Develop steps to the answer
Review the recipe activity and steps to the 
answer as a group.

This handout links to the handout in Activity 
2 (fruit cocktail recipe cake/sample activities) 
to make a complete package of

Ø Work-related document

Ø Worker-focused activities

Ø Steps to the answer template
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Activity 4B:
Develop steps to the answer
In pairs/small groups, develop steps to the 
answer for the activity described for the 
Student Behaviour Form.

Review the requested information, activity, 
answer and related document.

Refer to the checklist and use numbers, 
consistent wording and action words.

10-15 minutes
82
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Activity 4B: Review
Activity: Tick the box or boxes that describe 
the behavior.
Answer: Tick the use of inappropriate 
language and vandalism.

Steps to the Answer (one way):
1. Locate the tick box section.

2. Compare each item with the description.

3. Determine that inappropriate language is the 
same as swearing.  Tick the box.

4. Determine that vandalism includes denting a 
school locker.  Tick the box.
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Practice

Use one of the document sets (Income tax 
form package)provided to develop a task at 
complexity level 1.
(20 minutes)

Include the steps needed to complete the task.

Remember to refer to the checklists.

You might want to refer to the OALCF guide, 
if time.
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Practice continued

Review the task/s you developed with the 
rest of the group.

Is the task truly at Level 1?

Developing Level 1 tasks from a complex 
document is not easy and may need several 
rewrites.
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Resources
http://www.skillplan.ca/measure-up

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-
development/programs/essential-skills/profiles.html

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-
development/programs/essential-
skills/tools/document-use.html

http://www.skills.edu.gov.on.ca/OSP2Web/EDU/Welcom
e.xhtml

http://www.esportfolio.com

http://taskbasedactivitiesforlbs.ca

http://literacynetwork.ca/resources/bridging-the-
employment-gap/ 86
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Wrap up

The key to developing worker-focused 
learning activities is to use authentic 
workplace documents and look at how 
they are used on the job…

… through the worker’s eyes.
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