
 
MOVING FORWARD: 

DEVELOPING LITERACY SKILLS FOR ADULTS WITH 
DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
OVERVIEW: 
 
The Surrey Association for Community Living, with community partners, has been engaged in a 
successful two-year literacy pilot project. The pilot demonstrates the use of a specifically designed 
curriculum and an innovative teaching methodology that fits the needs of adults with developmental 
disabilities.   The methodology, modeled after the SmartLearning approach, is highly interactive and fast 
paced. All students, regardless of their capabilities, are engaged in the lessons.    
 
How is this Methodology Different? 
 
Critical to the methodology, we tap into each individual’s prior knowledge before teaching any concept, 
 chunk all learning into meaningful parts and then use appropriate strategies to teach each part.   
 
We facilitate partner talk and allow rehearsal time before adults report out an answer. We use sentence 
frames to model effective oral and written communication and encourage the asking of questions . We 
require the adults to set goals and reflect upon their learning.  
 
Literature is used to teach social skills. For example, we use a story such as “Sorry! “ to help the adults 
understand  that the word “sorry,” in itself is meaningless if not accompanied by the appropriate 
actions.   
 
We do not just teach the spelling of words, we use the Words Their Way program to teach word 
patterns, phonological awareness, orthographic knowledge, and vocabulary development. 
 
We use the Power of 10 cards and manipulatives to teach the underlying concepts of functional Math. 
 
 
 

Education is everyone’s right. 
(The United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights) 

 
It (education) is the primary vehicle by which economically and socially 
marginalized adults … can lift themselves out of poverty and obtain the 
means to participate fully in their communities.   
(The Implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.) 

 
 
 
 

 

There is no adult literacy program like this 
taught in Canada. 

 



 
 
 
Why should my organization support a literacy program for adults with developmental disabilities? 
 

¶ These marginalized individuals often cannot advocate for themselves. As educators and 
community service providers, it is our responsibility to provide the best possible programs. Our 
pilot project proves that improved literacy skills changes the lives of adults with developmental 
disabilities as well as the lives of their parents or caregivers and the people supporting them in 
the community.   
 

¶ Overall, working-age persons with intellectual disabilities are almost three times more likely 
than working-age Canadians without disabilities to be living in poverty.  

 

¶ 73.2% of working-age persons (15-64 years) with intellectual disabilities, who live alone, live 
below the poverty line. 

 
What evidence does this program provide to merit continued support? 
 

¶ All our adults came to see themselves as learners. 
 

¶ One very shy member of our class developed the confidence to 
interact with her peers. The mother said her daughter was “really 
shy and couldn’t cope well,” at the beginning of the program.  After 
six months in the classroom, the mother noticed her daughter’s 
improved confidence and coping skills. This individual is now 
learning to take public transportation so she can enroll in the 
Access Program at Kwantlen Polytechnic University. 

 

¶ One adult “with severe anger management issues,” displayed not a single incident of aggressive 
behaviour in six months. He asked for the spelling of words to write up the grocery list at home, 
further demonstrating his enthusiasm for learning. 
 

¶ Another individual, afraid to walk unassisted to the second-floor classroom quickly learned to do 
this without support, as well as manage handy-dart on her own.  
 

¶ All the individuals made new friends and some met outside of class 
for coffee or an activity. 
 

¶ Many individuals, unable to engage in partner talk or stand up to 
report out an answer, did so with considerable confidence by the 
end of the program. 
 

¶ By the end of the program, caregivers reported that those individuals who were speaking in 
single words or phrases were speaking more often and now using phrases and sentences. 
 

ά Χ IŜǊ ǎŜƭŦ-esteem is 
better and she is 
ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ Χ {ƘŜ ƛǎ 
now wanting to write 
what she needs instead of 
asking Mom to write for  
her.έ  (Parent) 

 

“... She is more 
relaxed...This class has 
given her more 
confidence... She's 

happy!” (Caregiver) 
 



¶ Individuals with no sound symbol recognition learned to 
              demonstrate their learning with pictures. Their pictures 
              became clearer and more detailed.                                                           
 

¶ All individuals improved their ability to listen and draw 
               inferences from the stories we read to them. 
 

¶ Using the SmartLearning approach, individuals improved their reading and writing skills, as well 
as their reading fluency. 

 

¶ One individual whose reading comprehension far exceeded her independent reading level found 
a new love for books through the use of novels with accompanying CDs.  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

¶ With improved literacy and social skills, the individuals left the program with higher 
expectations of themselves; e.g.: 
 
V One makes phone calls independently and arranges  Handy-Dart independently 

 
V One works at the reception desk of a day program. 

 
V One volunteers one day a week at the Community Centre Tots’ Program.  

 
V All the individuals enrolled in classes last semester who attend the Clover Valley Day 

Program on Monday chose to participate in a library hour, twice a month. 
 

V One individual learned to take public transportation for the first time. This individual 
volunteered every day in a Surrey Parks, Recreation and Culture summer day camp for 
children and is now enrolled in a Career Awareness Program at Douglas College. 

 
V Another individual volunteered independently at Surrey’s Summer Fusion festival.  He is 

now working as a highly successful peer mentor and teacher assistant with the morning 
literacy class. 

 
V One individual read his first novel and is acting as a peer mentor for the adults in the 

afternoon class. 
 

V One female transitioned into an electronics and general assembly program at Douglas 
College. 

 
V One individual is building his resume, working part-time as a paid employee, with the City of 

Surrey. 

“I thought I was the only one 

in the world with learning 

disabilities but I’m not, so 

that’s a relief.  I read my first 

novel in this class.” (Adult 

Learner) 

 

Following are some examples of how this program 
changed the lives of these often 

forgotten learners. 
 



 
BACKGROUND: 

Who funded this pilot project? 
 

¶ This pilot project is funded by Human Resources Skill Development Canada, with in-kind support 
from the Surrey Association for Community Living. Classroom space has been generously 
provided by Surrey School District and volunteer experiences by the City of Surrey. The funding 
for this pilot ends March 31, 2011. 
 

Why offer a literacy program for adults with developmental disabilities? 
 

¶ The teaching of literacy facilitates the development of confidence.  It leads to greater 
independence and opens the doors to participation in community activities, volunteer work 
and/or employment. 

 
What is taught in our literacy curriculum? 
 

¶ The curriculum includes these skills: reading/viewing; writing/representing; listening; and 
speaking/communicating. It addresses the skills required by an individual to live successfully as 
member of a social network (family, caregivers, and friends), a community, a resident, and an 
employee or a volunteer. 

 
Who developed the literacy curriculum? 
 

¶ A literacy coordinator has worked with an Advisory Committee including a self-advocate and a 
parent, along with representation from:  the SACL, Surrey School District, the City of Surrey, 
CLBC, and Kwantlen Polytechnic University to develop the curriculum and guide its 
implementation in the classroom.   

 
Who teaches the curriculum? 
 

¶ The classes are taught by two BC Certified teachers, with the addition of a support worker, 
provided in kind by the SACL. 

 
Who are the individuals enrolled in the literacy pilot project classes? 
 

¶ The adults include those with limited speech and no sound/symbol recognition to those reading 
and writing at a functional (grade 4/5) level. 

¶ We presently have a morning, an afternoon and an evening class, with 10-11 students in each 
class.   

 
Who recommended the individuals for the literacy classes? 
 

¶ Some of the diverse organizations referring the adult learners  include: the SACL; SD#36, 
including Invergarry;  CLBC;  Milieu Family Services; Pacific Community Resources Society; 
Kwantlen Polytechnic University; Vancouver City College; and Douglas College. The demand for 
our classes far exceeds our capacity to accommodate adults with developmental disabilities. 


