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W. Booth: Good morning. I'm William Booth, and I'm with my colleagues, as you heard — 
Lucy Alderson and Suzanne Smythe. We're with the Downtown Eastside Literacy Roundtable. 
We're a coalition of adult educators who understand literacy as having the knowledge, skills and 
confidence to participate fully in life. 

Thank you for the opportunity to speak to you again about the importance of literacy. Also, thank 
you for your recommendation you made last year for annual funding of $2.5 million for 
community literacy work in B.C. and for your continuing support. 

The positive impact of literacy funding to communities as a whole cannot be denied. It affects 
everything from health care to the economy and improves a community's ability to participate in 
today's B.C. jobs plan. 

The lack of multi-year funding makes community literacy work unstable and uncertain. We are 
here to ask the government once again to provide ongoing funding required for the coordination 
of annual literacy work. 

The Downtown Eastside is a dynamic, vibrant, low-income neighbourhood, and it has 
historically been a hub of rich cultural life. In the eyes and words of the people living there, this 
is a community of enormous strength, cohesion and activity. The funding enables us to reach all 
parts of the community — adults, youth, children and families, seniors, aboriginal people and 
immigrants.  

A specific example of an innovative program working on the Downtown Eastside addresses 
government and other institutions' increase in the use of web-based services as a form of cost 
cutting. The result is that access issues — the basic right to government and other services — are 
moving beyond the scope and assistance of the not-for-profit sector. The roundtable, along with 
other organizations working to address the digital divide magnified by poverty, low literacy, low 
English levels and homelessness, aims to increase the digital literacy skills of low-income 
residents.  

In collaboration with the community and service providers, we have created an information 
network to provide educators, service providers and the community with the use of a friendly, 
accessible way to share critical information and existing resources and tools related to education, 
social services, mental health support, legal resources, etc. The information hub, called 
linkvan.ca, was designed to be accessible and easy to understand at all literacy levels to find 
services relevant for individuals.  

We are bringing technology to the community, not waiting for them to come to us, through 
hosting peer-to-peer pop-up cafes. They are designed to be drop-in, mini tech lessons that work 



with individual community members and clients to increase their digital literacy skills. The idea 
is to create knowledge flowing through the community.  

The combination of Linkvan and tech cafes help vulnerable people by giving them immediate 
access to daily survival resources and access to technical help. It brings learning to people 
instead of asking them to come to us for learning.  

L. Alderson: Thanks, William.  

I'm Lucy, and I've been working for the last 25 years in community education and, most 
specifically, for the last 18 years in literacy and upgrading. I know you've been sitting here all 
morning, and as an educator I just want you to get up and stretch, but I know you're taking care 
of yourselves.  

You know, I work at the Carnegie learning centre, which is in the Downtown Eastside. I work at 
the WISH learning centre, which is for women working in the sex trade, in the area in the 
survival of sex trade. And I work, also, in the Hastings Backstretch because we have a learning 
centre at the racetrack as well.  

I again want to thank this committee for recommending the $2.5 million remain as a budget item 
for the province. You would think that with this renewed literacy funding every year, we would 
be staying on top of things, but that's not happening. I just wanted to take a couple of minutes to 
tell you from the, sort of, ground perspective what that looks like.  

We have three things that are happening at the same time as maintaining our literacy programs. 
First of all, we have a lot of government ministries that are cutting staff and moving to web-
based service delivery. These savings really have been down-loaded to untrained, often unpaid 
members of the community. We have a number of non-profit organizations that are disappearing 
or shrinking, and they're cutting back advocacy services, and this is especially in the health and 
housing area. We have educational pathways — pathways that we have relied on to just 
encourage people to step into. These are becoming either unaffordable or unattainable. So it's 
having a big impact on those community literacy programs that we have worked so hard to 
establish and maintain with your support.  

For the literacy programs themselves, we have become the explainers now. We're the system 
navigators. While the need for these emergency literacy services is increasing, our funding 
mandate is actually moving toward an employment focus. It's also true that twice as many 
literacy organizations are accessing the same dollars that we had ten years ago, so we are all 
getting less.  

We're having an impact on instructors. For instance, myself, in order to be here today…. I 
consider it an important commitment to be thinking about the big picture of education in this 
province, but we had to close the learning centre at Carnegie for the morning. So we are really 
being pulled — like, where can we be and where can we have the most impact? — and we're 
starting to feel a little bit transparent. 



Instead of really doing my work, which I think of as actually developing new programs and 
doing the kind of research that we need, the innovative curriculum development, we're just trying 
to hang on to what we have. Although, as William mentioned, we are looking for efficiencies in 
all of that work, we are still people on the ground doing all of that explaining — the sitting 
down, listening and then helping someone go forward. 

We’re having a big impact on our volunteer tutors and receptionists. Our volunteers are often 
untrained, unsupported and stressed by the depth of knowledge expected of them and the 
desperation of the community. 

Last Thursday I just assisted a man with housing forms. But it goes a little deeper than that. He 
was an aboriginal gentleman who was living in a shelter, and he has cancer. He said to me: "I 
can't prepare for my biopsies in this shelter. I don't have the privacy or access to a bathroom to 
get ready for my tests. And I have to find housing that's near all these health services. Can you 
do this form for me?" 

Of course, it wasn't just filling in forms. It was figuring out which building he wanted to go into, 
calling the housing society and listening to the experience of deciding whether he should give up 
or try and live. Because he's a resilient person who has been through so much, he decided that he 
was going to. 

These really are issues of health and housing, but because we're the place that's open, that's what 
we get. 

We also have a big issue with privacy, where people are giving their private information — their 
social insurance numbers, their birthdates — in a wide-open learning centre, because it's the only 
place they can go to where they can actually get help and where something could be printed out. 

I think, also, that we're really concerned about the tuition that has been added to adult basic 
education. Before, I used to have about three or four options for people — how they could go 
forward and get their high school completion or get ready for their next step in their educational 
process. Now I have to backtrack and try and explain that several of those aren't there anymore 
and the other ones are more complicated. 

What we'd like to do is…. In addition to the $2.5 million, we need tuition-free adult basic 
education. We need to keep these educational pathways alive. We cannot add to the debt. We 
need everyone to do their own work. We need ministries to have staffed front desks and a person 
to help with on-line services. And we need another $1 million to be part of the literacy funding 
pot, with a particular mandate towards research and innovative programming with low-literacy 
learners. 

S. Smythe: Hi. Thank you for allowing us to be here today. My name is Suzanne Smythe. I'm a 
professor in adult literacy and adult education in Simon Fraser University, the faculty of 
education, just across the street. I'd like to continue to discuss…. One of my research areas is 
education policy, and I work with colleagues around the world. One of our focal case studies is 



B.C.'s decision to charge tuition for adult basic education, because it's in contravention of 
UNESCO and many other UN agreements around access to basic education. 

What I'd like to do in the short time I have left is to outline just a little bit of background about 
that policy and then what we're learning about the consequences of that for adults in B.C. 

S. Hamilton (Chair): Just so you know, your ten minutes are up, so we're into question period 
time. It's all your time, however you want to use it. 

S. Smythe: Okay. Well, maybe I'll stop. 

S. Hamilton (Chair): It's entirely up to you. 

D. Ashton: If there are no questions, carry on. 

S. Hamilton (Chair): Anyone have any questions at this point? 

I'll leave the floor to you. 

S. Smythe: I'll try to be quick. 

The fundamental issue — there's more to it than can be said, obviously, in this short amount of 
time — is that last year, in December 2014, the decision was made to start to charge tuition for 
basic education programs. 

Basic education programs are those for graduated adults, people who have completed secondary 
school but need to go into higher education — for example, the trade programs that our fellow 
citizen discussed earlier. Overwhelmingly, the courses are pre-calc, science, biology 12 and so 
on. These are programs that people were accessing for free in order to either finish their grade 12 
or go into further education or employment. 

Those courses now are charged an average tuition of between $300 and $525 each. I teach in a 
master's program. My students actually don't pay that much tuition, but my master's students are 
getting professional degrees, and they actually have the benefit of salary increases. These are 
courses that are basic education. They are not professional. They don't lead to anything except 
access to programs that they need in order to continue with their lives, whichever those pathways 
will be. 

I think it was a policy error, because it has an overwhelming effect on the livelihoods, on the 
equity, on ability to earn a livelihood and ability to support one's family, by charging such 
exorbitant costs for courses that, in many parts of the world, are considered, still, basic 
education. 

I'm concerned about the reframing of adult education as non-core, which is happening in the 
public system. I'd like us to see, as a province, that education — and particularly adult basic 
education for those who really need an extra pathway and extra time — should not be having 



barriers but rather open up pathways, as an anti-poverty strategy, which we desperately need in 
this province, and as access to the educational outcomes that other British Columbians do have 
access to regardless of their income. 

Thank you. 

S. Hamilton (Chair): Thank you very much. I know we could go on for hours, but I do 
apologize and appreciate that there's a lot to talk about. 

Any questions? 

C. James (Deputy Chair): Just a quick one — I guess a comment as well. I appreciate you 
referring to it or speaking about it as a downloading of costs. I think it expands what literacy is 
for people to be thinking about not simply reading, which I think most people think of literacy 
as, but government services and government requirements for people to be able to access the 
Internet. Even phoning and waiting, I think, is a difficult one. I appreciate you just reframing it 
for all of us, because I think it's important to think of literacy in its broadest sense and the need 
that's there, so thank you for your presentation. 

S. Gibson: Yeah, this is an area I have an interest in, having taught a lot of university students 
over the years. How do you find your customers? Often I have found that people that have 
literacy problems tend to disguise it. They run and hide, and they don't admit it. So the people 
that most need to see you and come to your attention often conceal their limitations. How do you 
go about finding your clients, if you will? 

S. Smythe: It seems that when programs are accessible, people find programs, when they're low 
barrier. For example, when the education guarantee, which was to take tuition off of adult basic 
education, was introduced in 2010, participation in literacy and adult basic education increased 
40 percent. At the peak of the education guarantee, there were 45,000 adult learners enrolled in 
post-secondary institutions. That has declined steadily since the imposition of tuition. We don't 
have the latest stats, but we hope to have them by December. And then in school districts, again, 
another 21,000 were enrolled. People find literacy and adult education when they are accessible. 

W. Booth: I'd just like to add to that. There's actually more discrimination and stigma around 
illiteracy than there is around addiction, in the community that we work in. 

S. Gibson: So, if I may… 

S. Hamilton (Chair): Pretty short. 

S. Gibson: …people disguise it, like we talked…. 

L. Alderson: I think that there are far more people looking for assistance in this area than are 
disguising it. But it's true that people do. Sometimes people are already working, and they are 
good at what they do. But then, you know, they always get the wife to do the paperwork. 



S. Gibson: Yeah, it's true. 

L. Alderson: I worked with someone just last spring. The gentleman was talking about the 
safety record of companies. This gentleman had worked in construction. He was totally on top of 
it, but he couldn't take the next step because his reading and writing skills in English weren't 
strong enough, and that's all we worked on. He had all the content. But it was because we could 
meet him at a time when it worked for him. 

[1245] 

Part of that flexibility can be provided in the community, but we just really need to be working 
together. 

S. Hamilton (Chair): Thank you so much for taking the time — a very important subject. I'm 
sure we will be continuing the discussions at this committee. 

	


