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1.0 The learning issue 
Many employers while wanting to upskill their staff in job-specific language and literacy skills 

state the desire that learning from a workplace literacy course extends to employees’ lives 

outside work. Likewise, learners are often “sold” on a workplace literacy course by talk of 

the transferable skills they will learn. As practitioners we “know” this to be the case, but as a 

starting point for enquiry, I was interested in looking for evidence of this transfer across the 

work / out of work divide. As a tutor, I was also interested in effective practice in writing 

skills teaching – drawing out what is common between genre and making this teachable and 

learnable. Finally, I was interested in creating better chances of success for our learners 

emailing in a digital world littered with unanswered emails. 

 

2.0 Research Question 
“Does a focus on the organisation of hazard reports in a workplace literacy programme 

result in improvements in the effectiveness of the emails learners produce out of work?” 

 

With this research question I was looking for: 

- Evidence for the effectiveness of this approach to inform practice 

- Ideas for future research 

- Engagement with learners 

- Empowerment? – giving carers a more powerful professional voice 

 

3.0 Context 

3.1 The Business: 
This enquiry took place with employees in a healthcare business in central Auckland that 

delivers homecare to clients living in their own homes in the community.  The employees 

were Community Carers. Transfer of skills to life outside work was known to be a driver for 

the business and the learner group.  

 

Another concern that the business had about a number of these learners is that they wanted 

them to “come out of their shell” to a greater extent at work through the workplace literacy 

course. Key areas here are being more proactive with clients / clients’ families, being more 

assertive and clearer with the office and contributing more in meetings. 

 

3.2 The course: 
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The course the learners were enrolled on was focused on points of “literacy challenge” at 

work  – e.g. “Building a rapport with new clients; dealing with an incident at a client’s house; 

reporting a problem back to the office; managing demanding family members in a client’s 

home etc.”. The course was 22 weeks long and involved a two hour small group lesson once 

a week delivered in the business’s office. The learners attended the course in two groups of 

5. The intervention took place over the first 3 weeks of the course. 

 

My role was course coordinator and although not the normal tutor on the course, I delivered 

the classroom interventions - and managed the email contact with the learners that the 

enquiry generated. 

 

3.3 The learners:  
The learners on the course were Community Carers. Some worked for other employers as 

well and a couple were students using homecare to supplement their income. 8/10 were 

women. They spoke 9 different first languages. The group had a wide age range (20 to 55). 

 

4.0 Methods 

4.1 Pre-Intervention 
Learners completed a paper questionnaire about their own internet and email use in class. 

The questionnaire asked how often learners use internet and specifically email, what they 

saw as the challenges. It attempted to gauge how confident they were with technology and 

aspects of emailing. Learners then discussed their answers. 

 

4.2 Intervention  

4.2.1 Part 1 (30 minutes in class) 
In the intervention, learners did a reading comprehension of a hazard text in class. After this, 

they matched headings to the text and analysed the organization of the report. The report 

followed this pattern: 

 

TOPIC (what the report is about) 

DESCRIPTION (description of hazard, how it was discovered;  what was done about it) 

ACTION POINT (Recommendation: what needs to happen next) 

 

Learners then looked at an email from the tutor to one of the learners in the group giving 

some background in the form of a narrative and with an action point asking learners to reply 

and do the same. I made the point in the email that I was interested in finding out about 

their work history and motivation for doing the course and did not want to be seen by them 

as the administrator in the office who they met initially but then had no further contact 

with. After checking comprehension, they analysed the organization and found that this 

email followed the same general pattern:  

 

TOPIC (saying why writing and what you’re writing about) 

DESCRIPTION (in this case a narrative of how the tutor ended up to be teaching here and 

now) 

ACTION POINT (what the writer wants the reader to do next) 

 

We discussed how emails are much less defined as a genre compared to Hazard Reports and 

so these elements are not always present and variations in order are possible – but I 

stressed that the elements are useful to include to make the email clear.  
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I explained that they each had a similar email that I had sent them in their inboxes at home 

and their homework was to. Their job was to reply, making sure that they made their topic 

clear, gave a relevant description and included an action point that I could respond to. They 

had until the weekend to do this. These instructions were given orally and written down, 

and included in the body of the email. In planning this, I was not sure what I would get back 

but was confident that there would be plenty to respond to the following week in class. 

 

4.2.2 Part 2 (20 minutes in class) 
The following week, we recapped the organization of the Hazard Report and learners got 

feedback on the emails in class in relation to the discourse elements. Learners planned how 

they could revise their emails. Learners resent their initial emails with improvements from 

home. 

 

4.3 Post intervention 
Learners were asked to complete an online survey in order to see what they learnt from the 

process and how useful and transferable it had been. 

 

5.0 Findings 

5.1 Pre-intervention 

 
Key findings 

- This group of learners are connected and technologically savvy 

- They identified clear learning needs relating to email writing outside work 

- They have limited time / energy to be online.  

 

All learners reported that they used the Internet either once a day or several times a day – 

mostly from a computer, but some also accessed it from their phones. We had run a course 

the previous year in the same workplace and found the previous group had a far lower level 

of digital literacy so I was genuinely surprised by this finding. All had active email accounts. 

Most wrote emails in English, either everyday or several times a day with the exception of 

Learner 3 who wrote an email a month and Learner 10 who wrote emails but not in English. 

Most had active Facebook accounts. Overall, the group reported they were confident using 

technology, but were less confident about their writing skills. When asked about different 

aspects of writing emails, they were less confident about the following aspects of writing 

emails: 

- making sure the reason for writing is clear 

- making sure the action point is clear 

- making the tone sound professional 

- using accurate vocabulary, spelling and grammar 

 

“Not enough hours in a day” 

Lack of time and tiredness were mentioned by eight out of ten as a barrier to more effective 

internet use, which is not surprising given the fact that a number of these learners had more 

than one employer and family responsibilities. Another related comment was: “Oh I just do 

rough writing. I can’t be bothered…” (accompanied by a scribbling gesture). 
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5.2 Intervention Part 1 
 

Key findings:   

-Learners initially struggled to see the similarities between the two texts in terms of order 

and structure but there were minor epiphanies in this struggle. 

-Learners could see how the discourse patterning resulted in more effective 

communication.  

-They were interested in the approach.   

 

At first they struggled with seeing the organization of the two texts as similar because the 

content and context of the texts were so different. The layout - how the texts actually 

looked may have also contributed to this. 

 

Tutor : So is the organization the same as the other one? 

Learners : NO! … Oh yes! (ah ha moment) 

Learner: But sometimes it’s like bullet points not a story. 

Tutor: True, it’s not always a story – it could be facts, description … but the content is often 

ordered like this. The action point is not always last like this … 

  

When asked what happens when the first paragraph (TOPIC) is not clear, one learner said  

“It’s weird. Pointless. Person doesn’t know what it’s about.”  When asked what happens 

when there is no action point, learners said “No one replies. Nothing happens!!!” 

 

Some learners made connections with other writing they had experienced. One learner 

remarked how the text organization was similar to emails she had received. “Oh this is the 

way my tutor wrote back to me with feedback in the middle.” 

 

Their response to the homework task was a mixture of excitement and a feeling that this 

was quite interesting but also a little apprehension. 

 

5.3 Analysis of learner emails 
 

Key findings: 

- Of the 7 who responded, all included a narrative but only two learners included a 

statement of topic. No one included an action point. 

 

7 out of 10 learners responded by email. Those who didn’t were a learner who was enrolled 

in full time course, one who was moving house and didn’t have access to a computer and a 

learner whose address I got wrong. The table below shows the results of crude analysis of 

these emails in terms of whether the components I had asked them to include were 

included -  a clear statement of topic, a clear narrative and an action point.   
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Learner Email 

response 

written 

Clear reason 

for writing / 

topic?  

Clear, 

relevant 

narrative? 

Clear action 

point? 

1 Y    

2 Y    

3.  Y    

4.  Y    

5.  Y    

6.  Y    

7.  Y    

8. N    

9.  N     

10. N     

 

Key: 

 

 NOT THERE 

 THERE BUT VAGUE 

 THERE AND CLEAR 

 

All 7 included a clear narrative but often the topic of their email was not stated and in most, 

the action points were missing.  

 

If there was no topic statement, the email just dived straight into the learner’s life story or 

said “thanks for the email” and then dived straight in. Two included an opening sentence 

that gave a reason for writing (a link back to the email they had received and a statement of 

topic).  

 

The narratives were fascinating. The learners wrote about how they had come to New 

Zealand, other employment they had had, their families and their motivation for enrolling 

on the course. This part was done thoroughly 

 

In terms of an action point, none of them gave the reader much to respond to beyond “Have 

a good weekend.” or  “See you on Wednesday”. Learners 4 and 6 came closest to including 

something tangible to reply to. But in both cases, this was still extremely vague: “Feel free to 

ask me any questions and I will be happy to assit regarding.”; “I look forward to hearing from 

you soon.”  

 

I replied positively to the content of all the emails I received although this was hard because 

it wasn’t clear from the emails how a reply should be directed. 

 

5.4 Intervention Part 2 
 

Key findings:  

- Learners were quick to see how their emails needed an action point… 

- …. But they struggled with the idea of writing one and needed lots of help. 
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In class, learners discussed what they had found out from my emails and then we recapped 

the learning point about the organization of the hazard texts.  I praised them for their replies 

but said that it was hard to reply to some of them because there was no action point in their 

emails. They then critiqued the emails they had written to see if they’d included a reason for 

writing and a clear action point and planned together how they could improve the emails 

they had written.  

 

They struggled with the idea of the action point. The first group thought this was something 

they needed to do: “Say something like I would like to improve myself in communications 

and looking forward to learn and to grab this opportunity to make some improvements” 

rather than something that they wanted the reader to do. It seemed that this idea of them 

as learners demanding action of someone else, a tutor was culturally challenging. This on 

reflection was not surprising given the countries the learners came from Philippines, India, 

Brazil, Fiji, Tonga and Niue.  They needed lots of prompting here to think of suitable action 

points – e.g. responding to something I had said with a follow up question or asking a 

question about the course or about a different topic.  

 

Others could see the idea of the action point but were somewhat taken aback: 

 

Learner: “I thought that was all there is – I didn’t realize it needed to continue.” 

Tutor: “But we’ve only just met. We don’t want this relationship to end.” 

Learner: “!!!!!”  (Lots of laughter) 

 

The amount of “struggle” was interesting here and unexpected and which need further 

investigation 

- Task design issues that led to confusion 

- Cultural challenges 

- Power issues about telling the teacher what to do? Or asking questions as opposed 

to answering them. 

- Role confusion / re-negotiation  

 

5.5 Analysis of edited emails 

 

Key finding:  

- Six out of the seven included a clear statement of intent and a clear action point. 

 

All seven learners resent their edited emails in response to feedback in class. Of these five 

had clear action points. Three asked questions about what they had read in the email. Three 

had requests related to the course. The other one although marginally better organized and 

more accurate still had only a vague introduction and gave nothing concrete to reply to. 
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Learner Clear reason 

for writing / 

topic?  

Clear, 

narrative? 

Clear action 

point? 

Notes 

1    Organisation still vague but 

his grammar was better  

2    Asked for feedback on 

language. 

3.     Asked more questions about 

my teaching experience. 

4.     Much clearer action point. 

Asked about cycling. 

5.     Asked for corrections and 

some questions about the 

course. 

6.     Clear action point. Asked for 

one to one help. 

7.   

 

  Asked about my kids. 

 

 NOT THERE 

 THERE BUT VAGUE 

 THERE AND CLEAR 

 

5.6 Online questionnaires 
 

Key finding:  

- Evidence here that learners found the approach novel, useful and empowering. 

- Learners found writing the email very stressful. 

 

Six of the seven learners did the online questionnaire. They reported the intervention was 

“quite useful”, the others “Very useful” or extremely useful”.  

 “It helps me construct the right formal letter, it's purpose, contents and reason”  

 

They considered the most important thing they had learnt was: 

“I think the reasoning and its action plan is the most important about letter writing.” 

“Wanting someone to response through and understand what is written about.” 

 

They found writing the emails was either “a little stressful”, “quite stressful” or “very 

stressful”. 

“I need to look back again at my old notes about the proper way of writing a formal letter, 

forgot already.” 

“It's stressful cause I'm writting to my BOSS!/TEACHER..make sure he/she understand my 

email.” 

“Plan it out very carefully, for more understanding and it's a test too.” 

 

They thought these writing skills could be useful:  

“All the time, for study tasks, when writing official application letters, whenever you are 

after something.” 
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“to write to IRD, Student Link or others offices. To write to my HR. To write to my tutors at 

university.” 

 

6.0 Conclusions 
This action enquiry presents some evidence to suggest that focus on a work text in a 

workplace literacy programme can result in more effective writing out of work and this is 

broadly encouraging. If these learners write emails with clearer action points that have more 

chance of achieving their communicative purpose, then this is an extremely empowering 

outcome. It’s also good that learners are interested in analysing language and texts across 

genres and can see how this is relevant and useful.  

 

However, this small study shows that even if the comparison between work and out of work 

texts is made extremely explicitly in class, transfer tasks are carefully engineered and 

transfer is set up as homework, uptake is likely to be limited.  Even after a recap, feedback 

and more processing in class, there was only real evidence of transfer in 60% of the 

participants.  

 

The other relevant point here is the gap between teaching something in class and uptake in 

terms of practice when working on one’s own. Learners may have noticed a feature of 

writing in class and have had it “clarified” but are still unable to actually operationalise this 

knowledge. In this study for 6 of the 7 participants, at least, language knowledge did not 

seem to have been the issue. After all, they were not “taught” any new expressions for 

writing action points over this intervention.  The issue could be that the learners needed the 

second workshop to fully understand what they had been asked to do and (I feel) be 

confident that it is OK to write to the teacher and make demands of them.  

 

In terms of future action for this group, there are a number of ways it can go. We will 

encourage learners to apply this to other emails and other modes of communication where 

the object is to get a response – e.g. leaving an effective answer phone message, writing a 

comment that gets liked on Facebook. The learners clearly saw the broader relevance of 

what they learnt in this intervention through their comments in the online reflection task. 

The other obvious way to extend this is for emailing to be encouraged between class 

members or through creation of a group wiki site or even a Facebook page and this has 

significant benefits for professionals who so often work in isolation. 

 

6.1 Questions and challenges 
I am left with a number of questions and challenges following this study. 

 

1. Why did only 7 out of the original 10 learners complete this assignment? The others 

all gave good excuses but all of these were resolved and still no emails were 

received from them. Sadly, they did not complete the online survey so at this point, I 

really do not know what they thought of the whole intervention.  

 

2. How much evidence of transfer would there have been if writing had not been 

engineered as explicitly as “homework”?  (with the associated authority that that 

entails?) My feeling is little.  

 

3. Power, culture and roles: To what extent has the tendency for people to behave in a 

way that is congruent for them in their “normal, expected roles” defined the course 

of this enquiry? To what extent did power and roles affect how learners completed 

the first email task? To what extent is it realistic to set up a task that instructs 
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learners to renegotiate normal expectations of role/ power. Is this fair on learners?  

Is this what resulted in the high levels of “stress” the email task generated? 

 

In relation to this question, the study has made me reflect on the roles played out by myself 

as researcher and tutor and the learners during the course of this study - all of which could 

potentially contribute to the stress the learners were under, the initial reluctance to demand 

action from me when writing and the three learners who did not complete. This table shows 

some of these roles in relation to our respective businesses, the broad course context for 

this inquiry, the research project and the tasks the learners actually did.  

 

EXPECTED ROLES / POWER? 

 ME LEARNER 

Work Outsider “expert” 

/ manager 

Community Carer 

Course Teacher Learner 

Content (writing / emailing) Expert Novice 

Tasks Initiator and 

definer 

Reactor and completer 

Tests Test setter and 

assessor 

Test taker and subject 

Research Research 

practitioner 

Research subject 

 

It is clearly important to be mindful of these role expectations thinking through my 

professional practice and broadly we need to consider the extent to which the tasks we set 

and the courses we run actually succeed in explicitly developing socio-cultural competence 

in our literacy learners in order that they can meet the cultural expectations of being 

proactive and demanding when necessary in NZ workplaces.  What can we do to help 

learners … 

 

- First, understand role expectations in the way people communicate inside and 

outside the workplace. 

 

- Second, work out how these expectations align with learners  underlying “beliefs” 

about how communication happens. 

 

- Third,  help our learners negotiate this difference and support them to put this into 

practice both at work and outside? 

 

 

The enquiry also raises a number of broader challenges for practitioners: 

 

1. As a sector, we need to document evidence of transfer of skills from a workplace literacy 

course to life outside work. Much is made of developing transferable skills through 

workplace literacy training but we need more evidence of this taking place. 

 

2.  Can we make more use of this cross-genre approach – using analysis of one genre to 

guide learners with other genres – and using the familiar / defined (work communications) 

to inform the unfamiliar and less well defined (out of work communications)? 
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3. To what extent are this group unique amongst adult literacy learners in terms of defying 

the stereotype of workplace literacy learners as having a low level of digital literacy? In what 

ways can we exploit digital literacy skills to build language and literacy skills? 
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