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Below is a classroom activity from The Big Picture (available at  
http://skills.edu.gov.on.ca/OSPWeb/jsp/en/OSPBigPicture.jsp).  
Have a look at the activity and then use the Quick Reference Sheet  
on the next page to identify and analyse the Essential Skills task.

Practice  
Activity

3
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Check out those Wheels!

How many red cars are in our school parking lot? 
How many people buy cars with two doors versus 
four doors? Do teachers prefer cars over trucks?  
Are vans still really popular? By completing this 
assignment we will have a pretty clear idea of which 
vehicles are popular with the staff at our school.

There are three parts to this assignment.

Surveys: Surveying the parking lot. We will be adding 
up all the vehicles that fit into different categories.

Graphs: Taking the results and creating bar graphs  
and pie charts.

Postings: Posting the Essential Skills required for this 
assignment on the classroom wall as part of our 
ongoing “Essential Skills for Success WALL OF FAME.”

(continued)
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Use the Quick Reference Sheet below to identify and analyse the 
activity. Tip: Start with a clear description of what the learner is 
being asked to do and why the learner is being asked to do it.  
This will help you work through the process. Go to Answers on 
page 30 to see our analysis.

Practice  
Activity

3

Describe the activity:

Step 1:

Identify  
the

ES task

What is the learner  
being asked to do?

Why is the learner  
being asked to do it?

Might individuals do this  
outside the classroom?

NO

YES – go to step 2

Step 2:

Analyse 
the task

Which Essential Skills are being used? What are the skill level demands?

Main skill:

Other skills:
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Answers 

Yes, we have an ES task! 
Skill requirements: Measurement and Calculation level 3

In this case the learner is being asked to make calculations in order to figure out if it  
is possible for a person to sit at an optimal distance from a 27-inch TV in a room 17 feet 
long. Making a calculation to figure out if an object is a suitable size is a task with a 
purpose that we might need to do at home or at work. This means we have an ES task.

Making calculations falls under the Essential Skills category of measurement and 
calculation. The skill level demands are at level 3 because the task requires a combination 
of operations and multiple steps. The written explanation is not rated because it is meant 
to have learners show how they reached their conclusion and doesn’t form part of the 
real-life task.

Yes, we have an ES task! 
Skill requirements: Data Analysis level 1 and Document Use level 2

The learner is being asked to compare the supplies on hand with minimum quantities 
for the purpose of completing a form to order supplies. Comparing how much one has 
with how much one needs is an activity with a purpose that is carried out outside the 
classroom. In fact, we often complete forms to order supplies, so we definitely have an 
Essential Skills task. 

Several Essential Skills are being used. First, learners use data analysis when they  
compare quantities on hand with the quantities needed. Then there is document use 
when they complete a form. Simple numerical comparisons require data analysis at  
level 1; completing simple forms or tables requires document use at level 2.

Practice  
Activity

1

Practice  
Activity

2

http://skills.edu.gov.on.ca/OSPWeb/jsp/en/SkillLevels.jsp#5
http://skills.edu.gov.on.ca/OSPWeb/jsp/en/SkillLevels.jsp#1
http://skills.edu.gov.on.ca/OSPWeb/jsp/en/SkillLevels.jsp#13
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Yes, we have an ES task! 
�Skill requirements: Data Analysis level 2; Document Use level 2; 
Document Creation

In this case, learners are asked to record survey results and create graphs to display 
results. They do this to determine which vehicles are popular with staff. Surveying  
and graphing to analyse trends happens all the time outside school – just think how  
many times you are called on to participate in surveys! We have another Essential  
Skills task here. 

Analysing trends requires data analysis at level 2 because it involves calculating  
simple numerical summaries. Document use at level 2 is required because survey  
results are initially logged in a simple table. Creating a graph is an example of  
document creation. Although it is a document use skill, document creation is not  
rated using Essential Skills methodology.

Practice  
Activity

3

http://skills.edu.gov.on.ca/OSPWeb/jsp/en/SkillLevels.jsp#1
http://skills.edu.gov.on.ca/OSPWeb/jsp/en/SkillLevels.jsp#13
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It may not be possible for learners who are working at a very basic level (e.g., some 
learners with developmental disabilities) to perform Essential Skills tasks. However,  
for these and other learners, teachers can identify selected skill-building activities that 
help learners progress towards the performance of these tasks. These skill-building 
activities prepare learners to develop the requisite knowledge and skills required to 
perform Essential Skills tasks. Connecting skill-building activities and Essential Skills 
real-world tasks provides a focus, organizational structure, and purpose for learning  
and helps teachers to explain to learners what they are learning, why they are learning  
it, and when they will use it outside the classroom.  

For example, “counting money” is not an Essential Skills task because there is no clear 
purpose or context. Counting money is, however, a skill necessary in an Essential Skills 
task such as “Count out exact change to pay for the bus”. A person cannot successfully 
perform the Essential Skills task without being able to count money.

See the chart on the next page for skill-building activities required for this Essential Skills 
task. A teacher would engage learners in practising these skill-building activities in order 
to scaffold learning and work towards successful performance of the Essential Skills task. 

Learners With Special Needs

All learners require opportunities to learn and demonstrate their learning in a variety 
of ways. By differentiating instruction, assessment, and evaluation, teachers address the 
diverse needs of learners in their classrooms and support learner achievement. Engaging 
in Essential Skills tasks may be particularly relevant for learners with special education 
needs. These learners may require an individual program that differs in content and in 
instruction, assessment, and evaluation strategies. In planning a program for learners 
with special education needs, teachers, with the support of an in-school team, begin 
by considering the strengths, needs, necessary accommodations, and transition plans 
identified in the learners’ Individual Education Plan (IEP). The annual program goals, 
learning expectations, and skill-building activities appropriate for learners’ instructional 
level are also considered. 

Essential Skills tasks can serve as the focus for modified or alternative learning expectations. 
When they do, learners should work on the tasks independently, once skill-building 
instruction has been provided. These demonstrations can then be documented in learners’ 
IEPs and learners’ progress should be reported in these terms.

Appendix 3: Essential Skills Tasks and  
Skill-Building Activities

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/speced/iep/iep.pdf
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Ontario Curriculum Expectations 
 

Locally Developed Compulsory Credit Course, Grade 9 Math (MAT1L) 

DMSV.01 – interpret, write, and round decimal numbers with understanding in 
everyday money situations; DMS1.10 – identify different combinations of coins 
and bills that would result in a given amount of money (e.g., What are possible 
ways to make $27.48, using coins and bills?) 

 

Essential Skills Task 
Count out exact change to pay for the bus – Money Math (1) 

Skill-Building Activities 

Curriculum 
Planning – 

Design 
Back 

Scaffolding 
of Learning 

Identify money 

denominations. 
 

Recognize that a 
dime equals 10 

cents, for 
example. 

 

Perform simple 
addition. 

 

Identify 
different 

combinations 
of coins for 
bus fare. 

 

Count coins. 
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The diagram below illustrates how use of Essential Skills can be integrated into high 
school courses. In the centre of the diagram is a unifying theme surrounded by identifiers 
for courses with curriculum expectations that can be addressed using the theme. In the 
next ring there is a sampling of Essential Skills tasks that can be used to meet curriculum 
expectations. Finally, in the outside ring there are some skill-building activities that will 
help learners develop the skills they need to accomplish the Essential Skills tasks. Using 
this model, you’ll be able to both meet curriculum expectations and have learners use 
Essential Skills. 

 ES Task:
Ask the bus driver which bus stop 
will be closest to your destination 

(e.g., the doctor’s office).  
 

Oral Communication (2) 

 ES Task:
Write a short 
note to tell 

your family 
you are at  
a doctor’s

appointment. 
 

 

Find the 
phone 

number for 
your doctor 

using a 
telephone 

book or the 
Internet.  

 

 
 

ES Task:
Record the 
date of your 

doctor’s 
appointment 

on a calendar. 

Document Use 
(1)

 

 
 

ES Task:
Count out exact change to pay 
for the bus when travelling to a 

doctor’s appointment.
  

 

Money Math (1)
 

 

 
S Task:E

Read a bus 
schedule to identify 
which bus will get 

you to your 
appointment on 

time.
  

-Skill building 
activities 

Skill-building activities 
Skill-building activities 

Skill-building activities 

 

 

 

Knows standard greetings and responses. 

States the address of a destination (e.g., 555 Main Street).

Could you tell me the closest stop to ….?”
Asks for help using phrases such as “Excuse me. 

 

Asks for clarification using phrases such as
“I don’t know that street/intersection. Can you 
please tell me when I should get off?”

Skill-building activities
 

Identifies money denominations. 

Knows that a dime equals 10 cents, for example. 

Counts coins. 

Performs simple addition. 

Recognizes numbers 
from 0 to 9. 

Understands that a local phone 
number has 10 numbers 

Identifies the symbols used by 
public service (e.g. hospital, taxi, 
bus).

 
Identifies different sections of a 

phone book.  

Knows letters of the alphabet.
 

 Arranges letters in alphabetical
order.  

Searches a phone book or Canada 
411 website by subject or name.

 

Understands times (e.g., 1:00) 
and am/pm. 

Identifies symbols of public service 
(e.g. bus, taxi, hospital). 

Identifies a bus stop close to
home/school. 

Understands the 
document 

structure of a 
bus schedule.

 

Identifies the number/name of 
the bus that comes to that stop.  

 

on a bus schedule.

Identifies words and 
abbreviations that appear 

 

i
Identifies names of the days 
n a week and months of the 

year. 

Writes the day of the week 
and month of the year. 

Reads and writes the hour of 
the day.  

Gives a relevant title to written 
words (e.g., doctor’s 

appointment).  

Understands the 
document structure 

of calendars.  

Arranges letters to spell 
own name.

 

Writes or signs name.  

Understands times (e.g., 1:00) 
and am/pm.  

Knows vocabulary such “go”, 
“come”, “doctor”, and “office”.  

Arranges verbs, nouns, and
prepositions to create a 

sentence.
 
ure Understands the struct

and purpose of a note.
 

ENG1L 

  

ENG1L
 

 

HIF1O/
HIF2O

 
ENG1L

 

 

MAT1L 

ENG1L 

Managing 
Your 

Health 

ENG1L/
ENG2L 

Identifies different combinations of coins for bus fare  

Skill-
building 
activities 

ES Task:  

Finding        
Information (1)

 

Writing (1) 

Document 
Use (2)

 

HIF2O
HIF1O/

HIF2O
HIF1O/

.

HIF2O
HIF1O/

Appendix 4: Integrating Essential Skills and  
the Ontario Curriculum
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The course, curriculum expectations, and skill-building activities that are linked with 
one of the Essential Skills tasks in the “Managing Your Heath” unit (page 33) are shown 
below. Teachers can use this chart format to show curriculum linkages when creating 
their own units. 

Course(s)
Curriculum 

Expectations
Essential  

Skills Tasks
Skill-Building 

Activities

Locally Developed 
Compulsory Credit 
Course, Math, 
Grade 9 (MAT1L)

DMSV.01 – interpret, 
write, and round 
decimal numbers 
with understanding 
in everyday money 
situations

DMS1.10 – identify 
different combinations 
of coins and bills that 
would result in a given 
amount of money  
(e.g., What are possible 
ways to make $27.48, 
using coins and bills?)

Count out exact  
change to pay for the 
bus when travelling to a 
doctor’s appointment.

Money Math (1)

Identifies money 
denominations.

Knows that a dime 
equals 10 cents, 
for example.

Counts coins.

Performs simple 
addition.

Identifies different 
combinations of  
coins for bus fare.

Learners who meet the curriculum expectations shown in the chart above will also 
have demonstrated the Essential Skills at the level indicated. If learners do not meet 
the curriculum expectations, teachers can prepare learners by scaffolding learning. 
Scaffolded learning should begin at a level that learners can manage, using either the 
skill-building activities or the Essential Skills tasks from the chart above. 

The Achievement Chart and Skill Level Ratings for Essential Skills

The achievement chart for each secondary school discipline in the Ontario curriculum is  
a standard province-wide guide that enables teachers to make judgements about learners’ 
work against clear performance standards. It is important to recognize that the scale used 
in achievement charts is distinct from the skill level rating scale for Essential Skills. The 
achievement charts measure learner performance in a particular grade and course, while 
the skill level ratings for Essential Skills describe task complexity and do not align with 
grade level, age, or course. The two scales are very different and serve different purposes. 
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Teachers use the achievement chart to find out how learners have performed against 
curriculum expectations. They use the skill level rating scale to find out how the tasks 
that learners carry out relate to practical demands outside the classroom.

The achievement chart identifies four categories of knowledge and skills: Knowledge  
and Understanding, Thinking, Communication, and Application. All skills require  
some knowledge and understanding of context, vocabulary, and concepts. Some  
Essential Skills can be used to address the Thinking category, others the Communication 
category. However, the transferability of the Essential Skills relates directly to the 
Application category in which learners apply knowledge and skills in familiar contexts 
and transfer knowledge and skills to new contexts. It makes sense that learners who  
are familiar with the language of Essential Skills, and with how they use these skills in 
other areas of their lives, can more readily apply and transfer the knowledge and skills 
they are demonstrating in the classroom to new contexts.
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The two-step process described in this guide has been used to create an inventory of 
classroom activities that incorporate Essential Skills. These classroom activities can be 
used in a variety of grades and settings to help learners practise, build, and demonstrate 
their skills. They contain curriculum connections and identify the Essential Skills tasks 
and skill levels so teachers can easily integrate these tasks into their lesson planning.

Visit the OSP website to download these activities.

Each classroom activity listed includes:
•  details about its source and course connections;
•  a descriptive summary to explain what learners do in the activity;
•  a statement of the Essential Skills task that learners will be carrying out; 
•  an analysis of the task for its Essential Skills and skill level demands;
•  an indication of accompanying assessment tools; 
•  teacher notes.

Appendix 5: Inventory of Classroom Activities

http://skills.edu.gov.on.ca
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The following are some tips you can use if you find yourself in a position to train others 
on how to use this guide.

Begin with an introduction to the OSP and the Essential Skills
If the people being trained are new to the concept of Essential Skills, have them begin 
with a tour of the OSP website to learn about each of the skills. Point out how the skills 
can be put to use in work, learning, and life. The video vignettes make clear connections 
between everyday tasks and the use of Essential Skills.

Introduce the concept of skill levels
For those who are already familiar with the Essential Skills, a review of the skills should 
be sufficient to get started. Task complexity is a key concept to understand. Each Essential 
Skill has an associated skill level rating scale that describes the features of tasks that make 
some easier than others. It is not necessary to study the scales in detail; however, trainees 
will need some time to practise rating tasks in order to feel comfortable with the scales.

Have trainees experience increasing complexity
The following card game is one activity trainees may find useful as they learn about 
complexity. The “Why is this so hard?” game was created by M. Hardt of Performance 
by Design, Inc. to simplify the “type of match” dimension of complexity in tasks. All you 
need is one deck of cards for each group of three to four trainees.

Part I
1.  �Show trainees the ace of hearts.
2.  �Have trainees shuffle the deck of cards and then find the ace of hearts  

(A♥) in the deck.
3.  �Once they are done, have them think about the process. 
4.  �Point out that since they were shown the card they needed to locate, there  

was a direct match between the visual of the card and the card in the deck.

Part II
1.  �Have trainees put the card back into the deck and shuffle the cards. 
2.  �This time, have trainees locate all four aces. 
3.  �Once they are done, have them think about the process. 
4.  �This time they were asked to make a direct match between the cards they were 

asked to find and the cards in the deck, but they had to locate a card four times 
to find the four aces (A♥, A♦, A♣, and A♠). This strategy is known as “cycling”. 
Increased time was required to complete the task.

Appendix 6: Training Others to Use This Guide

http://skills.edu.gov.on.ca/OSPWeb/jsp/en/WLL/WLL_seeVideos.jsp
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Part III
1.  �Have trainees put the cards back into the deck and shuffle. 
2.  �This time have trainees find all the♦s and place the cards in order from A (low) 

to K (high). Players should display sequence A♦ to K♦.
3.  �Once they are done, have them think about the process. 
4.  �This task also involves multiple “locates”, but this time trainees had to manipulate, 

or process, the cards by sequencing them. This strategy is known as “integrate”.

Part IV
1.  �Have trainees put the cards back in the deck and shuffle. 
2.  �This time they should identify the highest-scoring hand for each of the three  

most popular card games in North America. 
3.  �Once they are done, have them think about the process. 
4.  �Point out that this task was the most challenging because it depended on trainees’ 

using their prior knowledge to complete the task. They had to “generate” the 
answer from their own heads. 

Explain that the card game illustrates the strategies of locating, cycling, integrating, and 
generating. It demonstrates the kinds of analysis that went into determining the Essential 
Skills complexity levels. In particular, tasks that require only locating are considered 
easier than tasks that require cycling, integrating, or generating.

Provide an overview of the guide’s contents and opportunities to practise
You can use the organization of the guide to train others how to use the guide. Refer to 
the relevant sections of the guide as you carry out these tasks.

•  �Introduce the purpose of the guide and the value of understanding Essential Skills 
(Why Use This guide? and Why Do Essential Skills matter?, pages 4–5).

•  �Explain how trainees can apply the content of the guide (How Can I Use This 
Guide?, page 8).

•  �Walk trainees through the two-step process (How Can I Identify Essential Skills 
in Classroom Activities?, page 9).

•  �Review the examples in step 1 (pages 11–12). 
•  �Provide practice on step 1 (pages 13–14).
•  �Discuss responses (Step 1: Answers, pages 15–16). 
•  �Review the examples in step 2 (page 18). 
•  �Provide practice on step 2 (page 19).
•  �Discuss responses (Step 2: Answers, page 20).
•  �Provide practice using a practice set (one from Appendix 2, pages 23–28).
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•  �Discuss responses (Appendix 2, Answers, pages 29–30).
•  �Point out the ongoing usefulness of the Quick Reference Sheet 

(Appendix 1, page 22).

Direct attention to the extensive collection of analysed activities
Select some examples of the classroom activities that have already been analysed and  
are posted on the OSP website. Explain how trainees might use these in their work.
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