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What Are Essential Skills? 
 

A survey of employers across Canada found that there are nine skills that are essential to success in 
today’s workplace.  These nine Essential Skills are the skills you need to do your work and the 
foundation to help you build other skills when you study or take training. They are essential to your 
future.  
 
The 9 Essential Skills are: 
 

Reading Text. Reading and understanding written information in many different types  
of documents, such as contracts, insurance agreements and product descriptions.  

 
Document Use. Finding and using the information you need or putting information in  

where it’s needed, in documents like labels, lists, forms, charts and drawings.  
 
Numeracy. Using numbers and thinking mathematically to measure and make calculations, 

to estimate, to work with money, to analyze trends and to create schedules and budgets.  
 
Writing. Using the written word to create a clear message.  
 
Oral Communication. Talking with others to give and exchange information and ideas, such 

as asking questions, making presentations, explaining and persuading.  
 
Working with Others. Directing or coordinating work activities with others.  
 
Thinking Skills. Use a thinking process to solve problems, organize and plan, find needed 

information, be logical, remember things and make decisions (Thinking skills include: problem 
solving; job task planning and organizing; finding information; critical thinking; significant use of 
memory; decision-making). 

 
Computer Use. Using hardware and software and other computer-based technical tools.  
 
Continuous Learning. Being a lifelong learner.  
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People use the Essential Skills in different ways in different workplaces.  However, all of the Essential 
Skills are used in some way in every workplace.   
 
Here are a few examples of the way Essential Skills might be used by a Health Care Aide.   
 

• Read and understand notes, information bulletins and reports 
• Read labels and follow step-by-step instructions 
• Read safety and health guidelines in policy and procedure manuals 
• Read and learn from training materials and textbooks 
• Identify safety and other work-related signs, codes, symbols and labels 
• Locate and use information from lists, schedules, charts, diagrams etc. 
• Record numbers and information into charts, checklists, forms, etc. 
• Write short notes in logbooks, etc., and complete incident reports  
• Add, subtract, multiply and divide whole numbers, fractions and decimals  
• Do conversions between fractions and decimals or percentages  
• Take accurate measurements for temperature, respiration, weight and height, vital signs, etc. 
• Measure quantities 
• Analyze numbers to see trends   
• Do numerical estimations for time 
• Talk to others to share information, coordinate work and discuss issues 
• Listen and identify what needs to be done from verbal instructions 
• Ask questions for clarification and understanding 
• Interact with patients and families and provide comfort  
• Explain information, provide instruction and demonstrate procedures 
• Resolve problems using a process and a protocol 
• Make decisions that keep everyone safe at work 
• Think logically to solve problems and make decisions 
• Prioritize and organize tasks to complete work efficiently 
• Remember names, preferences, instructions, etc. 
• Know where and how to find information needed  
• Work independently and as part of a team 
• Use computer skills 
• Take advantage of training and mentoring 
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How Are Essential Skills important to your work? 
 
You may work in different places as a support worker. You will have different duties and 
responsibilities. No matter what work you do, you will need to use your Essential Skills. 

 
Essential Skills support the technical skills that you use to perform your tasks as a Health Care Aide. 
They are also the skills you use to get the most benefit from training. If you think about it you often use 
more than one Essential Skill to perform a task – whether it’s for work or learning. For example, you 
may switch back and forth between Reading, Document Use and Writing in order to fill out a form.  
You use them all day long! 
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Here’s a little Essential Skills quiz. It gives examples of how Essential Skills are 
used by Health Care Aides. It asks you to match the task statement with the 
Essential Skill that was used.  
 
Below is a list of nine Essential Skills. While you read these stories, think about 
the Essential Skills each worker is using. 

 
Write the matching number for the Essential Skills on the line provided. Remember that more than one 
Essential Skill can be used to perform a task. 
 
The first question is done for you. 
 

1. Reading text 
2. Document use 
3. Writing 
4. Numeracy  
5. Oral communication 
6. Thinking skills  
7. Working with Others 
8. Computer use 
9. Continuous learning 

 

1. Home Care 

Each night Abdul gets his assignment for the next day from his supervisor. He uses this information to 
plan his day. Abdul must visit four clients tomorrow.  
 
Mr. Bryce is one of Abdul’s clients. He is recovering at home from a stroke. He is paralyzed on one side 
of his body and he has some difficulty with speaking. Abdul will spend 90 minutes at Mr. Bryce’s home. 
 

0830 - 1000 Essential Skill 

1. Drives to Mr. Bryce’s home. Plans a different route to avoid an accident. 7 

2. Helps Mr. Bryce with elimination, bathing, shaving, hair, and mouth care.  

3. Uses a special diet sheet to prepare breakfast. Helps Mr. Bryce with eating.   

4. Takes Mr. Bryce for a short walk. Helps Mr. Bryce learn to walk with a cane by  
explaining the procedure step-by-step.  

 

5. Records care provided on a chart.  

  
TRY this  

# 1  
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2. Long-Term Care 

Bonnie works in a personal care home. She works on a unit with eight older adults who need help with 
activities of daily living. 
 

1130 - 1300 Essential Skill 

1. Reports on condition of residents to replacement support worker. Takes a half-hour  
break for lunch.  

 

2. Checks care plan for each resident and plans tasks for the afternoon.   

3. Takes each resident to and from the dining room.  

4. Helps some residents with eating. Makes sure special diets are followed.  

5. Records dietary intake in Dietary Intake Record.   

 
 
3. Hospital Care 

Jing works on a surgical unit. Most patients have had surgery for broken bones or hip replacements. Jing 
helps with the care of ten patients. 
 
 

1300 - 1500 Essential Skill 

1. Sees drainage under Miss Bell’s cast. Notifies the nurse immediately.   

2. Answers call from nurse. Provides comfort to Mrs. Clark who is upset.   

3. Helps Mr. Sinclair do leg exercises. Encourages Mr. Sinclair to repeat the  
exercise 10 times by counting out loud.  

 

4. Works with another support worker to reposition people.  

5. Gives a verbal report about each person’s care to the supervising nurse.   
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Answers  
 

TRY this #1 
 
1. Home Care 

1. 7 - Thinking Skills 
2. 5 - Oral Communication 
3. 1 + 2 – Reading and Document Use 
4. 5 – Oral Communication 
5. 2 + 4 – Document Use and Writing 

 
 
2. Long-term Care  

1. 5 +  6 – Oral Communication and Working with Others 
2. 2 + 7 – Document Use and Thinking Skills 
3. 6 – Working with Others 
4. 1 + 7 – Reading and Thinking Skills  
5. 4 + 2 – Writing and Document Use 

 
 
3. Hospital Care 

1. 5, 6 + 7 – Oral Communication, Working with Others and Thinking Skills 
2. 5 – Oral Communication 
3. 5 – Oral Communication 
4. 6 – Working with Others 
5. 5 – Oral Communication 
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What can I do to improve my Essential Skills? 
 
Celebrate your strengths because these are the skills that will help you be successful at what you do. 
This Essential Skills workbook will help you find out what you need to learn more about. It will also 
give you an opportunity to learn more about and practice the skills a Health Care Aide needs.  
 
The Essential Skills for Health Care Aides workbook is divided into eight modules: Reading, Document 
Use, Numeracy, Writing, Thinking Skills, Working with Others and Continuous Learning. You can do 
the modules in any order, but you should work through each module from beginning to end to get the 
most benefit.  
 
Each module starts with a Table of Contents that lists the skills that will be 
covered. Each skill is explained and includes practice activities. Each activity 
is introduced by the words Try this. After you finish an activity you can check 
your answers with the Answer Key at the end of the module.   
 

  
TRY this  

# 1  


