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	 ALL	 Adult literacy and life-skills

	 CBT	 Computer-based training

	 ESL	 English as a second language

	 FSL	 French as a second language

	 GDP	 Gross domestic product per 
capita

	 IALS	 International Adult Literacy 
Survey

	 IALSS	 International Adult Literacy  
and Skills Survey

	 ICT	 Information communication 
technologies

	 IEP	 Individual education plan

	 ISRS	 International Survey  
of Reading Skills

	 LCA	 Latent class analysis

	 OECD	 Organisation for Economic  
Co-operation and Development

	 PSE	 Post-secondary education

TOWRE-A	 Test of Word Reading 
Efficiency—Real Words

TOWRE-B	 Test of Word Reading 
Efficiency—Pseudo-words

Computer-based training (CBT)
An interactive instructional method that 
primarily uses computers to deliver course 
instruction.

Decoding skills
Skills required to identify spoken or written 
letters and words, and to understand their 
meaning in the context in which they are used.

Document literacy
The ability to find and use information in 
forms, charts, graphs and other tables. 

Individual education plan (IEP)
A plan that identifies a student’s learning 
goals, and maps how the school or program 
will meet these specific goals. 

Information communication 
technologies (ICT)
Education tools including computers, 
software and the internet. 

International Adult Literacy  
Survey (IALS)—1994
The world’s first internationally comparative 
survey of adult literacy, which created 
comparable literacy profiles across national, 
linguistic and cultural boundaries. 

International Adult Literacy  
and Skills Survey (IALSS)—2003
The IALSS built on its predecessor, the 1994 
International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS). 
It measured Canadian adults’ knowledge 
and skills in four domains: prose literacy, 
document literacy, numeracy, and problem 
solving. Proficiencies were rated and reported 
on the basis of five levels: Levels 1 through 5.

International Survey of Reading  
Skills (ISRS)—2005
Additional clinical reading tests administered 
to a sample of adults who had participated in 
the 2003 IALSS. 

Latent class analysis (LCA)
A process by which individuals are organized 
into groups based on their patterns of 
response to a set of background questions. 

Prose literacy
The knowledge and skills required to 
understand and appropriately use information 
from print materials.
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For tomorrow belongs to the people who prepare for it today. 
	 - African proverb

In 2007, the Canadian Council on Learning’s State of Learning 
in Canada report drew attention to the current state of adult 
literacy. Based on results of the International Adult Literacy and 
Skills Survey (IALSS), almost half (42%) of all “working-age” adults 
(16–65) have low literacy skills. The proportion of low-skilled adults 
grows to 48% when seniors aged 66 and over are included. These 
figures have not changed over the last decade.

State of Learning acknowledged that improving the future of 
adult literacy required further research in a number of areas. It 
determined a need for a better understanding of the social and 
economic factors behind Canada’s adult literacy rates. It also 
recommended acquiring a deeper understanding of the key 
characteristics of different groups of adults with low literacy skills, 
in order to identify any potential barriers to their learning and to 
determine what these characteristics could imply for the content 
of any literacy instruction. 

These key issues are addressed in Reading the Future: Planning 
to meet Canada’s future literacy needs, a synthesis and analysis 
of research on literacy projections and the characteristics and 
needs of adults with low literacy skills—developed to assist policy-
makers, planners and adult educators in their efforts to improve 
adult literacy in Canada.
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In Reading the Future, the Canadian Council on Learning (CCL) 
projects that there will be little to no progress in our population’s 
level of literacy. In fact, by 2031, 47% of adults aged 16 and over—
totaling more than 15 million—will continue to have low literacy 
skills below IALSS Level 3, or the internationally-accepted level 
of literacy required to cope in a modern society.

In five-year intervals between 2001 and 2031, Reading the Future 
sketches a picture of adult literacy across all IALSS literacy levels. 
The report also shows projections for key population groups. 
Among these findings:

The number of senior citizens (aged 66 and over) with low • 
literacy skills will double to more than 6.2 million

The number of immigrants with low-level literacy skills will • 
increase by more than 61%, to a total of more than 5.7 million; 
however, the number of those with higher literacy skills will 
more than double from 1.8 million to 3.7 million

The number and proportion of young adults (aged 16–25) with • 
low literacy skills will remain about the same

CCL has also developed PALMM (Projections of Adult Literacy—
Measuring Movement), an interactive on-line tool that allows 
visitors to calculate adult literacy rates into the future. To use this 
tool, visit www.ccl-cca.ca/readingthefuture.

Reading the Future also furthers our current understanding of 
adults who have low levels of literacy. The report divides these 
individuals into six distinct groups (A1, A2, B1, B2, C and D) based 
on mother tongue, immigrant status and other key characteristics 
including age, gender, education and employment status. The 
result is a comprehensive overview of similarities and differences 
between each group. It finds that:

Most adults with low literacy skills feel that their skills are • 
“adequate” for their work

Many have not completed high school, although some have • 
pursued some post-secondary education and some may have 
university degrees

A large proportion is employed• 

Many have negative attitudes toward computers• 

Executive Summary
Reading

 the Future
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The individual needs of these six groups are addressed by 
literacy experts from across Canada, who joined together to 
develop customized and effective program recommendations. 
These promising practices acknowledge and respond to the 
potential learning barriers facing each group. The goal of these 
recommendations is to raise the level of these adults’ literacy 
skills from IALSS Levels 1 and 2 to Level 3—thereby improving 
their quality of life as well as raising Canada’s competitiveness on 
a global scale. 

Reading the Future acknowledges the role that governments, 
employers, unions and individuals can play in advancing literacy 
in Canada and encourages all sectors to take immediate action, 
to secure a brighter literacy future. 

Executive Summary
Reading

 the Future
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Many people find it hard to believe that there is a literacy problem 
in Canada. 

It is important to note that adults with low literacy skills are not 
illiterate; in fact, only a very small number of Canadians are truly 
illiterate. However, the fictional profiles above are reflective of a 
very large number of all adults living in Canada. 

In fact, 48%—almost half—of all Canadian adults over the age of 
16 experience some degree of difficulty in their ability to read, 
write and understand effectively in English and/or French. 

Between the 1994 International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) and 
the 2003 International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey (IALSS), 
Canada’s rate of literacy saw little change. Now, new projections 
show a continuing trend: in fact, the proportion of Canadians with 
low literacy skills is predicted to remain virtually unchanged through 
2031. 

Twenty-year-old Michael works as a construction labourer and 
wishes to apprentice as a pipe-fitter—but because he has trouble 
reading and understanding the application form, he decides not 
to apply. 

Pari, an immigrant from India, depends on her English-speaking 
sister-in-law and teenaged children to translate important medical 
information to her and her elderly parents. She worries what will 
happen if her brother and his family move away and her children 
leave home.

Maria left high school at age 15 to help support her family. Now 
a 66-year-old grandmother, she wishes she could read to her 
grandchildren.



8

Introduction

Moreover, due to population growth, Canada is going to see many 
more adults with literacy difficulties over the next two decades: 
adults like Michael, Pari and Maria, who are impeded personally 
and professionally—and in some cases isolated—because of their 
low literacy skills.

What does all of this mean for Canadians, and for our country? 
Simply put, individuals are limited in their ability to access and 
understand information critical to their well-being; and our country 
is limited in its ability to access skilled workers needed to support 
economic growth and a strong society. 

Low literacy has social and economic impacts for both the individual 
and for our country. Differences in literacy skills are associated 
with large differences in employability, wage rates, income and 
reliance on social transfers, such as social assistance. Adults with 
higher literacy skills work more, experience less unemployment, 
earn more, and rely less on government transfers.1,2,3,4 

Low literacy has also been linked to poorer health outcomes 
including the probability of experiencing illness, the length of 
recovery, and the cost of treatment. Individuals with low literacy 
skills are ill more often, experience more workplace illnesses 
and accidents, take longer to recover, experience more mis-
medications and die younger.5 Moreover, low levels of literacy are 
linked to lower community engagement and civic participation.

On a grander scale, adult literacy levels have been shown to have 
a profound influence on the growth or decline of a country’s 
economy. Specifically, as the proportion of adults with low literacy 
skills increases, the overall rate of long-term GDP growth slows. 

The Canadian Council on Learning (CCL) recognizes the challenges 
that policy-makers and planners have faced in their efforts to 
improve adult literacy. The case for investing in literacy depends 
critically upon assumptions about the size of the literacy problem 
and how it is likely to evolve; and without a better understanding 
of adults with low literacy skills, policy-makers and planners will 
not be able to address fully the literacy problem.

Reading
 the Future
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Projections  
of Adult  

Literacy— 
Measuring 
Movement

As an added value, CCL has 
also developed PALMM, 
an interactive on-line tool 
to assist  pol icy-makers 
and planners with literacy 
planning by allowing visitors 
to calculate adult literacy 
rates through 2031 according 
to specific variables including 
jurisdiction and population 
group. To use PALMM , 
please visit www.ccl-cca.ca/
readingthefuture.

While Canada’s literacy future does not look promising, CCL 
believes that—with the right tools and knowledge—Canada could 
improve its literacy future. 

Reading the Future is both a report and a reference tool for 
policy-makers, planners and adult educators. The first of its 
kind in Canada, this comprehensive analysis helps to fill specific 
“knowledge gaps” related to literacy by providing:

detailed estimates of Canadian adult literacy levels below • 
IALSS Level 3 (see page 10) through 2031 
on a national basis, as well as by province/
territory and population group; 

a glimpse, more in-depth than ever before, • 
at the “face” of Canadians with low 
literacy levels—their home life, attitudes, 
learning needs and other demographic 
characteristics; and

effective practices identified by an expert • 
panel and customized to meet the specific 
needs of these adults with low literacy skills.

Reading the Future combines and analyzes 
data and statistics from a variety of partner 
organizations, so that policy-makers and 
planners can act with more certainty and 
efficacy as they work to improve adult literacy 
in Canada. 

CCL’s goal is to provide a useful toolkit 
that will promote discussion of literacy, 
inform planning, and support action by 
governments—so more Canadians can confidently apply for the 
jobs they desire, learn to understand medical instructions, and 
even read nighttime stories to their grandchildren.

Introduction
Reading

 the Future
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Level Score Range Required Literacy Tasks

1 176 – 225
Tasks at Level 1 require the ability to read relatively short text; to locate or 
enter a piece of information into that text; and to complete simple, one-step 
tasks such as counting, sorting dates or performing simple arithmetic.

2 226 – 275
Tasks at this level require the ability to sort through “distractors” (plausible but 
incorrect pieces of information), to integrate two or more pieces of information, 
to compare and contrast information, and to interpret simple graphs.

3 276 – 325

These tasks require the ability to integrate information from dense or lengthy 
text, to integrate multiple pieces of information, and to demonstrate an 
understanding of mathematical information represented in a range of different 
forms. Level 3 tasks typically involve a number of steps or processes in order 
to solve problems.

4 326 – 375

Tasks at this level involve multiple steps to find solutions to abstract problems. 
Tasks require the ability to integrate and synthesize multiple pieces of 
information from lengthy or complex passages, and to make inferences from 
the information.

5 376 – 500

Tasks at Level 5 require the ability to search for information in dense text that 
has a number of distractors, to make high-level inferences or use specialized 
background knowledge, and to understand complex representations of 
abstract formal and informal mathematical ideas.

Literacy levels are assessed on a scale of 500 and based on the completion of specific 
tasks. Some of these tasks are described in the table below.

Introduction
Reading

 the Future

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) defines the following five levels of literacy:6

Level 1—Very poor literacy skills.  
An individual at this level may, for example, be unable to 
determine from a package label the correct amount of medicine 
to give a child.

Level 2—A capacity to deal only with simple, clear material 
involving uncomplicated tasks. People at this level may develop 
everyday coping skills, but their poor literacy skills make it hard to 
conquer challenges such as learning new job skills.

Level 3—Adequate for coping with the demands of everyday 
life and work in an advanced society. This roughly denotes 
the skill level required for successful high school completion and 
college entry.

Levels 4 and 5—Strong skills. Individuals at these levels can 
process information of a complex and demanding nature.

IALSS Literacy Levels
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Literacy Projections

The quality and quantity of post-secondary education (PSE) in 
Canada and average years of schooling and participation in PSE 
have been rising steadily over the past decade, contributing to 
a common—but incorrect—assumption that literacy rates will 
improve over the coming years. 

This assumption can be disproved by looking at the relationship 
between literacy levels and personal characteristics observed in:

the 2003 Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (IALSS), which • 
measured how well adults used print information to function 
in society; and 

a set of detailed population projections produced by Statistics • 
Canada for the period of 2001–2031.

The result is a set of estimates of the number of adults at each 
literacy level in Canada. 

Separate projections have also been derived for each province 
and territory for the timeframe of 2001–2031. These data allow 
for an analysis of how literacy levels are likely to change on a local 
level. Projections have also been made for key population groups 
such as youth and immigrants.

11
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Projections of Adult Literacy—
Measuring Movement (PALMM)

PALMM is an on-line interactive tool that calculates projected 
literacy levels in Canada through 2031. Policy-makers and 
planners can use the tool to automatically generate graphs 
according to province or territory, and based on variables 
including age group and education level. PALMM projections 
can also be incorporated into planning for literacy policy and 
program interventions.
To access PALMM, visit www.ccl-cca.ca/readingthefuture 

STOCK AND FLOW: WHAT WILL CHANGE 
CANADA’S LITERACY PROFILE OVER TIME? 
Understanding the predicted evolution of Canada’s literacy 
levels is a matter of understanding the “skills flow” expected to 
transform literacy levels over time. The skills flow stems from: 

demographic shifts;• 

immigration trends;• 

younger adults leaving the secondary and post-secondary • 
system and entering the labour market;

older workers leaving the labour force through retirement; and • 

skills loss with age.   • 

Current stock  
of literacy skill

Projected stock 
of literacy skill

Skills Flow

+  secondary leavers,  
post-secondary leavers, 

adult education participants, 
immigration

–  out-migration, 
retirement, death,  

skills loss

Literacy Projections
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Methodology and Limitations

Data from the 2003 IALSS assessment were used to analyze the 
relationship between individual characteristics (age, gender, 
education, and immigrant status) and literacy skill level. 

The analysis produced a set of probabilities: estimates of the 
likelihood of an individual being at prose literacy Level 1, 2, 
3, 4 or 5, given their characteristics. 

For Reading the Future, these sets of probabilities have 
been multiplied using a set of Statistics Canada’s population 
projections for the period of 2001–2031. The result is an 
estimate at five-year intervals of the population at each of 
the five IALSS literacy levels.

There are several variables that have been shown to have an 
impact on literacy. Not all of these variables are available in the 
Statistics Canada demographic projections. While the most 
relevant variables were used in the regression analysis, not all 
of the variances in the projections models can be explained. 

While the sample sizes used to estimate the probabilities 
are relatively large, the resulting regression parameters are 
themselves subject to error. Larger sample sizes, or different 
samples of adults, might yield slightly different estimates.

The reliability of the literacy projections depends upon the 
reliability of demographic projections to which they have been 
applied. Statistics Canada produces several variants of these 
projections, each of which introduces a slightly different set of 
assumptions and gets slightly different results. It is important 
to note that the current sets of projections are based upon 
a set of assumptions that most closely reflects what has 
happened historically with immigration and education trends. 
Should these trends shift, the assumptions upon which the 
projections are made will become less accurate. 

The projections, restricted as they are to estimating proportions 
of the adult population at each proficiency level, may not 
capture improvements in average skills occurring within levels 
(e.g., from low-Level 2 to high-Level 2). These gains may be 
large enough to be socially and economically important without 
being large enough to push people over the threshold into the 
next level (e.g., from literacy Level 2 to Level 3).

Literacy Projections
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Aboriginal PEOPLES IN Canada

The sample sizes available in the International Survey of 
Reading Skills (ISRS) are not large enough to support a 
detailed analysis of the literacy (reading) skills of relatively 
small population groups, such as Aboriginal Peoples in 
Canada. However, the overall Canadian and provincial/
territorial figures do include reading test results from 
Aboriginal Peoples in Canada and other population groups. 

In 2003, the report Building on our Competencies: Canadian 
Results of the International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey 
found that a significant proportion of Aboriginal people (aged 
16-65, living in urban areas in Manitoba and Saskatchewan 
and in selected communities in the territories)7 were at Levels 
1 and 2 on the IALSS scale. 

Reading the Future is a research analysis based on literacy 
estimates and evidence from a number of external sources; 
therefore its objective is not to make assumptions based on 
projections and trends, but to present this information in an 
objective manner.

LITERACY PROJECTIONS 2001–2031

The models used to project overall literacy in Canada between 
2001 and 2031 appear to predict little change over the coming 
decades. However, there does appear to be considerable variation 
among provinces/territories and population groups. 

Literacy Projections
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Literacy Projections Summary: Changes in population, 
proportion and total numbers of adults in Canada with low 
literacy skills (below Level 3), 2001–2031

Group

Predicted 
percent 

population 
growth 

2001–2031

Predicted per-
centage increase 

(decrease) in 
proportion of 

adults with prose 
literacy skills 

below Level 3, 
2001–2031

Predicted per-
centage increase 

(decrease) in 
total number of 

adults with prose 
literacy skills 

below Level 3,  
2001–2031

Canada 33 (3) 25

Provinces / 
Territories

Newfoundland 
and Labrador

(11) – (12)

PEI 15 (4) 4

Nova Scotia 6 (2) 2

New Brunswick 3 (3) (2)

Quebec 13 (3) 7

Ontario 50 (3) 42

Manitoba 10 (5) –

Saskatchewan (5) (3) (11)

Alberta 48 (2) 41 

British Columbia 39 – 38

Yukon (17) 4 (11)

NWT 13 1 16

Nunavut 70 (6) 50

Population 
groups

Young adults aged 
16–25

2 (1) 0.8

Seniors aged 66+ 135 (12) 103

Immigrants 77 (6) 61

Less than high 
school diploma

(33)  3 (31)

University 
graduate

148 5 212

Canada
The Literacy Projections Summary table helps refute the common 
misconception that Canada’s literacy rates are improving as more 
people have access to quality education. 

Literacy Projections
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Lower Literacy Skills: Levels 1 and 2

By 2031, Canada is expected to experience a 33% growth in 
population. During the same timeframe, there will be a decline 
(3%) in the proportion (percentage) of Canadian adults with literacy 
skills below Level 3. However, this will not necessarily translate 
into a decline in the total number of adults at low literacy levels. 
In fact, Canada is predicted to experience a 25% increase (due 
to population growth and demographic trends) in the absolute 
or total number of adults with literacy skills below Level 3—to a 
total of 15,029,000 adults by 2031.

These results suggest that the proportion of adults with low 
literacy skills will remain virtually unchanged throughout Canada 
over the coming decades. 

Projected proportions and numbers at each prose literacy 
level, Canada, 2001–2031

Literacy Projections—Proportion of adults aged 16+
at each literacy level, Canada, 2001–2031
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Literacy Projections
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Higher Literacy Skills: Levels 3, 4 and 5

Meanwhile, the proportion of adults in Canada with high literacy 
skills—those at prose literacy Levels 3, 4 and 5—is projected to 
increase by 2031, growing by an estimated three percentage 
points (from 50% to 53%). The absolute number of adults with 
higher prose literacy skills (Level 3 and above) is also predicted to 
grow to 17,404,000—a 40% increase over the period. However, 
this increase will not offset either the predicted proportion or 
number of adults at literacy Levels 1 and 2.

Provinces and Territories
Except for Newfoundland, Saskatchewan and Yukon, most 
provinces and territories are projected to experience population 
growth through 2031, ranging from 3% in New Brunswick to 
70% in Nunavut. During the same timeframe and in almost all 
cases, there will be a decline in each region’s proportion of adults 
with literacy skills below Level 3. However, due to population 
growth, this will not necessarily translate into a decline in the total 
number of adults at low literacy levels; in fact, most provinces and 
territories are predicted to experience an increase. 

For example: 

Population growth:•   Ontario is expected to experience a 50% 
population growth by 2031.

Proportion/percentage of adults below literacy Level 3:•   The 
percentage of Ontario adults with low prose literacy skills is 
expected to decrease three percentage points between 2001 
and 2031 (from 48% to 45%). 

Total number of adults below literacy Level 3:•   Despite the 
decrease in proportion, the total number of Ontario adults 
below Level 3 will actually increase (due to population growth, 
as noted above) over the same timeframe—from 4,448,000 
people in 2001 to 6,319,000 people in 2031.

Literacy Projections
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Population Groups

Young Adults

The young adult population aged 16 to 25 is predicted to rise only 
slightly through 2031, by two percentage points. 

The proportion and absolute number of young adults aged 16 to 
25 with skills below prose literacy Level 3 will change little over 
the coming decades, dropping 1% from 36% (in 2001) to 35% in 
2031. The proportion of those with high literacy skills (Levels 3, 4 
and 5) is projected to remain unchanged at 64%.

Projected proportions and numbers at each prose literacy 
level, for young adults aged 16–25, Canada, 2001–2031
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Seniors

Canada’s senior citizen population (aged 66 and over) is forecast 
to grow rapidly between 2001 and 2031, by a total of 4,838,000 
or 135%. Meanwhile, the percentage of this population with low 
literacy skills will fall 12%, from 85% in 2001 to 73% in 2031. 

Despite this decrease, the absolute number of seniors with low 
literacy skills (below Level 3) will actually double from 3,059,000 
in 2001 to 6,204,000 low-skilled seniors in 2031. 

Projected proportions and numbers at each prose literacy 
level, for seniors 66 and over, Canada, 2001–2031 

Literacy Projections—Proportion of seniors (66+)
at each literacy level, Canada, 2001–2031
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Immigrants

Assuming Canadian immigration policies remain stable, the 
number of immigrants in the population is predicted to grow by 
4,126,000 (77%) between 2001 and 2031. 

The proportion of immigrants with literacy skills below Level 3 
will decrease from 67% in 2001 to 61% in 2031, yet the absolute 
number of immigrants with low-level literacy skills will continue to 
rise in the coming decades, increasing by 2,179,000 to 5,754,000 
people by 2031 (a 61% increase). 

Projected proportions and numbers at each prose literacy 
level by immigrant status, Canada, 2001–2031

Literacy Projections—Proportion of immigrants (aged 16+)
at each literacy level, Canada, 2001–2031
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Chapter 1

Adults who have not completed high school 

The absolute number of adults who have not completed high 
school is forecast to decrease by 33%, from 5,694,000 in 2001 to 
3,945,000 in 2031. However, the proportion of adults (without a 
high-school diploma) below Level 3 is predicted to rise by 3%, 
from 79% to 82% in 2031. 

Projected proportions and numbers at each prose literacy 
level by education level, Canada, 2001–2031

Literacy Projections—Proportion of adults (aged 16+) who did not 
complete high school, at each literacy level, Canada, 2001–2031
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Chapter 1

Adults who have completed university 

These sub-population projections include individuals of all ages 
(not just recent graduates) who have attained a university degree 
at some point in their lives. 

The number of adults living in Canada with a university degree 
(attained inside or outside Canada) is projected to more than 
double from a total of 3,882,000 in 2001 to 9,618,000 in 2031. 

However, the proportion and total number of adults from the 
university graduate population with literacy skills below Level 3 
will also increase over the coming decades: from 20% in 2001 
to 25% in 2031 for a total of roughly 2,356,000 adults in 2031 
(up from 756,000 in 2001). Because these projections reflect 
individuals of all ages, the projected increase is likely due to the 
aging population and “skills loss” that can occur during the later 
stages of life.

Literacy Projections—Proportion of adults (aged 16+) 
who completed university, at each literacy level, Canada, 2001–2031
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Reading the future  
Planning to meet Canada’s  
future literacy needs

chapter 2

The “Face” of Low Literacy in Canada

Adults at Level 3 and above on the IALSS prose literacy scale can 
apply fluid and automatic reading skill to help to solve unfamiliar 
problems. They have higher levels of comprehension and sufficient 
literacy skills in order to determine meaning when faced with 
unknown words or contexts—in short, they have reached the level 
of “reading to learn.” 

Adults at Levels 1 and 2 do not have the same fluid and automatic 
reading skills with unfamiliar texts and tasks, and thus need to 
devote a good part of their cognitive energy to “learning to 
read.”

In order to understand what is needed for adults to make the 
shift from “learning to read” to “reading to learn,” it is necessary 
to develop a more complete picture of adults at literacy Levels 1 
and 2—not only by assessing their skills, but also understanding 
them on a more personal level.

SKILLS ASSESSMENT: INTERNATIONAL SURVEY OF 
READING SKILLS
In 2005, the International Survey of Reading Skills (ISRS)—part 
of an international survey undertaken by Statistics Canada in 
partnership with Human Resources and Social Development 
Canada (HRSDC), National Centre for Education Statistics (NCES), 
and Education Testing and Service (ETS)—was conducted to 
assess the component reading skills (see textbox on page 24) of 
Canadian adults at literacy Levels 1 and 2. 

This was done in order to identify more fully the reading abilities, 
demographic characteristics and learning needs of those with low 
literacy skills. 

23
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There are certain limitations to the ISRS survey: for example, 
in some cases the sample sizes are too small to produce 
reliable estimates of the learning needs of different groups of 
adults. However, the ISRS still provides useful information for 
understanding the skills gaps of people at Levels 1 and 2.
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Many current models of reading development recognize that 
it is necessary to acquire basic reading skills before reading 
becomes more effortless and automatic.8,9,10 Higher-skilled 
individuals can perform routine processes more rapidly—
while maintaining high accuracy— than individuals who are 
less skilled. Simply put, it is easier (and quicker) to do what 
one knows how to do, and easier yet (and quicker yet) if one 
knows how to do something well.  

Reading-related component skills such as “print” components 
(word recognition and alphanumeric knowledge/familiarity) 
and “comprehension”—or “meaning”—components (such 
as word knowledge/vocabulary, sentence processing and 
passage fluency) can be used to predict the emergence of 
fluid and automatic reading.11

In skilled reading, print and comprehension components are 
combined to support literacy performance—and although 
the emergence of fluid and automatic reading skill depends 
on a variety of other factors, research has shown that few 
learners manage to reach Level 3 without having mastered 
these component skills. 

The ISRS used clinical reading tests to measure different 
components of reading—each of which is needed in order to 
be able to read more fluently and automatically. These tests 
included: 

1.	the abridged Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT-m): 
requiring respondents to identify which of four different images 
correspond to a word spoken by the interviewer; 
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2.	the Rapid Automatized Naming (RAN) test: in which 
respondents are asked to read a series of random letters as 
quickly as possible; 

3.	the Test of Word Recognition Efficiency: requiring respondents 
to read a list of real words (TOWRE-A), followed by a list of 
pseudo-words (TOWRE-B), as quickly as possible. The time 
limit for each word list was 60 seconds; 

4.	the PhonePass test, which contains three different tasks: 
repetition of simple sentences, a set of short-answer questions, 
and reading of simple sentences; 

5.	repeating a series of digits in order and another series of digits 
out of order; and 

6.	a spelling test.

More detail about the theory and evidence underlying the 
reading components assessed in the ISRS is presented in 
Chapter 3 of Learning Literacy in Canada: Evidence from 
the International Survey of Reading Skills available at  
www.statcan.ca.

LEARNING LITERACY IN CANADA: EVIDENCE 
FROM THE ISRS
Initial results from the ISRS were published in January 2008 by 
Statistics Canada and Human Resources and Social Development 
Canada. Learning Literacy in Canada: Evidence from the 
International Survey of Reading Skills identified the reading profiles 
of Canadian adults at literacy Levels 1 and 2 and grouped them 
together according to their common learning needs through a 
statistical procedure known as “latent class analysis.” 

chapter 2
The “Face” of  

Low Literacy in Canada



26

How does latent class analysis (LCA) work?

Individuals are organized into groups based on their patterns 
of performance on the component reading skills tests. This is 
done using a statistical tool, known as “latent class analysis” 
(LCA), for clustering survey participants. LCA identifies 
relatively homogeneous groups of adults who share common 
sets of characteristics and learning needs.

Latent 
Class 

Print skills (ISRS)
Comprehension 

skills (ISRS)
Literacy Level 

(IALSS)

A Very limited Limited 1

B Limited Limited 1

C Limited Adequate 2

D Adequate Adequate 2

The analysis of patterns of strengths and weaknesses in the 
ISRS print and comprehension component measures reveals the 
existence of four distinct groups of low-skilled individuals: latent 
classes A, B, C and D, in both English and in French. 

Overall, results from English and French testing reveal the 
following:

adults in latent class A score relatively poorly on all the • 
component measures;

adults in latent class B are limited primarily by their lack of • 
vocabulary;

adults in latent class C do relatively well on the vocabulary • 
measures and on the spelling test, but are still below the 
standard required for Level 3 attainment; and

adults in latent class D outperform adults in other classes on • 
every component reading measure, but are still below the 
standard required for Level 3 attainment.
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Although Learning Literacy in Canada referred to segments 
of adults below literacy Level 3 as “latent classes,” 
 Reading the Future will refer to them as “groups”  

(e.g., group A1, group B2, etc.).

PORTRAIT OF LOW LITERACY SKILLS: LEARNING 
NEEDS, HOME LIFE, ATTITUDES AND WORK
Reading the Future builds on the ISRS analysis by further 
analyzing each “latent class,” using a combination of factors and 
categorizing them into groups for English- and French-language 
study participants. 

Findings from this analysis indicate that English and French 
“latent classes” A and B can be divided into two distinct groups 
based on whether or not the individual’s mother tongue matches 
the language the test was conducted in; and whether there are 
indications of a reading disability (such as dyslexia). The findings 
resulted in the creation of six distinct groups of the population 
with low levels of literacy: A1, A2, B1, B2, C and D. 

In addition, this report assessed each group using variables known 
to influence literacy program design and implementation:

educational attainment: the level of education attained affects • 
the level of effort required to raise literacy levels. Adults who 
are educated and literate in their own language require only 
second-language instruction, whereas adults who have yet 
to master literacy in their mother tongue require much more 
intensive training;

age group: average age will influence recruitment and retention • 
costs and the return on investment because the older the 
participant, the shorter the period over which the costs can be 
amortized; 

the presence of children in the home: this may impede • 
participation in programs, but could also open up the possibility 
of applying cost-effective family literacy approaches; 

information on income and employment status: these are • 
potential indicators of who could fund the cost of literacy 
upgrading (e.g., individuals and/or employers); 
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firm size: employed adults may be able to access training at • 
their worksite, especially if they are working for a larger firm 
(over 100 employees) with the infrastructure and resources to 
finance programs;

attitudes toward information and communication technologies: • 
to gauge the degree to which upgrading might rely on 
computer-aided instruction;

self-perception of adequacy of skill levels: self-perception can • 
negatively impact recruitment and retention efforts if adults 
feel their current skill levels are adequate; and

oral language proficiency: weak oral language skills will reduce • 
the efficiency and effectiveness of literacy instruction.

Oral language proficiency was assessed through the 
PhonePass Test. Scores are based on a weighted combination 
of sub-scores in pronunciation, fluency, vocabulary and 
sentence mastery for a total score of 80. For example, a 
score of 37–45 indicates the ability to speak only in short 
sentences using common words and simple structures. A 
score of 72–80 indicates the ability to speak and understand 
fluently and effortlessly.

Adults Requiring English Instruction 
This group of adults represents those who took the ISRS tests and 
who require instruction in the English language. In Canada, this 
group is composed of an estimated 6,172,000 adults.

Groups C and D are the largest groups, representing a combined 
5,075,000 people or 82% of the adults at literacy Levels 1 and 2.

Most adults in English groups A1 through C exhibit some degree 
of weakness in component scores and can be thought of as still 
being in the process of “learning to read.” Only those in English 
group D appear to have no discernible reading component 
deficit.
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Adults requiring English-language instruction, aged 16 and 
over—Overview of literacy skills as per ISRS (Statistics 
Canada) and IALSS (OECD) assessments

Group
Brief 

Description
Print Skills 

(ISRS)
Comprehension 

Skills (ISRS)

Oral 
Language 

Score 
(ISRS)

Average 
Prose 

Literacy 
Score 

(IALSS)

A1 Canadian-
born, English 
mother tongue 
(potential 
reading 
disability)

Very 
Limited

Limited 58.6 High-
Level 1 
(201)

A2 Majority 
immigrants, 
non-English (and 
non-French) 
mother tongue

Very 
Limited

Limited 41.8 Low-
Level 1 
(165)

B1 Majority born in 
Canada, English 
mother tongue 
(potential 
reading 
disability)

Limited Limited 47.9 Mid-
Level 1 
(193)

B2 Majority 
immigrants, 
non-English (and 
non-French) 
mother tongue

Limited Limited 48.9 High-
Level 1 
(204)

C Majority born in 
Canada, majority 
with English 
mother tongue

Limited Adequate* 64.3 Mid-
Level 2 
(233)

D Majority born in 
Canada, majority 
with English 
mother tongue 

Adequate* Adequate* 74.6 High- 
Level 2 
(259)

Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey (IALSS), 2003, and the 
International Survey of Reading Skills (ISRS), 2005

* A person who has “adequate” skills is on the threshold of 
acquiring the skills necessary to attain Level 3. For example, a 
person in group C would require less training to move up to Level 
3 in comprehension skills than in print skills.
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Characteristics of Adults Below Literacy Level 3—Groups A1 
and A2 (requiring English-language instruction)

Factors A1 A2 

Population 240,000 379,000

Mother Tongue English Non-English

Birthplace 100% born in Canada 4% born in Canada 
96% born outside of 
Canada

Education 53% did not complete  
high school
4% have pursued PSE; may 
or may not have a degree

35% did not complete 
high school
28% have pursued PSE; 
may or may not have a 
degree

Age Majority younger:  
27%—16 to 25 
45%—26 to 35

Majority older:  
72%—46 and older

Gender Majority male (92%) Majority female (64%)

Children 37% have children living 
at home 

43% have children living 
at home

Income 1.6%— $8,000 and less 
27%— $8,000–$25,000 
25%— $25,000–$50,000 
0.3%—$50,000+ 
Didn’t respond—46%

13%— $8,000 and less 
 47%— $8,000–$25,000 
23%— $25,000–$50,000 
17%—$50,000+ 
Didn’t respond—0.6%

Employment 70% employed 78% employed

Firm Size (Small, 
Medium or Large 
Employers)

9.5% work in a firm 
of fewer than 100 
employees 
Didn’t respond—20%

30% work in a firm of 
fewer than 100 employees 
Didn’t respond—8.5%

Attitudes toward 
computers

Positive attitudes toward 
computer use 

Slightly less positive 
attitudes toward using 
computers than A1

Self-perception 84.2% report that their 
reading is adequate for 
work  
Didn’t respond—13%

72% report that their 
reading is adequate for 
their work 
Didn’t respond—11%

Note: many of the figures above have been rounded up or down to the next 
whole number. As a result, not all totals may equal 100%.
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Characteristics of Adults Below Literacy Level 3—Groups B1 
and B2 (requiring English-language instruction)

Factors B1 B2

Population 48,000 430,000

Mother Tongue English Non-English

Birthplace 74% born in Canada  
26% born outside of 
Canada

12% born in Canada 
88% born outside of 
Canada

Education 30% did not complete high 
school
None have pursued PSE

32% did not complete high 
school
19% have pursued PSE; may 
or may not have a degree

Age Majority younger:  
38%—16 to 25

Majority older:  
70%—46 and older

Gender Majority female (68%) Majority female (69%)

Children 27% have children living  
at home

37% have children living  
at home

Income 12%— $8,000 and less 
44%— $8,000–$25,000 
6%— $25,000–$50,000 
0—$50,000+ 
Didn’t respond—38%

33%— $8,000 and less 
42%— $8,000–$25,000 
20%— $25,000–$50,000 
5%—$50,000+

Employment 23% employed 82% employed

Firm Size 
(Small, Medium 
or Large 
Employers)

32% work in a firm of 
fewer than 100 employees 
Didn’t respond—4%

31% work in a firm of fewer 
than 100 employees 
Didn’t respond—19%

Attitudes toward 
computers

Very negative attitudes 
toward using computers

Very negative attitudes 
toward using computers

Self-perception 87% report that their 
reading is adequate for 
work 
Didn’t respond—5%

84% report that their 
reading is adequate for 
their work 
Didn’t respond—15%

Note: many of the figures above have been rounded up or down to the next 
whole number. As a result, not all totals may equal 100%.
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Characteristics of Adults Below Literacy Level 3—Groups C 
and D (requiring English-language instruction)

Factors C D

Population 1,914,000 3,161,000

Mother 
Tongue

Majority English Majority English 

Birthplace 73% born in Canada  
27% born outside of 
Canada

76% born in Canada  
24% born outside of 
Canada

Education 38% did not complete  high 
school
34% have pursued PSE; may 
or may not have a degree

34% did not complete high 
school
39% have pursued PSE; may 
or may not have a degree

Age Relatively evenly distributed Majority younger: 
63%—45 and younger

Gender Majority male (61%) Evenly distributed

Children 27% have children living  
at home

38% have children living at 
home (49% of immigrants 
and 34% of  Canadian 
born) 

Income 37%— $8,000 and less 
27%— $8,000–$25,000 
27%— $25,000–$50,000 
4%—$50,000+ 
Didn’t respond—5%

25%— $8,000 and less 
32%— $8,000–$25,000 
32%— $25,000–$50,000 
6%—$50,000+ 
Didn’t respond—5%

Employment 64% employed: 80% of 
immigrants and 55% of 
Canadian-born

66% employed: 82% of 
immigrants and 60% of 
Canadian-born

Firm Size 
(Small, Medium 
or Large 
Employers)

33% work in a firm of fewer 
than 100 employees 
Didn’t respond—22%

39% work in a firm of fewer 
than 100 employees 
Didn’t respond—17%

Attitudes 
toward 
computers

Just over half of this group 
reports negative attitudes 
toward computers

Very negative attitudes 
toward using computers

Self-perception 65.7% report that their 
reading is adequate for 
work 
Didn’t respond—30%

78.2% report that their 
reading is adequate for 
work 
Didn’t respond—18%

Note: many of the figures above have been rounded up or down to the next 
whole number. As a result, not all totals may equal 100%.
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English Groups A1 and A2

There are approximately 619,000 adults categorized as group A, 
representing roughly 10% of the total number of Canadian adults 
below Level 3 on the IALSS prose literacy scale. 

In general, these adults have such limited literacy skills that it 
is very difficult for them to gain new information from print, 
whether that information is in the form of government bulletins, 
advertisements, medicine labels or doctors’ directions.

Group A1 (IALSS high-Level 1)

Approximately 240,000 adult Canadians are categorized as 
English group A1. They are Canadian-born and have English as a 
mother tongue. Almost all adults in A1 are male. Most members 
of this group are under the age of 35. 

More than half of group A1 adults (53%) have not completed 
high school. The majority are employed and most feel that their 
reading skills are adequate for the work they do. Most have a 
positive attitude toward computer use. 

These adults have very limited print and limited vocabulary skills, as 
well as poor spelling skills. Their vocabulary can support very basic 
day-to-day interactions with print such as grocery shopping or 
watching television. However, this group’s Real Word and Pseudo 
Word Reading average scores (as tested for the ISRS report) are 
in the Grade 2 to 4 equivalent range—so low that it is likely that 
many of them are reading disabled to various degrees.
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Stories of low literacy
For Reading the Future, fictional characters and scenarios of 
individuals with low literacy skills were created based upon 
the learning, demographic and personal characteristics for 
many of the groups, and using the data and information from 
the chart and summaries of each group.  
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MichAel’s Story
Michael Johnson was born in 1988 in a relatively small town in Newfoundland. He always 
struggled in school, particularly with reading and writing. Michael likely has a learning 
disability that went undiagnosed. 

In the primary grades, Michael took more than twice as long to read the same books as his 
friends; he had trouble recognizing and sounding out words, reading and understanding 
new vocabulary. However, because he has a phenomenal memory, Michael found that he 
was always able to “pretend to read” after hearing a story once or twice. This became 
more and more difficult as he progressed through school. After a number of frustrating 
years trying to keep up with his peers, Michael dropped out of high school in Grade 11 
and decided to move in with some friends, who had settled in Alberta. 

Now 20 years old, Michael lives in Fort McMurray, Alta., and has a job in the oil sands 
as a construction worker. He is earning $16 per hour and works an average of 40 hours 
per week. 

Michael feels his literacy skills are adequate for work. His job involves some mechanical 
ability, lifting and carrying, and requires very little reading and writing. He has a positive 
attitude toward computers (he grew up playing computer games) but he doesn’t need 
to use them for his current position. 

Recently, Michael became interested in apprenticing as a pipefitter, but he had trouble 
reading and understanding the application form. He eventually decided not to pursue 
the apprenticeship after hearing that the position required some college, vocational or 
technical training.

N.B. — Michael’s story was created using data describing group A1. His story continues 
in Chapter 3.
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Group A2 (IALSS mid-Level 1)

This group consists of approximately 379,000 adults. Although they have non-English mother 
tongues, they are classified in the “English” group because this is the language they took the 
tests in, and would therefore require any literacy training in the English language. 

Most of these adults were born outside Canada and are older. Many have had very limited 
or no exposure to formal education in their own language. 

Most A2 adults feel that their reading skills are adequate for the work they do, which is often 
in entry-level service jobs that do not demand high levels of English (or French) literacy. They 
have a slightly less positive attitude toward using computers than do adults in A1.

Pari’s Story
Fifteen years ago, Pari Kaul emigrated from India to Canada with her husband Dhillon 
and their three young children. The family settled in Surrey, B.C., close to distant relatives 
and friends of friends from home. Since arriving in Canada, the family was joined by Pari’s 
parents and her two brothers. 

Today Pari’s husband, brothers and one of her sons (now 18 years old) all work outside the 
home. The older men have been farm workers in Chilliwack since their arrival in Canada, 
and her son has a part-time job at the local grocery store. While not affluent, the family 
has been able to purchase a modest home and can meet their needs. 

Pari, who does not know English very well, spends her days looking after the home, her 
elderly parents and her children. Without a driver’s licence, she walks to local stores for 
incidentals, relying on her husband and brothers to drive her when they can. Pari escorts 
her parents on visits to the doctor, but is often frustrated that she cannot understand the 
physicians or get her questions answered. She relies completely on her English-speaking 
sister-in-law or her children to communicate instructions and dispense medications. 

The older children have computers, which they use extensively for school work and 
for games. While Pari does not know how to use one, she is proud of her children’s 
competence and has a generally positive attitude about computers. 

Pari enjoys her life and family today, but worries about what may happen if her brother and his 
family move further away and her children leave home. She is dependent on her immediate 
family because of her limited English and sometimes wonders if she should try to improve 
her literacy skills. She is also embarrassed that, despite having been in Canada for 15 years, 
her English has not improved. 

N.B. — Pari’s story was created using data describing group A2. Her story continues in 
Chapter 3.
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English Groups B1 and B2

There are approximately 478,000 adults categorized as English group B, comprising 
roughly 7.7% of the total number of adults in Canada below literacy Level 3. 

Group B adults have limited print and comprehension skills and generally need to develop 
the literacy skills associated with secondary-school completion and college entry. They 
require the language and literacy skills necessary to integrate various sources of information 
and to solve more complex problems. 

These adults have a very negative attitude toward computers.
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ANdrea’s Story
Andrea Benoit is 19 years old and lives in Windsor, Ont., with her boyfriend, Stephen. 

Andrea has always had difficulty with reading and likely has a learning disability. As 
a young child, she was slow to learn her letters. She struggled to keep up with her 
schoolmates and complete class assignments. As a result, Andrea often had homework 
when her friends did not. As she got older, she stopped doing her homework, preferring 
to join her friends in after-school activities and just “hang out.” 

Andrea’s parents, who moved to Windsor when she was a baby, work at an auto parts 
manufacturing plant, her father in maintenance and her mother as a food services worker. 
Challenged with low levels of literacy themselves and working long days, they were 
unable to provide Andrea with a lot of support in her school work and thought that she 
just needed to “try harder.” 

As a result of many difficult years at school and feeling that her teachers treated her as if 
she was “slow,” Andrea developed very negative attitudes toward reading and school. 
She began skipping high-school classes, and consistently failed or did poorly in many of 
them. Andrea was often in trouble because of poor attendance. Tensions at school and 
home increased to the point where Andrea decided to leave school in Grade 10. 

Today, Andrea works part time at a clothing store for $8.50 an hour. Her boyfriend has 
been unable to find a permanent job but occasionally picks up work in construction. 

After so many years of learning difficulties, Andrea has developed a very negative attitude 
toward computers and reading, and avoids activities that require either. She is generally 
happy to be free of the constant stress that school created in her life. She knows that she 
does not want to remain in retail forever and thinks she’d enjoy working with children, 
but does not want to go back to school.  

N.B. — Andrea’s story was created using data describing group B1.
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Group B1 (IALSS mid-Level 2)

Approximately 48,000 adults make up English group B1. Most were born in Canada and 
have English as a mother tongue. Most members of this group are younger, with more 
than one-third of them aged between 16 and 25. 

The majority of these adults has completed high school but have not pursued post-
secondary education. Only 23% of them are employed.
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Lian’s Story
Lian Li and her husband, Wei Ping, immigrated to Canada from a rural city in northern 
China, to join Wei’s cousin who had moved to Canada five years earlier. They had both 
completed their schooling in China and came to Canada, hoping to make a better life and 
start a family. After arriving in Toronto, they lived with Wei’s cousin in Brampton, Ont., for 
two years, during which time they had their first child. Shortly thereafter, they moved into 
their own small apartment. Since then, they have had two more children.

While her children were young, Lian remained at home. The children attended English-
speaking school and Lian, with her limited language skills, had little involvement with their 
daily education. She often felt that her children lived in another world, and worried that 
she and Wei were unable to help with their school work or to understand their problems 
or challenges. 

For years, Wei worked at a number of jobs in the service industry. At his last job at a large 
downtown hotel, he suffered an accident that left him unable to continue working. Through 
some friends, Lian soon found work at a residential cleaning company in Brampton. Most 
of her co-workers didn’t speak Chinese, so over time Lian gained some confidence in her 
ability to engage in basic conversation—particularly over coffee in the morning, before they 
began work. 

Lian feels that her current level of literacy is adequate for her work. However, because 
of the physical demands of her job, she worries that, as she gets older, she may not be 
able to continue her work with the cleaning company. She feels very uncomfortable with 
computers, given her limited exposure to English and her lack of typing skills; and at this 
point in her life, she does not feel that she has time to work on them. It is not a priority 
for her, nor does any kind of language training fit into her routine. 

Lian thinks that she would like to work in a retail setting where the work is less physically 
demanding. However, she knows that she must first improve her literacy skills to be able 
to engage with customers and deal with cash and the telephone. 

N.B. — Lian’s story was created using data describing group B2. 
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Group B2 (IALSS high-Level 1)

This group of adults is significantly larger than the B1 group. There are approximately 
430,000 adults in group B2 in Canada. Most have non-English mother tongues and were 
born outside Canada. Almost three-quarters of these adults are over the age of 46. 

The majority of B2 adults have either completed high school or have some high-school 
education. In sharp contrast to adults in B1, most B2 adults (82%) are employed. Most 
believe that their reading skills are adequate for work.
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English Group C (IALSS mid-Level 2)

Group C is the second-largest group below literacy Level 3, consisting of approximately 
1,914,000 adults. Unlike English groups A and B, no clear sub-categories can be distinguished 
in group C.

Most C adults (73%) were born in Canada and have English as a mother tongue. The ages 
of these adults are relatively evenly distributed. 

Approximately one-third has pursued some post-secondary education and may or may not 
have a degree, while 28% of the group have completed high school and 38% have not. 

Most of these adults are employed. Those born outside Canada are more likely to be employed 
(80%) than those born in Canada (55%). Most believe their reading skills are adequate for work. 
Just over half of this group reports having negative feelings about computers.

Brad’s Story
Brad Fisher is 29 and lives in Winnipeg, Man. Brad is married with one young child. His 
wife is at home looking after their son right now, but before the birth she worked as a 
shift supervisor at a local drive-through restaurant on the highway. Brad enjoys repairing 
and restoring cars in his spare time.

Brad always had difficulty keeping up in school, particularly in areas that required reading 
and writing. He had a natural affinity for and enjoyed math and science in elementary 
school, but always lagged behind in English. Brad was a good athlete and throughout 
high school focussed on sports, which kept him in school and in touch with his friends. 
While Brad did not have a learning disability, he spent less and less time on school work 
and saw himself as “not very good” at school. Brad left high school at the end of Grade 
12, without earning his diploma. 

Without a high school diploma, Brad was unable to move forward with many of his friends 
to community college, where they entered apprenticeship programs to train as mechanics 
and other skilled trades.  

Nonetheless, Brad soon found a job with a large aviation company as a general machinist. 
He currently works with precision machines and is responsible for setting them up, 
checking for potential defects and monitoring their operation. Brad’s employer has 
been very impressed with his math skills, ability to read blueprints and his intuitive 
understanding of machines. 

Brad wants to progress with the company but, because he does not have his high-school 
diploma, he feels “stuck.” He is interested in taking some college courses, but feels 
overwhelmed just thinking about the required reading and writing. 

N.B. — Brad’s story was created using data describing group C. His story continues in 
Chapter 3.
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English Group D (IALSS high-Level 2)

This is the largest English-language group below Level 3. It is composed of an estimated 
3,161,000 adults. 

Most were born in Canada and have English as a mother tongue. The majority are under 
the age of 45, making D the “youngest” group. Where age and gender are concerned, 
both are evenly distributed throughout this group. 

More than one-third (39%) have pursued some post-secondary education and may or may 
not have a degree. The majority have either a high school diploma or less. Two-thirds 
are employed and—as with group C—immigrants are more likely to be employed (82%) 
than those born in Canada (60%). This group has very negative attitudes toward using 
computers and the majority feel that their reading skills are adequate for work.

Most adults in group D have the primary reading component skills needed to help them 
become successful, independent, lifelong learners, but are still considered to have low 
literacy skills at this level.

chapter 2
The “Face” of  

Low Literacy in Canada

Craig’S Story 
Craig Marshall is 22 and currently lives in Halifax, N.S. He graduated from high school in 
North Vancouver. Craig was a diligent student throughout elementary and high school, 
but he never achieved strong grades in English, social studies, or other reading-intensive 
subjects. 

Craig likes to read the newspaper every day and follows sports and business news 
avidly. He finds the articles in the business section a bit challenging to read but knows 
that—if he takes the time to read them slowly and carefully—he can get a good general 
understanding of the topic. 

Craig worked throughout high school in a variety of retail jobs and always enjoyed the 
business side of his work. Today he works with a tour company in Halifax. Craig is very 
interested in the promotions and marketing side of the tourism industry and has always 
wanted to study business administration, but he never had the marks he needed to get 
into university. 

Craig would like to improve his writing skills and has seen pamphlets on Continuing Studies 
at the local college, but does not know where to look for help. He is not sure what he would 
need to take, or if any courses would help to improve his reading and writing skills. He worries 
that, without improving his skills in reading and writing, he would find some of the business 
administration courses too difficult. 

Craig is comfortable with computers and uses them at home for work and leisure.

N.B. — Craig’s story was created using data describing group D. His story continues 
in Chapter 3.
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Adults Requiring French Instruction
This section of the report represents adults who took the ISRS 
tests—and who require literacy training—in the French language. 
In Canada, an estimated 1,920,000 adults below Level 3 require 
literacy instruction in French. Groups C and D are the largest, 
representing a combined 87% of these adults. 

Among the French test takers as a whole, 81% did not complete 
secondary education. This is probably the main contributing factor 
to their limited vocabulary.

Adults requiring French-language instruction, aged 16 and 
over—Overview of literacy skills as per ISRS (Statistics 
Canada) and IALSS (OECD) assessments

Group Brief Description
Print 
Skills 
(ISRS)

Compre-
hension 

Skills 
(ISRS)

Oral 
Language 

Score 
(ISRS)

Average 
Prose 

Literacy 
Score 

(IALSS)

A1 Majority born in 
Canada, majority 
with French mother 
tongue (potential reading 
disability)

Very 
Limited

Limited 59 Mid-Level 
1 (175)

B1 Canadian-born, 
majority with French 
mother tongue 
(potential reading disability)

Limited Limited 66.6 High-Level 
1 (200)

C Majority born in 
Canada, majority 
with French mother 
tongue 

Limited Adequate 72 Low-Level 
2 (234)

D Majority born in 
Canada, majority 
with French mother 
tongue 

Adequate Adequate 72 High-Level 
2 (257)

Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey (IALSS), 2003, and the 
International Survey of Reading Skills (ISRS), 2005
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While the French and English component tests were designed to 
be comparable in that they assess the same skills at approximately 
the same levels, they were not designed to be equivalent to each 
other. Therefore, it must be stressed that we cannot conclude 
from the French and English scores on a given component that 
one group is more or less proficient than the other.
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Abdel’s Story
Abdel Abdoun left Algeria in 1992 when he was 26 years old. Since French is his mother 
tongue, he chose to settle in Quebec, and he now lives in Montréal. Abdel also speaks 
Arabic and has been very active within the Algerian community in Montréal, planning 
community and cultural events. 

Abdel did not complete general secondary school (high school) in Algeria. While he has 
no problems communicating verbally, he struggles with reading and writing in French. 
He now works as a data entry clerk for a large bulk mailing company and earns $13 an 
hour. Abdel feels that his reading level is adequate for his work, especially since much 
of it involves updating addresses in the company database.

Abdel is very comfortable with computers and while he does well in his job, he gets the 
most enjoyment from his volunteer work. This recently sparked his interest in moving 
toward work in community development. Not long ago, he came into contact with a 
Montréal-based community organization that provides a wide range of programs and 
services to people from many cultures and all ages—including an Adult Learning Support 
Centre. The centre supports individuals with low literacy skills to help them with their 
training and learning goals.

Through his contact with the centre, Adbel recently decided to start working toward a 
diploma in community support work at a Collège d’enseignement général et professionnel 
(CEGEP). 

N.B. — Abdel’s story was created using data describing French group A1.

French Group A1 (IALSS mid-Level 1)

There are 103,000 adults who could be categorized as French group A. The overwhelming 
majority of group A adults report French as their mother tongue (87,000, or 85% including 
immigrants). This leaves a group of 16,000 adults (group A2) with mother tongues other than 
French. This sample size is too small to identify characteristics that would warrant “splitting” 
group A into two distinct sub-categories (as this report has done with the English-language 
groups). Only those with French as their mother tongue can be characterized in more detail. 

Of group A1, 90% are born in Canada. The majority of these adults is over the age of 46.

This group has very low levels of educational attainment, with 71% not having completed 
high school. 

Almost two-thirds (65%) of group A1 members are employed. Most appear to have very 
positive attitudes toward computer use and most feel that their reading skills are adequate 
for their work.

chapter 2
The “Face” of  

Low Literacy in Canada
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French Group B1 (IALSS high-Level 1)

There are more than 137,000 adults who can be categorized as French group B. Similar 
to French group A, most of group B report having French as their mother tongue. This 
leaves a group of 34,000 adults (B2) with mother tongues other than French. This sample 
size is too small to identify characteristics that would warrant “splitting” group B into 
two distinct sub-categories. Therefore, only one distinct group (B1, consisting of 103,000 
adults) can be described extensively. 

All B1 adults were born in Canada. Two-thirds of this group are over the age of 46, and 
40% of group B1 adults have children living at home.

This group has very low levels of educational attainment, with 91% not having completed 
high school. Just over half (53%) of this group is employed. Most feel that their reading 
skills are adequate for the work they do. This group has very negative attitudes toward 
using computers.

chapter 2
The “Face” of  

Low Literacy in Canada

Marie’s Story

Marie Lajeunesse is a 66-year-old grandmother living in Saguenay, Que. 

Marie was the second oldest of five children growing up in rural Quebec. She was always 
shy and more reserved than her older sister, Bernadette, and had difficulty joining in and 
participating at school. She hated being called upon to answer questions in front of her 
classmates and as a result would try to “fade into the background”—even if it meant she 
was not always keeping up with her learning.

Marie decided to leave high school at age 15 in order to help to support her family. When 
she wasn’t working, she would help to care for her younger siblings.  

At age 20, Marie married her long-time sweetheart, Jean-Paul, and they started a family 
right away. They had three children and while there were always books in the house, 
Marie never had much cause for reading—she knew recipes from memory, she did not 
read for pleasure and Jean-Paul would usually be the one to help with their children’s 
homework. Marie was also very active in her church and played bridge every week with 
a group of friends. 

More than 40 years later, Marie is now helping to care for her two grandchildren while 
her daughter Claire works part time. Luc and Josée love nothing better than to listen to 
stories. Marie has told them every fairy tale she has ever known but would really like to 
be able to read stories to them. 

N.B. — Marie’s story was created using data describing French group B1. Her story 
continues in Chapter 3.
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French Group C

This is the second-largest French market group, consisting of 522,000 adults.

The majority of this group (89%) has French as their mother tongue. Most members of 
group C (53%) are over the age of 46. This group has a slightly higher proportion of males 
to females. Over one-third (35%) have children living at home.

Group C adults have very low levels of education. In fact, 85% have a high-school diploma 
or less, and 67% did not complete high school. Over half (55%) are employed. 

Collectively, these adults have a very negative attitude toward computers and most feel 
that their reading skills are adequate for the work they do.

French Group D

This is the largest French market group, comprising 1,158,000 adults, or 60% of the total 
number of adults requiring French instruction below literacy Level 3.

Most adults (98%) in group D report having French as their mother tongue. Of these 
adults, most (98%) were born in Canada. Gender distribution is roughly equal. Most (61%) 
are over the age of 46. Just under one-third (31%) have children living in the home.

Group D members with a French mother tongue have relatively low levels of education. 
Although 40% have some post-secondary education, 37% did not complete high 
school. 

As well, 67% are employed. Just over half of this group report having negative attitudes 
toward computers and most feel that their reading skills are adequate for work.

chapter 2
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Low Literacy in Canada



Reading the future  
Planning to meet Canada’s  
future literacy needs

Effective Practices  
and Program Responses

The findings outlined in Chapter 2 suggest that in order to raise 
competencies for adults at Levels 1 and 2 on the IALSS literacy 
scale, program interventions must match the particular reading 
and learning needs and characteristics of each of the six groups 
(A1, A2, B1, B2, C and D) .

This chapter sets out the structure of a proposed educational 
response for each of these groups identified in the preceding 
analysis. 

For the purpose of this report, a group of adult literacy experts 
from across Canada was consulted on current effective practices 
in literacy and essential skills instruction. These experts have 
extensive backgrounds in literacy instruction, workplace 
instruction and essential skills, literacy research, and immigrant 
literacy programming. 

The panel’s recommendations for the most potentially effective 
practices (for each group) considered a variety of factors including 
strategies for recruitment and retention; the content, mode and 
location of instruction; the average duration of instruction required 
to move up from one literacy level to the next; and the average 
duration required to attain IALSS literacy Level 3.

Despite similar characteristics within each group, it should 
be noted that the learning needs of individual adults will vary 
considerably depending upon their personal circumstances 
and prior life experiences. Nevertheless, there is great value in 
developing interventions that meet the general needs of groups 
A through D. Therefore, the proposed interventions listed below 
are meant to be indicative rather than definitive. 

chapter 3

46



47

EFFECTIVE PRACTICES 
AND PROGRAM RESPONSESCHAPTER 3

For Reading the Future, Canadian literacy experts suggested 
effective practices and strategies for improving the skills of 
adults at literacy Levels 1 and 2. These experts combined 
their experience and knowledge in literacy programming, 
workplace instruction and the learning needs of immigrants 
to develop the following program response guidelines:

Kyle Downie:   Literacy expert—Douglas College, 
British Columbia

Lynda Fownes:  Workplace instruction and essential 
skills—SkillPlan, BC Construction 
Industry Skills Improvement Council 

Melissa Gardner:  Workplace instruction and essential 
skills—Bow Valley College, Alberta

Ester Geva:  Literacy researcher—University of 
Toronto 

Stan Jones: Literacy researcher—Yarmouth, Nova 
Scotia

Bob McConkey:  College and workplace essential skills—
Douglas College, British Columbia

Linda Siegel:  Immigrant literacy programming—
University of British Columbia

OVERVIEW OF EFFECTIVE PRACTICES
Above all else, program offerings for improving literacy need to be 
flexible, accessible and affordable. The following demonstrated 
successful practices can be applied to all groups. 

Recruitment
Adults in groups A through D may be difficult to recruit into 
literacy programs. As demonstrated in Chapter 2, most feel 
that their literacy skills are adequate for functioning at work. As 
well, many of them may have had difficulty during their initial 
schooling. Moreover, a negative attitude toward computers (e.g., 
as with English- and French-language group B1) implies that any 
technology would have to be introduced very carefully, and with 
a good deal of support for program participants.
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Therefore, recruitment/promotional materials or liaison with target 
audiences must deliver key messages that address the reluctance 
these adults may have for improving their literacy skills.

Marketing/Promotion 

Experts suggest a multi-channel marketing campaign—including 
print and on-line materials—that is focussed on organizations 
and agencies that serve as distributors. Recommendations for 
distribution include:

employment resource centres;• 

employment-related service providers and government bodies;• 

libraries;• 

local coffee shops;• 

food banks;• 

children’s schools;• 

parenting groups;• 

health-care providers; and• 

others who come in contact with these individuals—for • 
example, hospital workers, social workers and religious 
leaders.

Cultural organizations, community and family reception centres 
can provide “Welcome” information packages (e.g., at point of 
entry into the country) to recruit new immigrants to language and 
literacy programs in Canada. Whenever possible, materials should 
be provided in the individual’s mother tongue.

Effective Practices  
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Other recommendations for program recruitment include:

placing a limited number of newspaper advertisements in • 
various local newspapers, running the ads during “peak times” 
when people generally seek training or assistance with job 
searches;

liaising with employment resource centres that facilitate literacy • 
and essential skills information-sharing sessions in person, 
through the internet or e-mail;

offering program information sessions to health-care • 
providers, government and community organizations that offer 
employment assistance; and

promoting through displays and presentations—or by • 
attending—career fairs, job fairs and similar events related to 
employment assistance.

Location
Promising practices indicate that the shorter the commuting 
distance, the more likely a person is to remain in a program. 
Therefore, the institution should be located in close proximity 
to the majority of participants’ homes or workplaces. Programs 
could be conducted at colleges (through basic adult education 
programs), vocational training institutes, at private and public 
companies (through partnerships with human resources 
departments) and community centres.

Program Intake

Panel members suggest a two-step approach to program intake: 
an intake interview and a cognitive needs assessment. 

The intake interview can gather information from the client for 
administrative purposes, as well as to help place the individual 
in the appropriate literacy program. Information collected 
should include contact information, work history, highest level 
of education, language history, long- and short-term goals, and 
any potential barriers to learning (e.g., disability, transportation, 
daycare, housing, etc.).

Effective Practices  
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Examples of possible assessment tools for identifying potential 
participants’ current literacy levels include:

the Educational Testing Service (ETS) Prose, Document and • 
Qualitative (PDQ) assessment;

the Test of Workplace Essential Skills (TOWES); and/or• 

access to a learning specialist, to properly diagnose clients’ • 
learning disabilities.

Diagnosis of dyslexia and other reading problems may require 
testing in the individual’s mother tongue. However, it is important 
to note that no research exists regarding the assessment of 
dyslexia and other learning disabilities among immigrants with 
minimal schooling in their home country. Moreover, diagnosis 
of dyslexia and other reading problems may be more complex 
when:

there has been minimal or disrupted education in the home • 
country;

assessment tools in the client’s home language are not • 
available; or

individuals speak a different dialect. • 

Diagnosing dyslexia may necessitate access to an experienced 
clinical psychologist with the training and tools in multiple 
languages, and/or access to trained “cultural interpreters” who 
can work collaboratively with trained clinical psychologists or 
trained special education specialists.

Support and Retention

All groups require a range of supports as they work to improve 
their literacy skills. Specifically, effective practices need to be 
flexible for employed and unemployed individuals, and provide 
a wider range of support to those learning English or French as a 
second (or subsequent) language.

Resources and support services that have proven to be effective 
in increasing retention in literacy programs include:

access to financial support to help reduce the cost of the • 
training—including tax relief, student loans, funded training 
seats and assistance for computer purchases or tutoring;

Effective Practices  
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possible access to daycare;• 

a centrally located drop-in learning centre, to provide optional • 
counselling and other support for clients’ emotional and 
intellectual needs; 

a resource library;• 

at-home computers, with access to phone support;• 

individually tailored programs, tied to individuals’ academic or • 
career goals; 

a long-term action plan to support continuous learning; • 

the opportunity to be screened for reading disabilities;• 

special reading activities to assist with correction of reading • 
disability; and

more instructor one-on-one support if required by the • 
individual.

To further support individuals learning English or French as a 
second or subsequent language, programs may wish to provide 
an ESL/FSL resource centre, reading strategies to address ESL/
FSL needs, and interactive classes. 

Professional Development for Literacy Practitioners

Program practitioners require a number of supports including 
professional development in literacy education, assessment, 
curriculum development, strategies for facilitating the integration 
of workplace applications, awareness of IALS and the associated 
complexity levels, cultural awareness, and specifics about reading 
processes. 

Experts suggest that a national certification on “Effective 
Instruction of Essential Skills” would also help to establish a 
community of practice and to improve instructional practice.

Effective Practices  
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Ongoing Evaluation/Assessment

A person’s literacy outcomes can be measured by implementing 
summative, formative and diagnostic evaluations to monitor 
success and, if necessary, by altering their individual education 
plan (IEP). The evaluation could include:

pre- and post-TOWES, national test or Pre- and Post-Woodcock-• 
Johnson reading—Word Identification, Word Attack, Reading 
Comprehension;

daily and weekly progress reviews that address any challenges • 
or participant concern(s);

evaluations of individuals’ progress at targeted intervals; and• 

a monthly activity report to monitor whether the participants • 
are still working toward their academic and/or career goals 
through continuous learning and any “next recommendations” 
plans. 

Overview: Program Response Recommendations

Group

Average 
Contact Hours 
of Instruction 

to reach  
Level 3* 

Average Class 
Size

Usage of 
Individual 
Education 

Plans 

Information 
Communication 
Technologies 

(ICT)-supported 
Instruction 

English 

A1 375 5–15 Yes No

A2 375 5–15 Yes No

B1 350 5–15 Yes No

B2 350 5–15 Yes No

C 75 20 No Yes

D 40 20 No Yes

French 

A1 375 5–15 Yes No

B1 350 5–15 Yes No

C 75 20 No Yes

D 40 20 No Yes

*The average number of contact hours of instruction is a rough 
average of the number of hours adults in each group would need 
of instructor-led training to reach Level 3. These average hours 
could vary greatly depending on country of origin, educational 
attainment and mother tongue.
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SPECIFIC PROGRAM RESPONSES: ADULTS IN 
GROUP A
Successful practices suggest that, for members of group A, 
the literacy program should be customized to the individual. 
Participants can meet with instructor(s) to develop an individual 
education plan (IEP) that outlines literacy activities designed to 
address their respective skill gaps in literacy. 

Group A1

Goals and Objectives

The ultimate goals for all adults in group A—both A1 and A2—are 
to develop:

the knowledge and skills needed to understand and use • 
information in texts—including the skills needed to locate, 
comprehend and use information found in various formats, 
(e.g., stories and other text types that their children bring home, 
job applications, payroll forms, transportation schedules, maps, 
tables, charts, newspapers, etc.);

mastery of all literacy components (as articulated by • 
comprehensive and research-based frameworks);12 and

reading comprehension and literacy skills: well-developed • 
word level skills (reading, decoding, spelling, fluency) as well as 
language comprehension skills (phonetics, syntax, semantics).

Program Guidelines

Effective practices suggest that this group needs literacy programs 
that concentrate on print skills first. Program materials should 
be relevant to the general interests and career goals of each 
student—for example, authentic workplace materials or other 
items such as restaurant menus, notices from schools, television 
guides and newspapers. 

The most effective primary mode of instruction for this group is 
classroom instruction. Most participants in this group will likely 
require intensive small group instruction by teachers who are 
trained in “structured language” approaches to reading. Such 
instruction often extends over several years. 
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Classrooms should be set up to facilitate an emphasis on reading 
exercises and vocabulary-building, teacher-assisted learning, 
group and independent work, and the delivery of self-directed 
learning modules. In addition, some of these adults may be able 
to improve their background knowledge, vocabulary and quality 
of life by using assistive technology such as text-to-speech devices 
and books on tape.  

The computer can be a very cost-effective and efficient way to 
teach basic skills to this group. Whenever possible, classrooms 
should facilitate instruction in computer usage. This will be 
required before students begin using computer-learning 
modules. Participants may choose to use the computer to work 
independently off-site. 

An average of 200 hours of instruction time is required in 
order to move adults classified in group A1 (high-Level 1 in 
English, and mid-Level 1 in French) to group B (mid- to high- 
Level 1). 

Effective Practices  
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MichAel’s Story (continued from page 34)
Michael’s foreman encouraged him to pursue the pipefitter apprenticeship position but 
Michael still was not sure about it. Besides, he did not even know where to start, and he 
certainly was not going to go back to high school.

One day, while stopping to get a coffee on the way to the job site, Michael noticed a flyer: 

Didn’t Finish High School? Want to Get Ahead? 
Find out your options. 

Join us 1–3 p.m. on Saturday for free coffee and information. 
Adult Education Program, Fort McMurray Community College

Figuring “what the heck,” Michael showed up at the information session to find out 
what the program was all about. He learned that classes were being offered at the local 
community college, that they would discuss his career goals, and he could have a formal 
assessment done to figure out which program would be best for him. The courses were 
affordable and tuition assistance was available if needed. As well, courses were being 
offered at various times and were also held at a facility within walking distance from his 
apartment. 

Michael met with one of the college program counsellors to complete an intake interview, 
discuss the pipefitter apprenticeship program he was interested in and to do some 
diagnostic testing. The tests showed that Michael did indeed have a learning disability; 
so, even before starting his program, he was provided with some assistive technology and 
training on how to use it. The course instructor also developed an individual education 
plan (IEP) for Michael, aligned with his career goals and learning needs. 

Michael attended an evening class once a week for three hours at a time. The 10 other 
people in his class were also adults working in various trades, so they used trades-
related materials in class (such as operator and safety manuals) in order to learn related 
vocabulary and to practise their reading skills. Because of his interest in the pipefitter 
apprenticeship program, Michael also spent time working on his numeracy skills, usually 
at the resource centre on campus.

The tools and tips that Michael acquired for managing his reading disability and decoding 
skills not only improved his reading abilities, but his confidence as well.

After just over a year-and-a-half in the program (more than 300 hours of class time), 
Michael began working toward his high school completion (GED) and, after completing 
a qualifying course in mathematics, applied for the apprenticeship program. 
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Group A2

Goals and Objectives

The literacy goals and objectives for A2 adults are the same as 
those for A1 adults. 

Program Guidelines

Immigrants with low levels of education and literacy in their native 
language tend to acquire English or French oral language skills 
more slowly than people with higher levels of native language 
education.

In addition to the practices listed for group A1 adults, some other 
successful practices in adult ESL and FSL language and literacy 
instruction include:13

displaying maps, pictures of people and customs from various • 
cultures on classroom walls;

displaying and labelling local community visuals and maps;• 

using props to engage students’ interest and stimulate • 
discussion (e.g., food, clothing, holiday items from students’ 
background);

using authentic and adult-adapted reading materials and • 
activities such as reading stories from their own culture, receipts, 
reading food labels, understanding cartoons, pictures;

applying routines and repetition—students expect dictations, • 
spelling and quizzes to happen on a regular basis;

using radio, newspaper and television material as teaching • 
tools; and

going on class trips to learn how to use local transit, the • 
supermarket, the post office, etc. 
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To address culture and cultural differences, programs may wish to:

integrate intercultural issues in the ESL/FSL classroom and the • 
workplace; 

address cultural values concerning relationships and • 
communicating in various modes (e.g., telephone, face-to-
face);

enhance individuals’ familiarity with cultural values of the • 
receiving culture;

encourage sensitivity to the cultures of other program • 
participants; and

convey the importance of improving language and literacy in • 
order to be able to understand government documents and 
materials associated with health, education, obtaining and 
maintaining a job, communicating with children’s teachers, etc.

There are some adults in group A2 who have extremely low Level 1 
literacy scores and minimal language and reading skills in their first 
language. No studies are currently available that provide information 
about the amount of time they would need to achieve mid-Level 1 
skills. However, on the basis of discussions with expert adult ESL/FSL 
instructors, it is estimated that participants would need on average 
the equivalent of three years of ongoing instruction—at three hours 
per day, five days per week—to achieve mid-Level 1 skills. This 
translates into an estimated 1,500 hours of instruction.  

Since most adults cannot attend school on a daily basis for three 
years, instruction to improve skills toward mid-Level 1 will need to 
be spread over a longer time span, with different flexible models. 
Disruptions are likely, but encouraging ongoing attendance is 
recommended to ensure participants’ progress and to minimize 
loss of skills already acquired.
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Pari’s story (Continued from page 35)
While taking her mother to their community health centre one day, Pari noticed a set of 
multilingual posters in the waiting area, including one in Hindi: 

Would you like to improve your English skills? 
We offer classes in your community. 

Everyone welcome—come and learn in a relaxed, comfortable setting.

Pari decided to ask a friend from her neighbourhood, who also struggles with English, 
to come with her to the open house. Once there, they found out that they would be 
assessed before starting the program so the instructors could determine their learning 
needs and goals. Pari was nervous about taking the tests; she worried that the instructors 
would make her feel embarrassed for knowing so little English after already living so 
long in Canada. However, she found that everyone was very helpful and understanding. 
When she explained that she wanted to feel more confident when dealing with health-
care professionals on her own, the instructor said that they would create an education 
plan just for her, which would take her goals into account. 

Pari attended a class twice a week (two hours at a time) at the community health centre, 
which was within easy walking distance from her house. The room was decorated with 
pictures from the community and a large map of the world, which the instructor used to 
have each student indicate where they were born. There were only nine other people in 
the class, who came from five different countries. Occasionally, everyone was asked to 
bring in something unique from their culture and share it with the class. They also read the 
local newspaper together and identified words with which they were not familiar. Pari’s 
instructor helped her to review health-related pamphlets and to find health information 
on the internet for her to review at home.

Pari was excited to be learning new vocabulary and did well in her dictations, spelling 
and quizzes. Even though she was not able to attend every class, she worked on her 
reading at home with resources borrowed from the program, and also practised with 
her children. She liked the fact that she had become friends with a number of people in 
her class whom she wouldn’t have met otherwise. 

After attending the program for a year, Pari was able to move into the “Intermediate 
Class.” She is extremely proud of her efforts to improve her English language skills. 
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PROGRAM RESPONSES FOR GROUP B

Goals and Objectives

The ultimate goal for all group B adults—both B1 and B2—is 
to function more easily and independently in a wider variety of 
familiar situations of daily social, educational and work-related life 
experience, and in less predictable contexts. This includes:

communicating effectively in most daily practical and social • 
situations, and in familiar/ routine work situations;

responding appropriately in social interaction situations to the • 
formality level; 

reducing grammar and pronunciation errors; • 

developing an adequate vocabulary, including technical • 
vocabulary, and be able to use a variety of grammatical 
structures varying in complexity;

speaking with adequate fluency and intelligibility; and• 

following discussions about abstract and complex ideas • 
on familiar topics (e.g., through news on the radio and 
television). 

Program Guidelines

Despite the different profiles of the members of this group, 
experts suggest that the ideal program response is similar for all 
group B members. The proposed response would assist B1 and 
B2 adults by developing and implementing individual educational 
plans (IEPs). 

The focus of the program would be on providing skills enhancement 
activities to address gaps in literacy, as identified during a pre-
screening diagnosis stage. Raising language and literacy levels 
of this group will enable them to learn more quickly from print 
information. Program content should offer both teacher-assisted 
and self-directed learning modules, with an emphasis on reading 
exercises and vocabulary-building.
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Promising practices demonstrate that oral language instruction is 
most effective when it focusses on conversational skills, language 
development and vocabulary that:

are more abstract, technical and conceptual;• 

can be used to discuss personal and factual information; and• 

can express ideas, opinions and feelings. • 

Furthermore, reading instruction is most effective for this group 
when it focusses on:

developing a larger reading vocabulary;• 

increasing the ability to guess the meaning of an unknown word • 
from the context of the phrase;

finding specific information and following instructions in prose • 
texts or charts and understanding the purpose; and 

reading for pleasure. • 

Finally, the development of effective writing skills for group B 
should focus on: 

increasing participants’ ability to convey ideas, opinions or • 
experiences in writing in texts of increasing length;

completing forms and applications; and  • 

writing in various genres such as routine business letters, • 
personal and formal social messages, and instructions. 

Literacy skills development in this group should include 
preparation for employment, developing communication skills 
for job interviews, and meeting with teachers or health-care 
professionals.  

The fact that both B1 and B2 groups have negative attitudes 
toward computers implies that technology may have to be 
introduced very carefully to them and with a good deal of support 
to facilitate its usage.
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When teaching literacy skills to individuals who have some reading 
skills in their first language, program responses should consider 
the possible effects of differences in the type of first-language 
background. Individuals who have some literacy skills in a Latin-
based language (e.g., Portuguese, Romanian, Spanish) and even 
with other alphabetic languages (e.g., Arabic, Persian) may find 
learning easier than those whose first language is non-Latin-based 
and non-alphabetic (e.g., Chinese). Despite their literacy skills, 
program participants may be overwhelmed by the differences 
between English or French and their first-language writing 
system.

For employed adults in group B, the literacy program might 
arrange for employer support (e.g., time off for learning). However, 
doing so may depend on the state of the local labour market and 
whether the employers believe that they will benefit economically 
from the investment. Meanwhile, unemployed adults may require 
financial support for basic living, and for transportation to and 
from the learning centre.

B1 adults should be able to increase their literacy skills (mid-Level 
1 for English, and high-Level 1 for French) to Level 2 through 175 
hours of instruction. The adults in group B2 (those with non-English 
and non-French mother tongues) will also take approximately 
175 hours, with the understanding that there is likely to be more 
variability in this group depending on their language skills in their 
first language. 
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Marie’s story (Contined from page 44)
Marie meets her friends every week at the local Seniors Centre for bridge club. While 
speaking with her friend Agathe before bridge one day, Marie shyly admitted that she 
could not read very well and wished that she could so that she could enjoy reading stories 
to her grandchildren. Agathe encouraged her to learn to read, informing her that the 
Centre had just the program. 

The education programs at the Seniors Centre range from formal classroom learning to 
coordinated tours, peer-led groups and self-directed sessions through their resource 
centre. The literacy program offers seniors help with reading, writing and basic math as 
well as computers. 

The trained program staff assessed Marie’s reading level, helped her to set her learning 
goal (“to be able to read any book, any time that my grandchildren want me to read to 
them”) and created a training plan. 

In addition to her bridge club, Marie began going to the Seniors Centre once a week for 
literacy instruction that included work on her vocabulary and the ability to figure out the 
pronunciation and meaning of words she did not know. 

Marie’s grandchildren, Luc and Josée, were pleased to help their grandmother with her 
“homework” each time they went to her house. After one year in the program, Marie 
could not only read any book her grandchildren wanted to hear, she had begun reading 
some more difficult books for herself. She has now changed her learning goal: “to be able 
to read any book that I’m interested in.”  
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PROGRAM RESPONSES FOR GROUP C

Goals and Objectives

The ultimate goals for all group C adults are to build on existing 
skills to further develop:

the knowledge and skills needed to understand and use • 
information in texts at Level 3—including the skills needed 
to locate, comprehend and use information found in various 
formats (e.g., stories and other text types that their children 
bring home, job applications, payroll forms, transportation 
schedules, maps, tables, charts, newspapers, etc.);

mastery of all literacy components (at the word and text level) as • 
articulated by comprehensive and research-based frameworks;14 
and

reading comprehension and literacy skills: well developed • 
word-level skills (reading, decoding, spelling, fluency) as well as 
language-comprehension skills (phonetics, syntax, semantics).

Program Guidelines

Expert opinion suggests multiple program responses for group C 
adults, depending on their employment status and hours worked. 

Unemployed Individuals and Part-time Workers

The following three intervention strategies are recommended for 
instructing unemployed individuals and part-time workers. For 
these people, there is a need to blend academic content with 
authentic workplace materials.

1. Blended vocational and GED and/or high-school completion 

This group requires training that is related to finding and keeping 
a job. Programs designed to serve this group should have flexible 
intake, be competency-based and offer convenient scheduling that 
allows learning to be integrated with complex work schedules. 

Partnerships involving industry (labour and management) 
associations are recommended for facilitating the delivery of 
services to this group. The need to link reading instruction to work 
may also necessitate a partnership between a reading specialist 
(essential skills instructor) and a content expert who is familiar with 
the occupation and its reading demands.

Effective Practices  
and Program Responseschapter 3



64

Any intervention should attempt to be a seamless extension of 
other required training. To meet the needs of these adults, the 
program should be short in duration, relevant and varied in format 
and delivery mode.  

Motivation to attend any type of intervention is a significant issue 
for this group. Because most members of this group function 
adequately at work and in the community, they describe their own 
skills as adequate. Participants will only be attracted to upgrading 
for personally compelling reasons. Therefore, programs seeking 
to attract this group need to focus on instrumental objectives. 
Program ideas that are proven to attract this group include:

high-school/GED completion attached to a vocational goal and • 
other training (e.g., practical nurse); and

high-school/GED completion attached to sector interests or • 
high labour-market needs (e.g., occupations that require high-
school completion such as entry-level mining and occupations, 
such as line cook, that are in high demand). 

Meeting the learning needs of the blended vocational/GED group 
involves: 

using reading materials that are balanced between traditional • 
academic sources and the target workplace context;

increasing context-related and academic vocabulary, fine-• 
tuning decoding, improving spelling;

improving writing, especially in appropriate work-related genres • 
such as e-mail, memos, logbooks, reports, etc.;

improving study skills and imparting “learning to learn” • 
strategies; and

teaching the reading strategies that underlie performance at • 
Level 3 on the IALSS proficiency scale (e.g., locate, combine 
multiple pieces of information, compare, contrast, integrate, 
explain, evaluate).
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2. Structured support associated with career training 

This type of program could be structured as a “homework” or 
study group, facilitated by an educator or as structured classroom 
delivery. Self-directed study in this type of program may require 
tutors (volunteer or paid) and/or telephone support.   

Distance delivery of instruction may be challenging but possible 
given adequate resources and/or partnerships with stakeholder 
groups. The development of pre-course materials could be the 
focus of this intervention—for example, packages or computer-
based training (CBT) could be delivered to participants prior to 
attending a career-focussed program. 

Participants may or may not have a high-school credential. They 
are likely to benefit from upgrading either as preparation for, or 
concurrent with, career/vocational training. 

The recommendations and approach listed for meeting the needs 
of the blended vocational/GED group (see #1 above) may also be 
applied to this group. 

Intervention can be expected to precipitate three positive 
outcomes:

improved retention in career training; • 

improved success rates in career training; and• 

improved scores on standard measures, such as Bow Valley • 
College’s TOWES (Test of Workplace Essential Skills). 

3. Stand-alone intervention, focussed on workplace reading 
applications 

To be effective, this intervention should take the form of a course, 
designed to focus on reading applications framed as “Reading 
for Work.” It would be offered to Employment Insurance 
recipients and other interested parties as part of a job club or 
college/continuing education course. The focus of this structured 
course is to provide practice opportunities that lead to increased 
employability. Effective programs should last six weeks and 
involve roughly 15 hours of instruction per week.
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This type of program would be classroom-structured, more or less 
customized for individual participants. It places a heavy emphasis 
on the use of authentic workplace materials, including: 

reading materials in work-related formats (trade journals, • 
reports, regulations, work orders, instructions, etc.), with the 
potential to customize context to meet the employment goals 
of participants;

reading tasks that simulate work-related tasks requiring the • 
processing of information;

reading strategies that form the base for proficiency at Level • 
3 (locate, combine multiple pieces of information, compare, 
contrast, integrate, explain, evaluate);

increasing context-related and academic vocabulary, fine-• 
tuning decoding, improving spelling;

improving writing, especially in appropriate work-related genres • 
such as e-mail, memos, logbooks, reports, etc.; and

developing study skills and “learning to learn” strategies.• 

Managed on-line delivery of this program is possible. Delivery may 
also include opportunities for interaction among participants.

Employed Adults

For employed workers, two interventions are recommended:

workplace training extensions; and• 

workplace support.• 

These types of programs are best offered in a classroom setting, 
either at the workplace or off-site. Such “embedded” instruction 
suggestions include:

reading materials that are based on the training topic;• 

increasing vocabulary, fine-tuning decoding and improving • 
spelling of context-related words;

improving writing skills if appropriate (e.g., completing a safety • 
incident report); and

using reading strategies that form the basis for Level 3 • 
proficiency (locate, combine multiple pieces of information, 
compare, contrast, integrate, explain, evaluate).
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Learning styles and study skills could also be included—for 
example, encouraging the use of “Post-It” notes or coloured 
highlighters to emphasize important points that may be tested. 
Both adult education and content expertise is required.

1. Workplace training extensions

Workplace training extensions could build on courses already 
offered or mandated, such as safety training (e.g., First Aid, 
Workplace Hazardous Materials Information System/WHMIS, 
use of fire extinguishers, fall protection, safe food handling, 
etc.). Many participants could benefit from a pre-course or an 
expanded, integrated version of training that includes a focus on 
the reading aspects of the training topic. For example, much of 
safety vocabulary is unfamiliar and often the available text requires 
interpretation. Codes and manuals can provide opportunities for 
teaching reading strategies. 

Although safety is one example of a topic that could be enhanced 
with reading training, this principle could be used for all front-line 
worker training. This intervention strategy is particularly applicable 
for worker populations that include recent immigrants. 

Distance delivery using ICTs may be challenging but possible 
with adequate resources. Training could be developed for 
independent study using CBT with development, focussing first 
on popular topics that are commonly delivered in the workplace 
(e.g., occupational health and safety).

Reaching workers currently employed at this literacy skill level 
poses a particular challenge, as they are likely to perceive that 
their current skill levels are adequate. They are likely to have 
completed high school, probably have less time to spare and 
are unlikely to see value in upgrading their literacy skills. These 
candidates need a compelling reason to attend. Successful 
recruitment of this group will likely depend upon the upgrading 
being a seamless extension of other required training. The most 
successful interventions will be customized to fit the application 
and perceived value of the participants. 

Effective Practices  
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2. Workplace support 

The intervention is specific to a single employer. Some employers 
offer on-site learning centres that include work-related upgrading 
opportunities and education enhancements. Workplace educators 
are seen as part of the training department and can be hired directly 
by an employer, union, government agency, association or college. 

Many learning centres offer a combination of computer-based 
learning, tutoring, team teaching and small group delivery. Much 
of the delivery responds to immediate applications and industry 
issues. Independent learning can be facilitated with content-related 
materials. Learning could take place in multiple venues—for example, 
at work sites, union facilities, community libraries or public spaces.

Workplace educators will be more likely to develop custom 
materials that respond to workplace and worker needs, and 
less likely to deliver set academic courses. Without enrolment 
requirements, these programs can respond to immediate needs 
and opportunities. Participation in upgrading is encouraged by 
convenience, relevance and social influence. 

If reading materials are more accessible, this group may read 
more and improve skills as an outcome. Other potential outcomes 
for group C adults receiving workplace support include:

improved confidence for front-line workers in performing work-• 
related tasks;

credit for various courses;• 

acquiring transferable reading skills; and• 

improved scores on standard measures.• 

Effective Practices  
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Brad’s Story (Continued from page 39)
Brad’s manager told him about a program offered by the company, through which 
employees could earn their high school diploma on-site at the workplace. Brad registered 
and began taking courses closely connected with his work and learning needs (computers, 
math and technical writing). In addition to his academic course work, the program used 
custom materials and trade magazines to develop Brad’s language comprehension skills 
and work-related vocabulary.   

The employer offered flexible hours so that Brad could easily accommodate his class time 
during the day, without having to take his time away from his family and young child. 
Brad’s employer also subsidized the program so that he did not have to cover instructor 
costs or pay for course materials.

The company also has a Learning Centre that offers individual instruction, career counselling 
and support for employees who want to improve their literacy, numeracy and critical thinking 
skills.

After about 75 hours of classroom instruction, Brad was able to achieve his goals of 
improving his literacy levels and completing high school. He continued his professional 
development through the Learning Centre by borrowing courseware including textbooks, 
audiocassettes, videotapes, computer disks, CD-ROMs, and the internet—allowing Brad 
to choose the ones that best fit his work and home schedule. 

Brad has recently enrolled in another company-supported training program and is 
working through an instruction course on aviation and mechanics. His literacy levels and 
motivation to learn have improved so dramatically that Brad is also considering applying 
to university for mechanical engineering. 

Effective Practices  
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PROGRAM RESPONSES FOR GROUP D
Group D members have high decoding and vocabulary skills. It is likely that they are able 
to cope with most texts and tasks, provided that they have a chance to become familiar 
with them. Members of this group have difficulty coping with unfamiliar texts and tasks, 
and have not yet mastered the skills that would place them at Level 3 on the overall prose 
literacy scale. They are not yet able to meet the standards expected at Level 3 on the 
following tasks:

making literal or synonymous matches between the text and information given in the • 
task; 

making matches that require low levels of inference;• 

integrating information from dense or lengthy texts that contain no organizational aids • 
such as headings; and

generating a response based on information that can be easily identified in the text. • 

Most adults in group D have the primary components needed to support them becoming 
successful, independent and lifelong learners, and they may be able to take full advantage 
of distance learning and self-study opportunities offered on-line. Like adults in group C, 
these adults need to address their skills gaps in writing and academic vocabulary to have 
the best chance of succeeding in post-secondary education opportunities. However, they 
have the foundational skills to undertake such learning themselves.

Effective Practices  
and Program Responseschapter 3

Craig’s Story (Continued from page 40) 
One evening while surfing on-line and looking at education options, Craig stumbled upon 
a distance education university degree program offered in Business Management.  

Despite his reservations about his reading and writing skills in an academic setting, Craig 
decided to register. The university had a prior learning assessment centre and Craig was 
pleased to discover that he would be granted some course credits for his work with his 
employer.

The program was designed to support distance and on-line learners, so Craig was able 
to schedule his own study times and remain employed during the course of his studies. 
The program also offered personalized one-on-one tutoring, so Craig was able to work 
on his writing skills and academic vocabulary. He soon was able to read more quickly and 
fluently, and understand and synthesize more lengthy and unfamiliar texts.

Craig’s courses were focussed on market research, promotions, consumer behaviour and 
e-marketing. He was able to apply his marketing and management skills immediately to his 
work and helped to lead a significant e-marketing promotions campaign for the tour company. 
After four years of distance learning, Craig earned his Bachelor of Management degree with 
a minor in marketing.
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As noted in the CCL’s 2007 report, State of Learning in Canada: 
Unlocking Canada’s Potential, lifelong learning enables individuals 
to face the challenges of increased globalization, including rapid 
advancements in new technologies and a demand for innovation 
and higher productivity. 

Not only is literacy an essential ingredient of lifelong learning, 
it is economically and socially important to individuals. Literacy 
is also vital to the country’s economy and likely to become even 
more important as the global knowledge economy continues to 
grow. However, despite a high level of educational attainment in 
Canada, nearly half of Canadians lack the skills deemed necessary 
to participate fully in today’s complex society. 

The good news is that—with more knowledge and tools available 
to address this challenge, such as Reading the Future— change 
is possible. 

We now know the “what”—the essence—of the literacy problem 
in Canada today and in the future. We know the “who”—the 
key characteristics that differentiate adults with low literacy skills 
from those with higher literacy skills. To some extent, we can 
also speculate “why” low literacy continues to exist in Canada, 
particularly when we look at the key barriers that may interfere with 
the ability (or motivation) of these adults to improve their literacy 
skills. With this information, we can now begin addressing—as 
demonstrated in Chapter 3—”how” to improve adult literacy 
levels in Canada.

Summary and Future Directions

chapter 4
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The optimal mix of policy remedies is a matter for public discussion 
and debate. Yet, no matter the route that is eventually taken to get 
there, there can be little question that investments in literacy are 
needed if Canadians are to realize their full economic potential. 

At this time, the cost to take action is still not fully known. What 
we do know is the following:

those with the lowest levels of literacy skills (IALSS Level 1 and • 
2, or groups A and B), who constitute a smaller number of 
low-literacy adults in Canada, will require many more hours of 
training to attain Level 3 skills, at a much higher cost; 

given that the largest learning groups (C and D) are at low- • 
to high-Level 2 on the IALSS scale, the total investment costs 
needed to raise their skills to Level 3 in print and comprehension 
may be lower than previously thought; and

the cost of inaction is high.• 

There are still many questions and “knowledge gaps” that must 
be addressed. Despite this, we cannot put change on hold until 
all knowledge gaps are filled. Moreover, improving literacy 
rates requires cooperation; no one group can address this issue 
alone. 

WHAT GOVERNMENTS CAN DO
All levels of government can have a significant impact on literacy 
by: 

providing the financial means to increase the quantity, quality, • 
efficiency or equity of teaching and learning;

instituting policies and programs (such as those recommended • 
in Chapter 3) to increase the economic and social demand for 
literacy skill; 

clearly communicate to the public the employment, wage and • 
other benefits associated with higher literacy; and

ensure access to high-quality literacy training.• 

Summary and Future Directionschapter 4
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WHAT EMPLOYERS CAN DO
Employers have the ability to influence demand and increase 
supply of literacy skills in the workplace. 

To influence demand, they can select technologies and work 
processes that require employees to use literacy skills. This will 
also help to address Canada’s “stock and flow” challenge, in that 
it could help to reduce the level of skills loss associated with low 
levels of use.

To assist workers in meeting demand, employers should also 
visibly support learning. Within the work environment, they can 
help employees assess their learning needs and provide for follow-
up literacy training programs to improve their skill levels. 

WHAT UNIONS AND THE LABOUR MOVEMENT 
CAN DO
Unions can help to create the conditions that will allow Canadian 
workers to reach their full potential as literate, informed and active 
citizens.

Unions can promote literacy to workers as a means for fulfilling 
various roles—not just in the workplace, but also in the home, the 
community and the union. To assist with the latter, unions should 
use clear language in all communications and programming, 
allowing union members to participate more fully in the 
organization.

Similar to a technique used in the United Kingdom, Germany 
and Sweden, unions may designate a person to act as a learning 
advocate, to ensure that employees’ training needs are identified 
and met.

WHAT INDIVIDUALS CAN DO
Individuals can reflect on their learning needs and their family’s 
learning needs, and identify how improving their literacy skills 
would improve their lives. They can seek out and participate in 
literacy instruction, adopting a modified lifestyle approach that 
values and uses reading skills on a regular basis. At the very 
least, they can work toward retaining the level of skill previously 
acquired through formal schooling.

Summary and Future Directionschapter 4
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By increasing demand for literacy programs in the home, 
workplace and community, individuals can help to create the very 
programs they desire.

“Many a time the reading of a book has made the future of a man.” 
- Ralph Waldo Emerson

WHAT CCL WILL DO NEXT
The Canadian Council on Learning exists to improve lifelong 
learning across Canada by—as demonstrated by this report—
fostering quality research on learning and facilitating evidence-
based decisions about learning.

Because it is one of CCL’s five crosscutting themes, literacy 
continues to be the focus of many CCL initiatives, each one 
designed to provide Canadians with a greater understanding of 
literacy’s impact on individuals, their communities, and Canada. 
CCL remains committed to exploring and sharing effective literacy 
practices and developments, both Canadian and international, 
through existing and new communications channels. Moreover, 
CCL’s other crosscutting themes—gender, culture, e-learning and 
French minority-language settings—will continue to be reflected 
in related initiatives and research.

Above all, CCL will continue to effect change by acting as a 
catalyst for lifelong learning in Canada. It recognizes the impact 
that all sectors of society can have on advancing literacy, and aims 
to expand its outreach by empowering policy-makers, educators, 
employers, unions and non-governmental organizations with 
the knowledge and tools to develop and implement effective 
solutions.

Summary and Future Directionschapter 4
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