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MESSAGE fRoM THE CHAIR

In th�s era of knowledge, success �s not solely a measure of what we have 
learned �n the past, but also of our capac�ty to acqu�re and apply new sk�lls 
and knowledge throughout our l�ves. 

But how do we def�ne success? 

Successful learn�ng �s often measured �n econom�c terms, because 
school�ng, qual�f�cat�ons and credent�als typ�cally translate �nto better jobs 
and greater opportun�ty. But there �s more to success �n today’s complex 
world: �t �s also about our capac�ty to grow and flour�sh, to ach�eve our 
personal potent�al—at home, at work, or �n our commun�t�es.

And that �s why the Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng �s devoted to �dent�fy�ng 
successful approaches to learn�ng for all Canad�ans, at every age and stage 
of l�fe. 

One way we fulf�l our mandate �s to explore the state of learn�ng �n Canada 
today, and to cons�der how �t can be �mproved. For example, we recently 
publ�shed the f�rst nat�onal rev�ew of Canada’s performance �n post-
secondary educat�on, wh�ch noted e�ght pr�or�t�es for act�on to ensure that 
Canada’s populat�on has the sk�lls and knowledge requ�red to succeed.

We are equally proud of our Compos�te Learn�ng Index, the world’s f�rst 
tool to measure a country’s performance across the full spectrum of 
learn�ng—�n school, �n the home, the workplace and the commun�ty. W�th 
an �nnovat�ve scor�ng system mapped commun�ty by commun�ty, the CLI 
w�ll be updated every year to mon�tor Canad�ans’ progress �n learn�ng. 

And now, we are releas�ng State of Learning in Canada, a comprehens�ve 
study of l�felong learn�ng �n Canada. The report covers the full spectrum of 
learn�ng, from early ch�ldhood and the formal school years, to workplace 
and commun�ty-based learn�ng. W�th annual updates and a spec�al focus 
each year, CCL w�ll also �dent�fy emerg�ng patterns and trends �n learn�ng 
across the country.

The data and analyses we br�ng to you �n the follow�ng pages tell a 
compell�ng story: a story about challenge and opportun�ty, asp�rat�on and 
success. 

A story that deserves to be told, because �t �s about Canada’s future.   

Robert Giroux 
Cha�r of the Board

Cha�r of the Board
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MESSAGE fRoM THE PRESIdEnT And CEo

State of Learning in Canada, the Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng’s overv�ew 
of the country’s learn�ng landscape, weaves a story at once opt�m�st�c 
and alarm�ng. The follow�ng pages �llustrate that wh�le Canad�ans have 
made str�des toward a culture of l�felong learn�ng, there �s no room for 
complacency.

Prepared by CCL �n collaborat�on w�th �ts f�ve knowledge centres, th�s 
report prov�des an unprecedented �mage of the current state of learning in 
Canada from early childhood through to the senior years. It reveals where 
our strengths and weaknesses l�e, and where more �nformat�on �s needed. 
State of Learning in Canada w�ll be updated every year to reflect new data 
and knowledge.

But even from th�s �n�t�al snapshot, �mportant �ns�ghts have been brought 
�nto focus. 

For example, we can conf�rm that our youngest c�t�zens are generally 
healthy and well adjusted, ready and eager to enter Grade 1. In school, 
�nternat�onal test�ng shows that our students rank among the world’s best 
�n bas�c subjects. Our workforce has more un�vers�ty and college graduates 
than most other �ndustr�al�zed countr�es. And, well �nto the�r sen�or years, 
numerous Canad�ans cont�nue to expand the�r personal hor�zons as act�ve 
and engaged members of soc�ety.

On the other hand, the bas�c l�teracy sk�lls of four �n 10 adults �n Canada 
are so low as to l�m�t the�r econom�c prospects. Half cannot competently 
handle numbers and more than half cannot capably deal w�th �nformat�on 
v�tal to the�r health and safety. The stat�st�cs are even more troubl�ng for 
certa�n groups w�th�n the populat�on, �nclud�ng sen�ors, �mm�grants and 
Abor�g�nal people.

A spec�al feature on the state of l�teracy �n Canada explores these f�nd�ngs 
�n deta�l. In fact, the role l�teracy plays �n the well-be�ng of �nd�v�dual 
Canad�ans, the health of our economy and of our democrat�c soc�ety �s 
h�ghl�ghted throughout the document.  

The landscape pa�nted by the State of Learning in Canada �s ne�ther all 
green pastures nor barren wasteland. The report offers a clear-eyed portra�t 
of where we stand today, the challenges we face and the opportun�t�es we 
must make for ourselves �n the future.  

The Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng’s v�s�on �s to be a catalyst for l�felong 
learn�ng across the country. I bel�eve th�s report represents a call to act�on 
to strengthen learn�ng throughout Canada. 

Dr. Paul Cappon 
Pres�dent and CEO

Pres�dent and CEO
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Call �t Canada’s learn�ng paradox: wh�le th�s country 
apparently �s home to one of the world’s most h�ghly 
educated populat�ons, more than four �n 10 adults lack the 
read�ng and wr�t�ng sk�lls needed to thr�ve �n a compet�t�ve 
global economy. Half, moreover, have ser�ous trouble 
w�th numbers, and 55% may be jeopard�z�ng the�r health 
because they are unable to understand prescr�pt�on 
�nformat�on, nutr�t�on labels or safety �nstruct�ons.

In other words, although there �s much to adm�re and 
celebrate �n Canada’s learn�ng landscape, there �s l�ttle 
room for complacency.  

The f�rst State of Learning in Canada report delves �nto 
quest�ons ra�sed by the Compos�te Learn�ng Index (CLI)—
Canada’s f�rst-ever �ndex for l�felong learn�ng—released 
by the Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng �n May 2006. The 
�ndex revealed that Canad�an youth are well served 
by the�r formal school�ng, but the country’s learn�ng 
advantage does not extend �nto adulthood. 

On the pos�t�ve s�de, the 2007 State of Learning in 
Canada report conf�rms that the vast major�ty of 
ch�ldren �n th�s country are born healthy, and grow up 
ready and able to learn. Most complete h�gh school 
and an �ncreas�ng number are attend�ng post-secondary 
�nst�tut�ons. As they move through the�r work�ng years, 
at least a th�rd cont�nues to upgrade and expand the�r 
sk�lls and knowledge. A substant�al proport�on of adults 
also expand the�r hor�zons through volunteer�ng or other 
forms of commun�ty engagement.

But the State of Learning in Canada also found some 
troubl�ng trends. A grow�ng number of schoolch�ldren 
arr�ve �n class hungry, or are so �nact�ve and overwe�ght 
that the�r ab�l�ty to learn may be at r�sk. There �s bully�ng 
�n our schoolyards. Students’ knowledge of h�story and 
pol�t�cs �s wan�ng, contr�but�ng to an �ll-�nformed and 
d�sengaged c�t�zenry. Adult l�teracy, �n all �ts forms, rema�ns 
at d�scourag�ngly low levels. And only a m�nor proport�on 
of employers �s �nvest�ng �n workplace learn�ng. 

Moreover, �n a country w�th publ�cly funded educat�on 
and learn�ng opportun�t�es for all, gaps pers�st between 
the wealthy and the poor, women and men, young 
people and old, non-Abor�g�nal and Abor�g�nal people, 
establ�shed Canad�ans and �mm�grants.

The story of l�felong learn�ng �n Canada gets off to a 
prom�s�ng start. Most Canad�an bab�es (94%) are born at a 
healthy we�ght. The vast major�ty of preschoolers ach�eve 
average or above-average development �n cogn�t�ve 
processes, language acqu�s�t�on and commun�cat�ons 
ab�l�t�es, muscle growth and phys�cal co-ord�nat�on.

By the age of 15, Canad�an students have read�ng, math, 
sc�ence and problem-solv�ng sk�lls that are above the 
OECD average. A sol�d major�ty of Canad�an teens rate 
the�r health as good to excellent, and more than n�ne �n 10 
are complet�ng h�gh school—a ga�n of e�ght percentage 
po�nts over just 15 years.

The proport�on of young adults attend�ng post-secondary 
�nst�tut�ons has �ncreased from 25% �n 1990 to 37% �n 
2005. More Canad�ans than ever are topp�ng up the�r 
un�vers�ty credent�als w�th graduate degrees. 

In fact, 45% of our work�ng-age populat�on �s now 
equ�pped w�th some form of post-secondary educat�on—
the th�rd-h�ghest level worldw�de. 

W�th�n the overall populat�on, spec�f�c groups are also 
mak�ng progress.

Among Abor�g�nal Peoples, for example, there was a four-
fold r�se over e�ght years �n the proport�on of ch�ldren 
who part�c�pated �n a preschool program des�gned 
spec�f�cally for Abor�g�nal ch�ldren. Abor�g�nal youth are 
also �ncreas�ngly l�kely to stay �n school and to pursue 
h�gher educat�on. Indeed, 30% of Abor�g�nal adults had 
completed a college d�ploma or trades cert�f�cate �n 2001, 
s�m�lar to the rate for non-Abor�g�nal Canad�ans.

The State of Learning in Canada also shows that for many 
Canad�ans, a zest for learn�ng pers�sts �nto adulthood. 
Whether through formal or �nformal mechan�sms, 
arranged through employers or by themselves, more 
than one �n three adults s�gn up for courses, tra�n�ng and 
advanced cert�f�cat�on. 

In the�r personal l�ves as well, Canad�ans cont�nue to 
expand the�r hor�zons well �nto the�r sen�or years. Two-
th�rds of Canad�an adults belong to at least one club 
or other voluntary group, wh�le 45% of work�ng-age 
Canad�ans donate, �n total, almost 2 b�ll�on hours a year 
to volunteer act�v�t�es.    
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And yet, even as we cheer these successes, other sober�ng 
f�nd�ngs come to l�ght. 

For example, one �n four ch�ldren enters Grade 1 w�th 
learn�ng or behav�oural problems that could affect the�r 
future success �n academ�cs, and l�fe �n general. Once �n 
school, many ch�ldren are bull�ed; others feel d�sengaged 
from the�r peers and soc�ety. 

In class, too few students are knowledgeable about 
Canad�an h�story and pol�t�cs, a trend that may be t�ed to 
shr�nk�ng c�v�c engagement and decl�n�ng voter turnout.

W�th only one �n f�ve schoolch�ldren act�ve enough for 
opt�mal growth and development, there �s also a r�se 
�n health problems such as obes�ty. Indeed, nearly one 
�n three youth aged 12 to 17 was overwe�ght or obese 
�n 2004, double the rate 25 years earl�er. At the same 
t�me, many others arr�ve at school hungry. World Health 
Organ�zat�on f�gures show that, compared to OECD 
countr�es, Canad�an ch�ldren are among the least l�kely to 
eat breakfast on school days.

Desp�te a steady decl�ne �n the dropout rate �n recent 
years, more youth �n Canada fa�l to f�n�sh h�gh school than 
�n many other OECD countr�es. Our dropout rate of 9% �s 
more than tw�ce Norway’s. 

Perhaps one of the most str�k�ng anomal�es �n Canada’s 
learn�ng prof�le �s that, desp�te a strong formal educat�on 
system, 42% of the adult populat�on—9 m�ll�on people—
lack the prose and document l�teracy sk�lls needed to 
meet the demands of today’s world. The health l�teracy 
of Canad�ans �s even lower. And, notw�thstand�ng r�s�ng 
publ�c concern over Canada’s l�teracy scores, there has 
been no �mprovement �n the rates over the past decade.

The rate of adult part�c�pat�on �n tra�n�ng �ncreased 
sl�ghtly to 35% �n 2002, up from 29% �n 1997. And �n 2002, 
only one-quarter of the adult workforce rece�ved some 
type of employer support for the�r tra�n�ng, a rate l�ttle 
changed from 1997. People �n greatest need, �nclud�ng 
recent �mm�grants, older workers and dropouts from the 
formal educat�on system, are least l�kely to get further 
tra�n�ng.

But perhaps one of the most worr�some observat�ons to 
emerge from the State of Learning in Canada �s that full 
equal�ty �s more f�ct�on than fact.  

Preschoolers from low-�ncome fam�l�es are up to tw�ce as 
l�kely as those from h�gher �ncome fam�l�es to be delayed 
�n measures of cogn�t�ve development, knowledge of 
numbers, and the capac�ty to understand spoken words 
and wr�tten symbols. 

The report also reveals a web of l�nks between soc�o-
econom�c status, learn�ng and health. More prosperous 
members of soc�ety tend to have more educat�on and 
enjoy h�gher health-l�teracy sk�lls and better health. 

The �mpact of soc�o-econom�c status on learn�ng �s 
part�cularly stark when ent�re populat�ons are at r�sk. 
Among Abor�g�nal Peoples, for �nstance, h�gh rates 
of adult unemployment and s�ngle parenthood mean 
more than four �n 10 ch�ldren are grow�ng up �n poverty, 
�n conjunct�on w�th poor nutr�t�on and health, and 
�nadequate hous�ng. 

Aga�nst th�s backdrop, about 90% of Abor�g�nal ch�ldren 
lack access to su�table early ch�ldhood programm�ng. 
Except among the Inu�t, decl�n�ng numbers of Abor�g�nal 
people are speak�ng the�r ancestral languages. Abor�g�nal 
youth are 2.5 t�mes more l�kely to leave h�gh school 
early than non-Abor�g�nal students. And only 8% of 
Abor�g�nal h�gh-school graduates move on to complete a 
un�vers�ty educat�on, compared to 28% of non-Abor�g�nal 
Canad�ans.  Moreover, approx�mately 60% of Abor�g�nal 
adults l�v�ng �n Man�toba and Saskatchewan c�t�es had 
�nadequate l�teracy levels—at least 15 percentage po�nts 
above the rest of the populat�on. 

At a populat�on-w�de level, other gaps are becom�ng 
apparent as well. For �nstance, wh�le the “gender gap” 
used to favour men, g�rls and women are now lead�ng �n 
many �nd�cators of learn�ng, from f�ne motor development 
and commun�cat�on sk�lls among preschoolers, to h�gh-
school complet�on rates, post-secondary attendance and 
part�c�pat�on �n formal workplace tra�n�ng.

Also, many �mm�grants f�nd that they are unable to 
secure recogn�t�on for the�r past learn�ng, exper�ence and 
credent�als. 

Other setbacks occur w�th the passage of years. Overall, 
levels of l�teracy decl�ne w�th age. Of part�cular concern �s 
the fact that seven of e�ght sen�ors lack the l�teracy sk�lls 
needed to deal competently w�th health �nformat�on, 
yet they tend to be the lead�ng consumers of health 
serv�ces. 
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Learn�ng br�ngs many advantages to the people 
who pursue �t, �nclud�ng greater sat�sfact�on �n the�r 
profess�onal and personal l�ves, more c�v�c engagement, 
and better chances for good health. An educated and 
l�terate populace boosts econom�c product�v�ty and 
strengthens commun�t�es. 

Desp�te Canada’s progress, there �s no room for 
complacency. And address�ng the �ssues w�ll requ�re the 
part�c�pat�on of many sectors of soc�ety.

Indeed, ra�s�ng adult l�teracy and promot�ng a culture of 
l�felong learn�ng must be a collaborat�ve effort �nvolv�ng 
governments, bus�ness, labour, �nst�tut�ons, commun�t�es 
and �nd�v�duals. All must work together to strengthen 
l�teracy serv�ces, overcome barr�ers to work-related 
learn�ng and promote commun�ty engagement.  

Moreover, the efforts must beg�n at the youngest ages. 
Wh�le more than half of all preschoolers are cared for 
outs�de the home, Canada spends less on early ch�ldhood 
serv�ces than the other OECD countr�es report�ng 
comparable �nformat�on. 

We must also bu�ld up our knowledge about formal 
educat�on and l�felong learn�ng. For example, we need to 
develop a comprehens�ve set of pan-Canad�an �nd�cators 
to mon�tor the progress of early ch�ldhood development 
and learn�ng, from the prenatal per�od through to the 
school years. There are also gaps �n our understand�ng 
of patterns and trends �n the acqu�s�t�on of l�teracy sk�lls 
and knowledge �n core subjects such as read�ng, math, 
sc�ence and c�v�cs. 

Much also rema�ns unknown about the factors �nfluenc�ng 
ch�ldren’s health, the relat�onsh�p between health and 
learn�ng, and how to ensure all schools are safe, �nv�t�ng 
places where ch�ldren want to stay unt�l graduat�on.

At the post-secondary level, there are no d�rect, Canada-
w�de measures of qual�ty, and �t �s d�ff�cult to gauge 
whether graduates are be�ng equ�pped w�th the sk�lls and 
knowledge needed to succeed �n a globally compet�t�ve 
economy.

We must broaden our understand�ng of  learn�ng “success” 
among Abor�g�nal Peoples. Ind�cators of Abor�g�nal 
learn�ng should measure more than just years of school�ng 
and performance on standard�zed assessments. Such 
measures are val�d and can help pred�ct future success 
�n the Canad�an economy. However, they do not fully 
recogn�ze that Abor�g�nal Peoples take a hol�st�c v�ew of 
learn�ng that �ncludes �ntellectual, sp�r�tual, cultural and 
phys�cal aspects of be�ng.

Canada’s l�teracy challenges are h�ghl�ghted �n th�s 
�naugural State of Learning in Canada report.  In add�t�on 
to weav�ng through each chapter as a v�tal component 
of all facets and stages of l�felong learn�ng, l�teracy �s the 
focus of a spec�al feature for the 2007 State of Learning 
in Canada. The spec�al feature explores the mean�ng 
and �mportance of l�teracy �n Canada and around the 
world—�n part�cular, the �mportance of l�teracy to the 
ma�ntenance of an equ�table, democrat�c, prosperous 
soc�ety and to �nd�v�duals’ overall qual�ty of l�fe. The 
central theme �s that there �s no room for complacency 
w�th respect to Canada’s l�teracy challenge. The stakes—
for th�s generat�on and the next—are s�mply too h�gh.

The Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng and �ts f�ve knowledge 
centres have been work�ng w�th the�r partners across 
Canada to understand the �ssues, to ref�ne the quest�ons 
and to search for v�able answers. As our knowledge 
expands, we w�ll cont�nue to share �t w�th Canad�an 
dec�s�on-makers and the publ�c at large, through annual 
updates of the State of Learning in Canada and deta�led 
themat�c reports.

STATE of lEARnInG In CAnAdA 2007 
Synthesis: What this report tells us
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The value of lifelong learning

Learn�ng beg�ns the moment a newborn opens �ts eyes 
and senses the world around �t. Learn�ng to walk and talk, 
to love and trust fam�ly members, to play alone and w�th 
others—these are �mportant steps that w�ll �nfluence a 
ch�ld’s potent�al for happ�ness and success throughout 
l�fe.

Before long, the school years start. For most Canad�an 
ch�ldren, th�s �s a t�me of boundless opportun�ty, 
explorat�on and change. It �s a t�me to acqu�re knowledge, 
make fr�ends, develop the�r athlet�c or art�st�c sk�lls, to 
learn about l�fe and to learn about themselves. And based 
on �nternat�onal test�ng Canad�an ch�ldren perform well 
�n school—the�r scores �n read�ng, mathemat�cs, sc�ence 
and problem solv�ng are among the h�ghest �n OECD 
member countr�es.

Most young Canad�ans then enrol �n un�vers�ty, college 
or vocat�onal tra�n�ng schools. Some w�ll drop out; 
others w�ll go on to earn one or more graduate 
degrees. Overall, our country has one of the 
h�ghest levels of post-secondary complet�on 
among advanced, �ndustr�al�zed countr�es.

And once Canad�an youth leave the formal school 
system, many cont�nue learn�ng throughout the�r 
l�ves—at work, at home, and as act�ve c�t�zens �n 
the�r commun�t�es. Some take spec�al�zed tra�n�ng 
to pol�sh the�r sk�lls or to cl�mb h�gher up the 
career ladder. Others s�gn up for personal �nterest 
courses, jo�n clubs, serve as volunteers, or surf the 
�nternet to stay connected and �nformed. 

Canad�ans are becom�ng �ncreas�ngly aware of the 
econom�c benef�ts of more educat�on, for �nd�v�dual 
c�t�zens, and for the compet�t�veness of our country. We 
are also com�ng to apprec�ate the contr�but�ons that 
learn�ng makes to our health and well-be�ng, and to the 
strength and cohes�on of our commun�t�es.

Nonetheless, there are ser�ous s�gns of trouble. We �gnore 
them at our per�l. 

An astound�ng number of Canad�an adults cannot read, 
wr�te or do ar�thmet�c at the level requ�red to part�c�pate 
fully �n today’s globally compet�t�ve economy. And 
l�teracy and numeracy sk�lls decl�ne w�th age, �nd�cat�ng 
that many Canad�ans are not us�ng these sk�lls. 

In add�t�on, the amount of workplace tra�n�ng ava�lable 
�n Canada �s low compared to many other developed 
countr�es.  And the workers w�th the lowest levels of 
l�teracy—arguably those who would benef�t most from 
further tra�n�ng—are the least l�kely to have access to 
employer-supported tra�n�ng.

Our large and grow�ng �mm�grant populat�on �s also 
trapped �n a paradox: wh�le Canada needs to count 
on our current c�t�zens and those who w�ll jo�n us from 
abroad, we must prov�de �mm�grants w�th the language, 
l�teracy and sk�lls tra�n�ng they need to flour�sh w�th�n our 
soc�ety and help susta�n our econom�c growth.

 

The Canadian Council on Learning is an independent, 
not-for-profit corporation funded through an agreement 
with Human resources and Social Development Canada. 

Its mandate is to promote and support evidence-
based decisions throughout all stages of life, from 

early childhood through to the senior years. For more 
information, visit www.ccl-cca.ca.

 
More than nine in 10 Canadians (92%) 

believe there is a strong correlation between 
education and success in life, according to a 
recent poll commissioned by the Canadian 

Council on Learning.

InTRoduCTIon
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The solut�on, accord�ng to most experts, �s to foster a 
learn�ng culture that goes beyond formal educat�on to 
encompass all forms of structured and unstructured 
learn�ng—�n the workplace, the commun�ty and the 
home. In th�s respect, the Un�ted Nat�ons Educat�onal, 
Sc�ent�f�c and Cultural Organ�zat�on (UNESCO) developed 
a useful framework compr�s�ng four key p�llars of learn�ng: 
learn�ng to know, to do, to l�ve together and to be. (See 
text box.) 

Th�s framework �nsp�res much of CCL’s work.

The four pillars of learning

 
The Canadian Council on Learning has 
five knowledge centres—consortia of 

organizations that advance the research 
and state of knowledge in specific learning 

domains: 

• early childhood learning

• health and learning

• adult learning

• work-related learning

• Aboriginal learning

MoniToring Canada’s progress in learning

Wh�le the �mportance of l�felong learn�ng �s w�dely 
acknowledged, there �s no comprehens�ve and susta�ned 
mon�tor�ng of Canada’s performance �n th�s area.  

The Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng �s help�ng to f�ll th�s 
gap. 

In May 2006, CCL launched the f�rst ed�t�on of the 
Compos�te Learn�ng Index (CLI), an annual report on 
15 factors—or �nd�cators—of learn�ng. The 2006 CLI 
revealed that wh�le Canada �s comparat�vely good at 
engag�ng Canad�an youth �n formal educat�on, learn�ng 
does not extend as well �nto adulthood. The CLI also 
�dent�f�ed s�gn�f�cant d�fferences �n learn�ng cond�t�ons 
among Canad�an commun�t�es.

The f�rst annual State of Learning in Canada report 
expands on the CLI to assess Canada’s progress �n 
develop�ng a culture of l�felong learn�ng. Th�s �naugural 
report, prepared �n collaborat�on w�th CCL’s knowledge 
centres, descr�bes the pr�nc�pal �nd�cators that �nfluence 
learn�ng—�n early ch�ldhood, �n the school years, as adults 
and w�th�n Canada’s Abor�g�nal populat�on.  

In add�t�on to prov�d�ng deta�led and comprehens�ve 
data, State of Learning in Canada analyzes the underly�ng 
�ssues and trends. Each annual State of Learn�ng report 
w�ll also conta�n a feature sect�on that delves �nto an 
�mportant theme or �ssue. The 2007 report �ncludes a 
spec�al focus on l�teracy. 

L�teracy �s fundamental to learn�ng. However, the un�que 
l�teracy challenges fac�ng Canada are not well understood. 
L�teracy �s a pr�or�ty for CCL, and the goal of the feature �s 
to present a comprehens�ve overv�ew of Canada’s l�teracy 
landscape and to explore the factors that shape �t. 

Learn�ng 
to know

develop�ng the foundat�on of sk�lls and 
knowledge needed to funct�on �n the 
world 
�ncludes l�teracy, numeracy, general 
knowledge and cr�t�cal th�nk�ng

•

•

Learn�ng 
to do

the acqu�s�t�on of appl�ed sk�lls
may encompass techn�cal and hands-on 
sk�lls and knowledge
�s closely t�ed to occupat�onal success

•
•

•

Learn�ng 
to l�ve 

together

develop�ng values of respect and 
concern for others, foster�ng soc�al and 
�nter-personal sk�lls, and an apprec�at�on 
of cultural d�vers�ty
contr�butes to a cohes�ve soc�ety

•

•

Learn�ng 
to be

personal d�scovery, creat�v�ty and self-
knowledge that develop the whole 
person, �nclud�ng the m�nd, body and 
sp�r�t
fosters a healthy balance �n l�fe

•

•
 

InTRoduCTIon
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WhaT you Will find in The State of 
Learning in Canada reporT

Th�s report exam�nes many of the factors that contr�bute 
to successful l�felong learn�ng—from early ch�ldhood, 
through the schools years and �nto adulthood.  It also 
takes a spec�al look at the l�nk between health and 
learn�ng, and at the learn�ng challenges faced by Canada’s 
Abor�g�nal Peoples. Th�s year, CCL’s State of Learning in 
Canada also features an �n-depth exam�nat�on of l�teracy 
�n Canada—l�teracy �s a key bu�ld�ng block for learn�ng at 
all ages and �n all aspects of l�fe.

Early childhood learning—Early ch�ldhood learn�ng 
sets the stage for a ch�ld’s success, not only �n school 
but throughout l�fe. The chapter exam�nes the factors 
�nfluenc�ng early ch�ldhood development, from b�rth 
we�ght to opportun�t�es for play. It also analyzes selected 
pan-Canad�an �nd�cators and h�ghl�ghts some of the 
lead�ng prov�nc�al and reg�onal �n�t�at�ves to further our 
understand�ng of early learn�ng.

Learning in school—Formal educat�on teaches essent�al 
sk�lls and knowledge, and should also foster a love of 
learn�ng that w�ll last long after the school years end. 
Th�s chapter exam�nes �nd�cators related to bas�c sk�lls, 
educat�onal atta�nment and attendance, c�t�zensh�p 
educat�on and healthy schools.

Adult learning—L�felong learn�ng �s not yet a real�ty for 
all Canad�ans. Th�s chapter presents selected �nd�cators 
related to l�teracy, work-related learn�ng, learn�ng �n the 
commun�ty and personal development among Canad�an 
adults. It also explores common barr�ers to adult 
learn�ng.

Aboriginal learning—Wh�le current �nd�cators reveal 
�mprovements �n learn�ng outcomes among Abor�g�nal 
people �n Canada, there �s a need to broaden the 
def�n�t�on of how success �s measured. Th�s chapter 
exam�nes ava�lable �nd�cators of l�felong learn�ng and 
shows why more work �s needed to measure progress 
effect�vely among F�rst Nat�ons, Mét�s and Inu�t peoples.

Learning and literacy: Canada’s challenges—L�teracy 
rates �n Canada are well below what many people would 
expect from an advanced nat�on w�th a well-developed 
educat�onal sector. Th�s chapter explores the mean�ng 
and �mportance of l�teracy �n Canada and around the 
world—�n part�cular, the �mportance of l�teracy to the 
ma�ntenance of an equ�table, democrat�c soc�ety and to 
�nd�v�duals’ overall qual�ty of l�fe. It analyses a number 
of �nd�cators, �nclud�ng two major surveys conducted �n 
1994 and 2003 that revealed more than four �n 10 adult 
Canad�ans have l�teracy sk�lls below the �nternat�onal 
standard cons�dered necessary to part�c�pate fully �n a 
modern soc�ety. The report’s central theme �s that Canada 
�s fac�ng a major l�teracy challenge—there �s no room for 
complacency. The stakes are s�mply too h�gh.

Each chapter �ntroduces and def�nes �ts part�cular 
learn�ng area, and presents �nd�cators relevant to the 
top�c. Ind�v�dual �nd�cators are then explored �n terms of 
the�r �mportance and appl�ed as measures of the evolv�ng 
state of learn�ng �n Canada. Where poss�ble, Canad�an 
�nd�cators are compared over t�me, and to relevant data 
from other countr�es. 

The chapters conclude w�th a summary of where Canada 
currently stands, and what further �nformat�on �s requ�red 
to gauge success �n each learn�ng area. Every chapter 
ends w�th a f�nal sect�on ent�tled “What w�ll CCL do?” 
wh�ch outl�nes CCL’s plans for research and analys�s �n 
the years ahead. 

Ongo�ng learn�ng �s the foundat�on of success for 
�nd�v�duals, the�r commun�t�es and our country as a whole. 
Through the annual State of Learning in Canada reports, 
the Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng a�ms to st�mulate an 
act�ve d�alogue on the role of learn�ng �n our soc�ety, and 
move toward our v�s�on of be�ng a catalyst for l�felong 
learn�ng across Canada.
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2.1 Introduction
Ch�ldren’s exper�ences �n the f�rst years of l�fe have a 
last�ng �mpact on the�r development and future learn�ng. 
As Nobel laureate James J. Heckman put �t, “Learn�ng 
starts �n �nfancy, long before formal educat�on beg�ns, 
and cont�nues throughout l�fe …. Early learn�ng begets 
later learn�ng and early success breeds later success.”1 

To put �t �n terms of the four pillars of learning, early 
ch�ldhood �s when ch�ldren learn to know, to do, to l�ve 
together and to be.

As ch�ldren develop, they adopt ever more complex 
sk�lls. The�r ab�l�ty to use the�r senses and control 
the�r movements shapes the�r emot�onal and soc�al 
development. As they mature emot�onally and soc�ally, 
new cogn�t�ve ab�l�t�es, such as the use of language, 
emerge. 

An �mportant aspect of ch�ldren’s learn�ng �s that �t occurs 
�n stages. There are spec�f�c per�ods dur�ng wh�ch a young 
bra�n w�ll develop part�cular sk�lls, such as the ab�l�ty to 
see w�th both eyes, to control emot�ons and to speak. If 
a ch�ld does not acqu�re these sk�lls at the r�ght stage, �t 
may be d�ff�cult to catch up later.2 

EARlY CHIldHood lEARnInG

 
Attitudes towArd eArly leArning

The Canadian Council on Learning’s 2006 Survey of 
Canadian attitudes toward Learning found that:

• Canadians think learning at all stages of life is 
critical to success

• Canadians think that early childhood learning 
should focus more on attitudes—such as 
fostering a positive attitude toward learning— 
than on school readiness

 
the wired brAin

Human development is not a matter of nature 
versus nurture, but of nature and nurture 

working together. In response to stimuli from the 
environment, the nerve cells of the brain form 
physical connections and pathways. This brain 
wiring process, which begins before birth and 

continues through life, is most intensive during the 
first three years of development.3

 
CAre And negleCt

A study of children adopted from foreign 
institutions demonstrates the extent to which 

serious early neglect can affect a child’s 
development. The research revealed that children 

reared in privation had lower IQs at the age of  
four than children raised in caring homes. Perhaps 

more surprising was that the difference in brain 
function persisted at age 11, even after the children 

had spent seven years with adoptive parents.4 
Animal research shows that intense stress early  
in life can lead to brain damage,5 underscoring  

the strong link between early care  
and a later ability to think and learn.

 

• There are more than 2 million children under the 
age of six in Canada.

• The proportion of children under six years of 
age declined from 9% of the total Canadian 
population in 1975 to 6% in 2005.6 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
1 Heckman, James J. invest in the Very Young (Ch�cago: Ounce of Prevent�on Fund and the Un�vers�ty of Ch�cago Harr�s School of Publ�c Pol�cy Stud�es, 2000).  

Ava�lable at www.ounceofprevent�on.org. Accessed Sept. 26, 2006.
2 Norr�e McCa�n, Margaret and J. Fraser Mustard. early Years Study Final report (Government of Ontar�o, Ontar�o Ch�ldren’s Secretar�at, 1999).  

Ava�lable at www.ch�ldren.gov.on.ca. Accessed Oct. 14, 2006.
3 Norr�e McCa�n, M. early Years Study Final report, 1999. 
4 Beckett, C., et al. “Do the Effects of Early Severe Depr�vat�on on Cogn�t�on Pers�st �nto Early Adolescence? F�nd�ngs from the Engl�sh and Roman�an Adoptees Study,”  

Child Development, 77(3) (2006). pp. 696–711.
5 Bremner, J. D. “Does Stress Damage the Bra�n?” Biological psychiatry, 45 (1999). pp. 797–805. Also, McEwen, B. S. “The Effects of Stress on Structural and Funct�onal Plast�c�ty 

�n the H�ppocampus,” Neurobiology of Mental illness (New york: Oxford Un�vers�ty Press, 1999). pp. 475–493.
6 Stat�st�cs Canada. “Est�mates of Populat�on by Age and Sex for Canada, Prov�nces and Terr�tor�es,” CANSIM (Ottawa). Table 051-0001. 
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To understand the state of early ch�ldhood learn�ng 
�n Canada, we need to exam�ne four ma�n areas of 
development: Phys�cal, cogn�t�ve, language and 
commun�cat�on, and emot�onal and soc�al development. 
These areas are l�nked and �nterdependent. 

Measurements of motor sk�lls, vocabulary, emot�onal 
control and soc�al �nteract�ons, for example, tell us about 
how Canad�an ch�ldren are develop�ng and matur�ng. We 
also need to know about the env�ronmental factors that 
�nfluence early ch�ldhood learn�ng. The most effect�ve 
measurements are those that are repeated at regular 
�ntervals and wh�ch therefore reveal trends. 

In the pages ahead, we explore the state of early ch�ldhood 
development �n Canada accord�ng to the follow�ng s�x 
�nd�cators:

b�rth we�ght
phys�cal development, �nclud�ng f�ne  
and gross motor development
cogn�t�ve development
language and commun�cat�ons sk�lls development
emot�onal and soc�al development
early ch�ldhood educat�on and care

We rev�ew the research on these �nd�cators, descr�be what 
�s known about Canada’s performance and progress, and 
h�ghl�ght areas for further attent�on and �nvest�gat�on.

•
•

•
•
•
•

2.2 Indicators of Early Childhood development

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
7 Jeffer�s B., C. Power, and C. Hertzman. “B�rthwe�ght, ch�ldhood soc�oeconom�c env�ronment, and cogn�t�ve development �n the 1958 Br�t�sh b�rth cohort study,”  

British Medical Journal, 325(7359):305 (Aug. 10, 2002).
8 Publ�c Health Agency of Canada. healthy Development of Children and Youth: the role of the Determinants of health (Ottawa: Health Canada, 1999).   

Ava�lable at www.phac-aspc.gc.ca.  Accessed Oct. 14, 2006.
9 Organ�sat�on for Econom�c Co-operat�on and Development. health at a Glance: oeCD indicators 2005 (Par�s: OECD, 2005).

 
tools of the trAde

Under an historic agreement on early childhood development reached by federal, provincial and territorial 
governments in September 2000, the Government of Canada promised to invest in programs and services  

for children under six and their families. All governments also undertook to report annually on progress in this  
vital field. This agreement has expanded the use of, and interest in, assessment and monitoring tools  

for early childhood development.

BirTh WeighT

The l�nk between low b�rth we�ght and r�sks to later 
development and learn�ng has been establ�shed for a long 
t�me. A recent study, for example, found that low b�rth 
we�ght �s assoc�ated w�th lower cogn�t�ve development at 
ages seven, 11 and 16.7

B�rth we�ght can also prov�de an �nd�cat�on of the 
env�ronmental factors �nfluenc�ng a ch�ld’s health and 
learn�ng, as low b�rth we�ght �s assoc�ated w�th poor 
nutr�t�on, smok�ng, and alcohol and drug use.8 

Soc�etal factors affect�ng b�rth we�ght �nclude a greater 
prevalence of fert�l�ty treatments and the �ncreased 
tendency for women to delay ch�ldbear�ng �nto the�r 30s 
or later.9

What do we know about Canada’s progress?
In 2003, 6% of Canad�an bab�es were born w�th low b�rth 
we�ghts (we�gh�ng less than 2.5 kg, or 5.5 lb.), a proport�on 
that has rema�ned constant for the past 25 years. The 
frequency of low b�rth we�ghts �n Canada �s sl�ghtly below 
the average among countr�es of the Organ�sat�on for 
Econom�c Co-operat�on and Development (OECD). The 
Scand�nav�an countr�es, Netherlands and South Korea 
have the smallest proport�on of low-we�ght b�rths.
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_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
10 Trast� N. and T. V�k. “Smok�ng �n Pregnancy and Ch�ldren’s Mental and Motor Development at Age 1 and 5 years,” early human Development, 55(2) (1999). pp.137–47.  

Also, Autt�-Ramo, I. and M. Granstrom. “The Psychomotor Development Dur�ng the F�rst year of L�fe of Infants Exposed to Intrauter�ne Alcohol of Var�ous Durat�on:  
Fetal Alcohol Exposure and Development,” Neuropediatrics, 22 (1991). pp.59–64. 

11 Solan, H. and R. Moslan. “Ch�ldren �n Poverty: Impact on Health, V�sual Development and School Fa�lure,” Journal of optometric Visual Development, 28 (1997) pp.7–25.
12 Doherty, G�ll�an. Zero to Six: the Basis for School readiness (Human Resources Development Canada, 1997).

Percentage of babies born with low birth weights, 
1980–2003

 1980 1990 2000 2003

Australia 5.6 1983 6.1 6.3 6.4 2002

Canada 5.8 5.5 5.6 5.8 2002

Denmark 5.8 5.2 4.9 5.5

Finland 3.9 3.6 4.3 4.1

France 5.2 1981 5.3 6.4 6.6

Germany 5.5 5.7 6.4 6.8

Iceland 3.4 2.9 3.9 3.1

Italy 5.6 5.6 6.7 6.5 2002

Japan 5.2 6.3 8.6 9.1

Korea .. 2.6 1993 3.8 4.1

Netherlands 4 1979 4.8 5.1 5.4 2002

New Zealand 5.8 6.2 6.4 6.1

Norway 3.8 4.6 5 4.9

Sweden 4.2 4.5 4.4 4.5

Switzerland 5.1 5.1 5.9 6.5 2002

United Kingdom 6.7 6.7 7.5 7.6

United States 6.8 7.1 7.6 7.9

Median 5.6 5.6 6.3 6.6

Source: OECD, health at a Glance 2005

physiCal developMenT and MoveMenT

Phys�cal development �n the early years �ncludes the 
development of the body, the senses, and sk�lls such as 
coord�nat�on and balance. A v�tal component of phys�cal 
maturat�on �s motor development, wh�ch �ncludes 
�ncreases �n strength, coord�nat�on and movement 
control. Motor development affects explorat�on, play and 
�nteract�on w�th peers, wh�ch �n turn �nfluence cogn�t�ve, 
language and soc�al development. 

In the f�rst two years of l�fe, a ch�ld exper�ences rap�d 
motor development. What beg�ns as a few spontaneous 
and reflex�ve movements progresses �nto purposeful arm 
mot�ons, greater balance, and a newfound ab�l�ty to s�t, 
crawl, stand and walk.  

From ages two to s�x, ch�ldren usually learn to run, jump, 
sk�p, cl�mb, catch and throw—sk�lls that are cr�t�cal for 
play, organ�zed sports and recreat�onal act�v�t�es. F�ne 
motor sk�lls are also necessary to prepare ch�ldren for 
common school tasks, such as controll�ng a penc�l and 
turn�ng pages. 

Many factors affect the development of motor sk�lls, 
even before b�rth. A mother’s consumpt�on of tobacco 
or alcohol dur�ng pregnancy,10 or maternal stress or 
depress�on, can have negat�ve �mpacts. Ch�ldren who l�ve 
�n cond�t�ons of poverty, homelessness or fam�ly v�olence 
are also more l�kely to suffer delays �n develop�ng bas�c 
motor sk�lls.11 

A ch�ld who does not master gross and f�ne motor sk�lls 
may struggle at school or develop feel�ngs of �nadequacy 
and frustrat�on.12

What do we know about Canada’s progress?
Gross motor skills

Gross motor sk�lls are requ�red for the movement of larger 
muscles �n the arms, legs, torso and feet.  These sk�lls 
were last assessed �n the Nat�onal Long�tud�nal Survey of 
Ch�ldren and youth (NLSCy) �n 2000–2001. Nearly 90% of 
ch�ldren aged four and f�ve were found to have average 
or above-average gross motor sk�lls. There was l�ttle 
d�fference between boys and g�rls. 

Gross motor skills, four- and five-year-olds, 2000–2001

 AVERAGE OR ABOVE DELAyED

Boys 88.8% 11.2%

Girls 89.7% 10.3%

Both sexes 89.2% 10.8%

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Nat�onal Long�tud�nal Survey of Ch�ldren and youth

Fine motor skills 

The NLSCy also assessed f�ne motor sk�lls, wh�ch �nvolve 
the coord�nated movement of the hands, f�ngers, toes, 
wr�sts and other smaller muscles. In 2002–2003, 88% of 
four-  and f�ve-year-olds were cons�dered to have average 
or above-average f�ne motor sk�lls. More boys (14%) were 
delayed �n the�r development than g�rls (9%). 

fine motor skills, four- and five-year-olds, 2002–2003

 AVERAGE OR ABOVE DELAyED

Boys 85.6% 14.4%

Girls 91.1% 8.9%

Both sexes 88.3% 11.7%

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Nat�onal Long�tud�nal Survey of Ch�ldren and youth
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_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
13 Berk, L. E. Child development,  Second Canad�an Ed�t�on (Toronto: Pearson Educat�on Canada, 2006).
14 Bukatko, D. and M. W. Daehler. Child development: a thematic approach, F�fth Ed�t�on (Boston: Houghton M�ffl�n, 2004).
15 Bradley, R. H., et al. “The Home Env�ronments of Ch�ldren �n the Un�ted States. Part I: Var�at�ons by Age, Ethn�c�ty, and Poverty Status,” Child Development, 72 (2001).  

pp. 1,844–1,867.
16 Lefebvre, P. and P. Merr�gan. Family Background, Family income, Maternal Work and Child Development (Ottawa: Human Resources Development Canada, 1998). Also, L�pps, 

G. and J. y�ptong-Av�la. From home to School–how Canadian Children Cope (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada’s Culture, Tour�sm and the Centre for Educat�on Stat�st�cs, 1999). 
Catalogue no. 89F0117XIE. Ava�lable at www.statcan.ca. Accessed Sept. 11, 2006.

17 Keat�ng, D. P. and F. K. M�ller. “Ind�v�dual Pathways �n Competence and Cop�ng: From Regulatory Systems to Hab�ts of M�nd,” Developmental health and the Wealth of 
Nations: Social, Biological and educational Dynamics (New york: Gu�lford Press, 1999). pp. 220–234.

18 Early Ch�ldhood Learn�ng Knowledge Centre. “Why �s H�gh-qual�ty Ch�ld Care Essent�al? The L�nk Between Qual�ty Ch�ld Care and Learn�ng,” Lessons in Learning  (Ottawa: 
Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng, 2006) Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca. Accessed Sept. 9, 2006.

19 Kohen, D., C. Hertzman and M. We�ns. “Env�ronmental Changes and Ch�ldren’s Competenc�es”. technical report, W-98-15E (Ottawa: Appl�ed Research Branch of Human 
Resources Development Canada, 1998). 

20 Bradley, R. H. “The Home Env�ronments of Ch�ldren �n the Un�ted States,” Child Development.
21 Fr�ed, P.A. “Tobacco Consumpt�on Dur�ng Pregnancy and �ts Impact on Ch�ld Development,” encyclopedia on early Childhood Development, Onl�ne vers�on (Montreal: Centre 

of Excellence for Early Ch�ldhood Development). Ava�lable at www.excellence-earlych�ldhood.ca. Accessed Oct. 12, 2006. 
22 W�llms, J. D. “Qual�ty and Inequal�ty �n Ch�ldren’s L�teracy: The Effects of Fam�l�es, Schools, and Commun�t�es,” Developmental health and the Wealth of Nations: Social, 

Biological and educational Dynamics (New york: Gu�lford Press, 1999). pp. 72–93.

CogniTive developMenT

Cogn�t�ve development �nvolves mental processes such 
as th�nk�ng and reason�ng. Every ch�ld develops at a 
d�fferent pace, but cogn�t�ve development generally 
tends to occur �n stages. 

Cognitive development milestones13,14

AGE

Zero–one 
month newborn reflexes; recogn�t�on memory for s�mple st�mul�

One–four 
months

deferred �m�tat�on of adults’ fac�al express�ons; some 
awareness of object permanence; l�m�ted ant�c�pat�on of 
events

Four–eight 
months

sens�b�l�ty to changes �n number or amount of th�ngs; 
development of object concept; use of shape, texture, and 
colour to �dent�fy objects; use of own body but also of s�mple 
landmark cues to locate objects �n space

Eight–12 
months

ab�l�ty to retr�eve an object from the f�rst locat�on �n wh�ch �t 
�s h�dden; categor�zat�on of soc�al st�mul� (for example, human 
versus non-human movement patterns); s�mple problem 
solv�ng by comb�n�ng sub-goals

12–18 
months

class�f�cat�on of objects accord�ng to phys�cal s�m�lar�t�es; 
explorat�on of objects by act�ng on them �n novel ways; 
exper�ment�ng w�th act�ons when solv�ng problems 

18–36 
months

at age two, memory span of about two �tems; use of nam�ng 
and look�ng as s�mple memory strateg�es; ab�l�ty to draw 
scr�bbles; elementary plann�ng capab�l�t�es

Three 
years

more complex themat�c object class�f�cat�on (objects that 
funct�on together or complement one another); recogn�t�on 
performance for 50-plus �tems; understand�ng that 
th�nk�ng �s someth�ng that takes place �ns�de oneself; bas�c 
understand�ng of numbers 1–10; ab�l�ty to use a symbol for 
a real-world event, as component of problem solv�ng; ch�ld’s 
scr�bbles now become p�ctures

Four years

bas�c understand�ng of how one can take the perspect�ve 
of another; understand�ng of pretend and make-believe; 
enhanced categor�zat�on sk�lls; concept of card�nal�ty (that 
the last number sa�d when count�ng �s the total); recall of 
three or four �tems can occur

Five–six 
years

understand�ng of conservat�on (e.g. the same amount of 
l�qu�d �n a beaker can look l�ke more or less depend�ng on 
the shape of the conta�ner); understand�ng relat�ons such 
as bigger and smaller; draw�ngs become more real�st�c; can 
d�st�ngu�sh between theory and ev�dence 

Many factors can promote or h�nder cogn�t�ve deve-
lopment. Development �s most l�kely to progress when:

parents encourage learn�ng through games and 
the use of appropr�ate play mater�als,15 
books are ava�lable and parents read to the�r ch�ldren,16 
mothers encourage the�r ch�ldren, show affect�on 
and engage �n the�r act�v�t�es,17

ch�ldren �n ch�ld care enjoy h�gh-qual�ty care w�th 
tra�ned careg�vers and organ�zed, age-appropr�ate 
and st�mulat�ng act�v�t�es,18

•

•
•

•

ch�ldren are ra�sed �n a safe and comfortable 
ne�ghbourhood19 and a clean env�ronment,20

ch�ldren are not exposed to tobacco, alcohol or 
drugs �n the womb,21 and
ch�ldren from h�gh-r�sk env�ronments are �ntegrated 
w�th those l�v�ng w�th more advantages.22 

What do we know about Canada’s progress?
The Nat�onal Long�tud�nal Survey of Ch�ldren and youth 
appl�ed two tests to assess cogn�t�ve development among 
ch�ldren aged four and f�ve.

The “Who Am I?” Test �nvolved copy�ng and 
wr�t�ng tasks des�gned to gauge a ch�ld’s ab�l�ty to 
conceptual�ze and reconstruct geometr�c shapes, 
and to understand and use symbols l�ke letters and 
words.
The Number Knowledge Assessment exam�ned a 
ch�ld’s early comprehens�on of numbers.

By both measures, most Canad�an ch�ldren demonstrated 
an average or advanced level of development �n 
2002–2003. However, s�gn�f�cant d�fferences were 
noted between ch�ldren from d�fferent soc�o-econom�c 
backgrounds.

In the “Who Am I?” Test, 21% of ch�ldren from low-
�ncome fam�l�es were cons�dered to have delayed 
development, compared to 13% of other ch�ldren. In 
the Number Knowledge Assessment, 26% of ch�ldren 
from low-�ncome fam�l�es showed delayed development, 
compared to 14% of other ch�ldren.

Cognitive development of four- and five-year-olds by 
family income, 2002–2003

DELAyED AVERAGE ADVANCED

“Who Am I?“ Test

Total 14.3% 74.5% 11.2%

Above LICO * 13.1% 75.2% 11.8%

Below LICO 21.0% 70.7% 8.3%

number Knowledge 
Assessment

Total 15.8% 72.7% 11.6%

Above LICO 14.0% 73.7% 12.4%

Below LICO 25.5% 67.1% 7.4%

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Nat�onal Long�tud�nal Survey of Ch�ldren and youth 
* Low �ncome cut-off 

•

•

•

•

•
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Although the r�sk of developmental delay �s greater for ch�ldren �n 
econom�cally d�sadvantaged fam�l�es, �t �s �mportant to note that ch�ldren 
from all soc�o-econom�c backgrounds can exper�ence developmental delay.  
In fact, the Ontar�o Ch�ld Health Study demonstrated that wh�le ch�ldren �n 
lower-�ncome fam�l�es were more l�kely than ch�ldren from wealth�er fam�l�es 
to have cogn�t�ve or behav�oural d�sorders, the greatest number of ch�ldren 
w�th these d�ff�cult�es �s actually from m�ddle-�ncome fam�l�es.

developmental disorders by family income, ages four to 16

FAMILy INCOME
RISK OF ONE OR MORE 

DISORDERS (PER 100 
CHILDREN)

PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL 
CASES OCCURRING AT EACH 

INCOME LEVEL

<$10,000 36.3 14.5%

$10,000–$25,000 17.4 26.5%

$25,000–$50,000 16.8 48.7%

>$50,000 14.9 10.3%

All Income Levels 18.2 100.0%

Source: Norr�e McCa�n, Margaret and J. Fraser Mustard. early Years Study Final report (Government of 
Ontar�o, Ontar�o Ch�ldren’s Secretar�at, 1999)

international comparisons

A 2002 study used the “Who Am I?” Test to compare the ab�l�ty of s�x-year-
old ch�ldren �n f�ve countr�es to understand and copy shapes and symbols. 
Canad�an ch�ldren scored h�gher overall than ch�ldren �n Sweden and Ind�a, 
about the same as those �n Austral�a, but lower than ch�ldren �n Hong Kong.

International comparison of “Who Am I?“ Test results, six-year-olds, 
2002
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Source: de Lemos, Molly. patterns of Young Children’s Development: an international Comparison of 
Development as assessed by Who am i?  (Gat�neau, Que.: Human Resources Development Canada, 2002). 

language and 
CoMMuniCaTion skills 
developMenT

From b�rth to age s�x, oral language 
�s p�votal for a ch�ld’s development.23 
In pr�mary and elementary schools, 
the acqu�s�t�on of language has an 
�mpact on a ch�ld’s capac�ty to read 
and wr�te,24 soc�al�ze25 and understand 
what �s go�ng on �n the classroom.26

For most ch�ldren, learn�ng to speak 
seems natural and effortless. Th�s 
�s not, however, always so. In fact, 
about 8–9% of young ch�ldren suffer 
from speech d�ff�cult�es.27 Speech 
�mped�ments, espec�ally �f they pers�st 
past the age of f�ve, �ncrease the r�sk 
of soc�al, academ�c and emot�onal 
problems later �n l�fe.28

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
23 Tombl�n, B. “L�teracy as an Outcome of Language Development and �ts Impact on Ch�ldren’s Psychosoc�al and Emot�onal Development,” encyclopedia on early Childhood 

Development, Onl�ne vers�on (Montreal: Centre of Excellence for Early Ch�ldhood Development). Ava�lable at www.excellence-earlych�ldhood.ca. Accessed on Sept. 12, 2006. 
24 Ehr�, L. C., et al. “Phonem�c Awareness Instruct�on Helps Ch�ldren Learn to Read: Ev�dence from the Nat�onal Read�ng Panel’s Meta-analys�s,” reading research Quarterly, 

36 (2001). pp. 250–287. Also, Storch, S. A. and G. J. Wh�tehurst. “Oral Language and Code-related Precursors of Read�ng: Ev�dence from a Long�tud�nal Structural Model,” 
Developmental psychology, 38 (2002). pp. 934–945.

25 Cohen, N. J. Language impairment and psychopathology in infants, children, and adolescents (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2001).
26 Wh�tehurst, G. J., and C. J. Lon�gan. “Ch�ld Development and Emergent L�teracy,” Child Development, 69 (3) (1998). pp. 848–872.
27 Nat�onal Inst�tute on Deafness and Other Commun�cat�on D�sorders. Statistics on voice, speech, and language (Bethesda, MD: Nat�onal Inst�tute on Deafness and Other 

Commun�cat�on D�sorders; Nat�onal Inst�tutes of Health). Ava�lable at www.n�dcd.n�h.gov. Accessed Sept. 14, 2006.
28 Glogowska, M., et al. “Early Speech-and-language-�mpa�red Ch�ldren: L�ngu�st�c, L�teracy, and Soc�al Outcomes,” Developmental Medicine and Child Neurology, 48 (2006).  

pp. 489–494. Also, Cohen, N.J. “The Impact of Language Development on the Psychosoc�al and Emot�onal Development of young Ch�ldren,” encyclopedia on early Childhood 
Development, Onl�ne vers�on. (Montreal: Centre of Excellence for Early Ch�ldhood Development). Ava�lable at www.excellence-earlych�ldhood.ca. Accessed Sept. 12, 2006.

 
Canadian researchers 

are leaders in the study 
of language and literacy 
impairments and their 

association with behavioural 
problems from infancy into 
the school years. Canadian 

researchers of the Canadian 
language and literacy 

research network (Cllrnet) 
are currently studying how 

early verbal delays  
are linked to social adjustment.
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_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
29 Partly adapted from De Ma�o, Lou�s J. Stages of Language Development (Moorhead, MN: Parent-Ch�ld Commun�cat�on Program of M�nnesota State Un�vers�ty). Ava�lable at 

http://www.mnstate.edu/pccp/. Accessed Oct. 13, 2006.
30 Amer�can Psych�atr�c Assoc�at�on. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Ed�t�on, text rev�s�on (Wash�ngton, D.C.: 2000).
31 Hart, B. and T. R. R�sley. Meaningful differences in the everyday experience of young american children (Balt�more, U.S.: Paul H. Brookes Publ�sh�ng, 1995).
32 Tam�s-LeMonda, C. S., M. H. Bornste�n and L. Baumwell. “Maternal Respons�veness and Ch�ldren’s Ach�evement of Language M�lestones,” Child Development, 72 (2001).  

pp. 748–767.
33 Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng. “How Parents Foster Early L�teracy,” Lessons in Learning (Ottawa: 2006). Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca. Accessed Feb. 1, 2006.

Early language development generally occurs �n the 
follow�ng sequence:29

Birth to one year

sounds and non-verbal commun�cat�ve acts; 
from e�ght to 12 months, there �s more control 
over vocal�zat�on and the use of �nvented words, 
gestur�ng and gaze d�rect�on 

One to two years the f�rst mean�ngful words are spoken and a 
vocabulary beg�ns to emerge  

Two to three years the order�ng of words and sentences po�nts to the 
development of grammar sk�lls

Three to five years

cont�nued �ncrease �n sentence length and the 
format�on of complex sentences s�gnal the 
consol�dat�on and advancement of language 
learn�ng 

Factors �nfluenc�ng language learn�ng �nclude:30

a fam�ly h�story of language or learn�ng d�ff�cult�es,
gender, as males have a h�gher rate of language 
and learn�ng d�ff�cult�es, and
neurolog�cal �njury or other types of phys�cal 
d�sorders that lead to learn�ng d�ff�cult�es.

External factors also affect language development, 
�nclud�ng:

how much parents speak to the ch�ld and the 
complex�ty of the�r vocabulary and grammar,31

how much parents or other careg�vers read to the 
ch�ld, part�cularly as th�s develops an emot�onal 
closeness, and
the mother’s ab�l�ty to respond verbally to the 
focus of the ch�ld’s attent�on and act�v�t�es.32

Read�ng w�th the ch�ld, often and regularly, promotes 
language development, espec�ally �f the ch�ld �s asked 
quest�ons and �s engaged �n the act�v�ty. Other ways to 
promote language �nclude rec�t�ng poems, teach�ng the 
ch�ld to recogn�ze letters and the�r sounds, and teach�ng 
ch�ldren to recogn�ze and wr�te the�r names.33

•
•

•

•

•

•

What do we know about Canada’s progress?
receptive vocabulary

The Peabody P�cture Vocabulary Test–Rev�sed (PPVT-R) 
assesses recept�ve vocabulary—or the words a ch�ld can 
understand—at ages four and f�ve. The test, �ncluded �n 
Canada �n the NLSCy, requ�res the ch�ld to �dent�fy p�ctures 
that match words be�ng read out by an �nterv�ewer.

Most Canad�an ch�ldren assessed w�th the PPVT-R s�nce 
1994–1995 showed average or advanced progress �n th�s 
area. The proport�on of ch�ldren scor�ng �n the delayed 
range showed a sl�ght decl�ne, from 16% �n 1994–1995 
to 13% �n 2002–2003, the most recent year for wh�ch 
stat�st�cs are ava�lable.

PPVT-R test of language development, four- and five-
year-olds, 1994–1995 to 2002–2003

yEAR DELAyED AVERAGE ADVANCED

1994–1995 15.9% 68.8% 15.3%

1996–1997 16.7% 69.5% 13.9%

1998–1999 15.9% 70.8% 13.3%

2000–2001 14.5% 69.1% 16.4%

2002–2003 13.1% 69.6% 17.3%

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Nat�onal Long�tud�nal Survey of Ch�ldren and youth

More than one-quarter of ch�ldren from low-�ncome fam�l�es 
were cons�dered to have delayed recept�ve vocabulary 
development, compared to 11% of other ch�ldren.  

PPVT-R test of language development, four- and five-
year-olds by family income, 2002–2003

DELAyED AVERAGE ADVANCED

Canada 13.1% 69.6% 17.3%

Above LICO * 10.7% 70.2% 19.1%

Below LICO 26.1% 66.4% 7.6%

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Nat�onal Long�tud�nal Survey of Ch�ldren and youth 
*Low �ncome cut-off
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Communication skills

The NLSCy assesses commun�cat�on sk�lls by measur�ng a ch�ld’s capac�ty 
to vocal�ze, understand oral speech, and pass a message on to someone 
else. In 2002–2003, almost 90% of ch�ldren aged four to f�ve had average or 
better commun�cat�on sk�lls. However, more boys (14%) than g�rls (8%) fell 
w�th�n the range cons�dered delayed.

Communication skills of four- and five-year-olds, 2002–2003

Average or above Delayed

Boys 86.5% 13.5%

Girls 92.5% 7.5%

Both sexes 89.4% 10.6%

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Nat�onal Long�tud�nal Survey of Ch�ldren and youth

reading to children

A h�gher proport�on of ch�ldren under the age of s�x were be�ng read to da�ly 
by the�r parents or other adults �n 2002–2003 (67%) than �n 1994–1995 (56%), 
accord�ng to the NLSCy. Aga�n, the survey demonstrated a l�nk between a 
fam�ly’s soc�o-econom�c status and �ts l�kel�hood of da�ly read�ng. In 2002–
2003, 58% of ch�ldren �n low-�ncome fam�l�es were read to da�ly, compared 
to 69% of other ch�ldren.

Proportion of children, from birth to five years, being read to daily, 1994–1995 to 2002–2003

56.3% 59.1%
64.5% 66.2% 67.3%
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Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Nat�onal Long�tud�nal Survey of Ch�ldren and youth

 
More on eArly 

literACy

For further information, 
please see How 

Parents Foster Early 
Literacy, published by 
the Canadian Council 
on Learning as part of 
its Lessons in Learning 

series. Available at 
www.ccl-cca.ca. 
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_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
34 Bowlby, J. attachment and Loss, Vol. 1 (New york, Ny: Bas�c Books, 1969).
35 Bo�v�n, M. “The Or�g�n of Peer Relat�onsh�p D�ff�cult�es �n Early Ch�ldhood and the�r Impact on Ch�ldren’s Psychosoc�al Adjustment and Development,” encyclopedia on early 

Childhood Development, Onl�ne vers�on (Montreal: Centre of Excellence for Early Ch�ldhood Development, 2005). Ava�lable at www.excellence-earlych�ldhood.ca.  
Accessed Sept. 15, 2006.

36 Côté, S.M., et al. “The Development of Phys�cal Aggress�on from Toddlerhood to Pre-adolescence: A Nat�on-w�de Long�tud�nal Study of Canad�an Ch�ldren,” Journal of 
abnormal Child psychology, 34(1) (2006). pp. 71–85.

eMoTional and soCial developMenT

Ch�ldren �n the�r early years have to learn to l�ve w�th 
others and to develop relat�onsh�ps. The emot�onal 
and soc�al development of young ch�ldren �nvolves the 
follow�ng: 

the development of social and emotional bonds  
of attachment with a significant adult, usually  
the parent
These bonds are part�cularly �mportant dur�ng t�mes 
of d�stress, s�ckness or fat�gue.34 Such bonds also 
teach �ndependence, the capac�ty to �nteract w�th 
others and to recogn�ze emot�onal s�gnals.

the ability to control emotions
Emot�onal and behav�oural self-control, wh�ch 
typ�cally beg�ns at the age of two, �s assoc�ated 
w�th an ab�l�ty to pay attent�on and concentrate, 
and to regulate emot�onal responses �n d�fferent 
env�ronments.

integration within peer groups
From the age of one, a ch�ld can �nteract w�th other 
ch�ldren.35 L�m�ted at f�rst, these �nteract�ons become 
�ncreas�ngly �mportant and frequent by the t�me 
the ch�ld �s �n school or ch�ld care. Peer �nteract�ons 
teach soc�al rules and cues. As ch�ldren �ntegrate �nto 
the�r peer groups, they learn to suppress aggress�ve 
behav�our, understand group soc�al structures, 
develop leadersh�p sk�lls and form fr�endsh�ps. 

Steps �n a ch�ld’s emot�onal and soc�al development �nclude:

Six months Infants can commun�cate w�th other �nfants through sm�l�ng, 
touch�ng and babbl�ng.

One year Most ch�ldren can part�c�pate w�th the�r peers �n act�v�t�es 
related to objects.

Two years Ch�ldren can play w�th other ch�ldren, �m�tate others, and 
change the�r roles �n play.

Three to five 
years

Pro-soc�al behav�our, or behav�our �ntended to help or 
benef�t others, and games of s�mulat�on are developed 
and aggress�ve behav�our d�m�n�shes. At four, ch�ldren can 
name the�r best fr�ends and d�st�ngu�sh between peers they 
l�ke and d�sl�ke.

•

•

•

What do we know about Canada’s progress?
To gauge the soc�al and emot�onal development of 
Canad�an ch�ldren, the Nat�onal Long�tud�nal Survey 
of Ch�ldren and youth (NLSCy) measured phys�cal 
aggress�on (bully�ng, be�ng mean, f�ght�ng), �nd�rect 
aggress�on (tak�ng revenge, tell�ng secrets, spread�ng 
goss�p), and personal and soc�al matur�ty. 

As the tables on the follow�ng pages reveal, gender 
d�fferences are common. As toddlers, more boys (16%) 
than g�rls (13%) show h�gh levels of phys�cal aggress�on. 
The proport�on of pre-school ch�ldren d�splay�ng h�gh 
degrees of �nd�rect aggress�veness decreased from 
11% �n 1994–1995 to 7% �n 2002–2003. G�rls, however, 
were cons�stently more l�kely to demonstrate �nd�rect 
aggress�ve behav�our. 

On the other hand, the proport�on of g�rls (11%) 
cons�dered to have delayed development �n personal 
and soc�al sk�lls was almost half that for boys (20%). 

 
trends in physiCAl Aggression

The NLSCY illustrates three distinct trends 
in physical aggression as a child matures 

from toddler age to pre-adolescence.  
For most children (83%) physical aggression 

decreased over this period, but one in 
six children retained their aggressive 

behaviour. 

Children with consistently high levels of 
aggression tended to be boys, to come 
from low-income families, and to have 

mothers with little education. The mothers, 
moreover, were more likely to report 
more hostile and ineffective parenting 

strategies.36 
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37 Early Ch�ldhood Learn�ng Knowledge Centre. “Why �s H�gh-qual�ty Ch�ld Care Essent�al?” Lessons in Learning (Ottawa: Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng, 2006).  

Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca. Accessed May 31, 2006.
38 McCartney, K. “Current Research on Ch�ld Care Effects,” encyclopedia on early Childhood Development, Onl�ne vers�on (Montreal: Centre of Excellence for Early Ch�ldhood 

Development, 2004). Ava�lable at www.excellence-earlych�ldhood.ca. Accessed Nov. 2, 2006.

Physical aggressiveness among 
two- and three-year-olds,  
2002–2003

AVERAGE HIGH

Both sexes 85.4% 14.6%

Boys 84.0% 16.0%

Girls 87.0% 13.1%

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Nat�onal Long�tud�nal 
Survey of Ch�ldren and youth

Indirect aggressiveness among 
four- and five-year-olds,  
2002–2003

AVERAGE HIGH

Both sexes 92.9% 7.1%

Boys 93.3% 6.7%

Girls 92.5% 7.6%

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Nat�onal Long�tud�nal 
Survey of Ch�ldren and youth

Personal/social development 
among four- and five-year-olds, 
2002–2003

DELAyED AVERAGE OR 
ABOVE

Both sexes 15.7% 84.3%

Boys 20.3% 79.7%

Girls 10.9% 89.1%

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Nat�onal Long�tud�nal 
Survey of Ch�ldren and youth

Children aged four and five with high levels of indirect aggressiveness, 1994–1995 to 2002–2003
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early Childhood eduCaTion and Care

The env�ronment �n wh�ch ch�ldren are ra�sed has an 
�mpact on all developmental areas.  Th�s env�ronment 
�ncludes the home and commun�ty, organ�zed educat�onal 
sett�ngs, and ch�ld care. Parents and other adults are 
key to ensur�ng ch�ldren grow up �n env�ronments that 
encourage learn�ng and healthy development.

Ch�ld care outs�de the home �s a real�ty for many ch�ldren. 
In 2002–2003, more than half (53%) of Canad�an ch�ldren 
aged s�x months to f�ve years were �n some k�nd of non-
parental ch�ld-care arrangement. Recent stud�es on the 
�mpact of ch�ld care on ch�ldren’s development have 
revealed both advantages and d�sadvantages, depend�ng 
on the c�rcumstances.37 H�gh-qual�ty ch�ld care, however, 
does appear to br�ng benef�ts for many ch�ldren.38 

Elements of h�gh-qual�ty ch�ld care �nclude:
a h�gh adult–ch�ld rat�o
small group s�zes
careg�vers w�th post-secondary tra�n�ng
a pos�t�ve relat�onsh�p between care  
prov�ders and ch�ldren
well def�ned spaces
well structured and planned curr�cula
s�gn�f�cant parental �nvolvement

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
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distribution of Canadian children aged six months to five years by child-care arrangement, 2002–2003

No non-parental, 
child-care arrangement 

47%

Outside the home 
with relative, 16% 

With some type of 
non-parental, child-care 

arrangement 

53%

In own home 
with relative, 14%

Day-care 
centre, 28%

In own home with 
non-relative, 8% 

Other
5%

Outside the home 
with non-relative, 30% 

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Nat�onal Long�tud�nal Survey of Ch�ldren and youth

As a proport�on of Gross Domest�c Product (GDP), Canada’s publ�c 
expend�tures on early ch�ldhood serv�ces, �nclud�ng ch�ld care, were the 
lowest among 14 OECD countr�es that reported th�s �nformat�on �n 2004. 
Canada spent 0.25% of GDP on early ch�ldhood serv�ces for ch�ldren up to 
age s�x. The Scand�nav�an countr�es, by contrast, spent between 1% and 2% 
of GDP.39

Public expenditures on services for children to age six, as a proportion 
of GdP, 2004
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Source: OECD, Starting Strong ii: early Childhood education and Care, 2006

 
More on quAlity Child CAre

For more information, please see “Why is high-quality Child Care essential?” published online in  
CCL’s Lessons in Learning series on May 31, 2006. it is available at www.ccl-cca.ca. 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
39 OECD. Starting Strong ii: early Childhood education and Care (Par�s: OECD, 2006). Ava�lable at www.oecd.org. Accessed Oct. 12, 2006.
40 Un�ted Nat�ons Educat�onal, Sc�ent�f�c and Cultural Organ�zat�on. “Strong Foundat�ons: Early Ch�ldhood Care and Educat�on,” education for all Global Monitoring report 2007 

(Par�s: UNESCO Publ�sh�ng, 2006).

Canada also tra�ls other developed 
countr�es �n publ�c per-pup�l spend�ng 
on early ch�ldhood educat�on, 
wh�ch �ncludes nursery school and 
k�ndergarten. Among North Amer�can 
and Western European countr�es 
w�th comparable data, Canada �s �n a 
second t�er beh�nd Denmark, Austr�a, 
Netherlands, France, Germany and 
Italy. Canada, wh�ch spent $4,194 per 
ch�ld on pre-pr�mary educat�on �n 2002, 
was ahead of Spa�n, F�nland, Sw�tzerland 
and Greece. (All data are expressed �n 
constant 2003 U.S. dollars.)40
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_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
41 OECD. Starting Strong ii: early Childhood education and Care, 2006.

Public per-pupil spending on pre-primary education, 2002–2003
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the view froM outside

Canada has significant strengths in early childhood education and care, according to an OECD review.41  
In particular, the review praised policies allowing parents to take paid leave of up to a year, and Quebec’s 
advances in early education and child care. Even so, the study noted that Canada’s early childhood policies  

are fragmented and uneven, and called for a more comprehensive and coherent approach. 

Beyond ch�ld care and early ch�ldhood educat�on, there 
are many other organ�zed act�v�t�es for young ch�ldren and 
the�r fam�l�es, �nclud�ng play groups, �nfant st�mulat�on 
programs, parent-and-ch�ld lessons, l�brary story t�me or 
other read�ng programs. A ch�ld’s part�c�pat�on �n such 
act�v�t�es can help develop school read�ness. In 2002–
2003, 43% of Canad�an ch�ldren under s�x engaged �n 
organ�zed act�v�t�es.

Children under age six participating in organized 
activities, by province and nationally, 2002–2003

Canada 43.3%

Newfoundland and Labrador 47.6%

Prince Edward Island 43.3%

Nova Scotia 47.4%

New Brunswick 38.1%

Quebec 32.4%

Ontario 43.7%

Manitoba 46.0%

Saskatchewan 43.9%

Alberta 49.5%

British Columbia 54.2%

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Nat�onal Long�tud�nal Survey of Ch�ldren and youth

 
plAy And leArn

Research has demonstrated the importance 
of unstructured, spontaneous play in early 

development. Play nourishes every aspect of 
children’s development. It shapes the intellectual, 
social, physical and emotional skills necessary for 

success in school and life.  

For more information, please see “Let the  
Children Play: Nature’s Answer to Early Learning,” 

the Canadian Council on Learning’s Lessons in 
Learning edition of Nov. 8, 2006, available at:  

www.ccl-cca.ca.
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2.3 The Road Ahead

Where does Canada sTand?
The research leaves no doubt that early ch�ldhood 
learn�ng and development are v�tal for l�felong learn�ng 
and l�fe read�ness. And yet, many Canad�an ch�ldren are 
not exper�enc�ng opt�mal early development. 

In fact, one �n four ch�ldren �s enter�ng Grade 1 w�th 
learn�ng or behav�oural d�ff�cult�es that could affect future 
success �n academ�cs and l�fe �n general.42 Although some 
ch�ldren are at greater r�sk of developmental delays, such 
problems affect ch�ldren �n all demograph�c groups.  

Internat�onal stud�es suggest that Canada �s tra�l�ng other 
OECD countr�es �n �ts level of publ�c comm�tment to early 
ch�ldhood learn�ng. But �n order to assess the �mpact of 
th�s f�nd�ng, �t �s �mportant to understand the current 
developmental status of Canad�an ch�ldren, and how th�s 
status can be �mproved through �nvestment.

Toward that end, governments �n Canada have been 
f�nd�ng new ways to mon�tor and report on the status of 
early ch�ldhood learn�ng and development. Every year, 
for �nstance, Human Resources and Soc�al Development 
Canada and Health Canada �ssue a publ�cat�on ent�tled 
the Well-being of Canada’s Young Children: Government 
of Canada report, wh�ch descr�bes progress under 
federal–prov�nc�al agreements on early ch�ldhood 
development and care. The document deta�ls the status 
of young ch�ldren �n each prov�nce, the state of early 
learn�ng and ch�ld-care programs and serv�ces, and annual 
expend�tures on early ch�ldhood development.43 

S�gn�f�cant �nformat�on on early ch�ldhood development 
has come to l�ght through the creat�on of new data 
sources. Examples, wh�ch are descr�bed �n greater deta�l 
on pages 21 to 22, �nclude:

Early Development Instrument
L�nked prov�nc�al databases �n Man�toba
The Early years Evaluat�on 
The Quebec Long�tud�nal Study of Ch�ld 
Development
Understand�ng the Early years

•
•
•
•

•

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
42 W�llms, D. Vulnerable Children (Edmonton: Un�vers�ty of Alberta Press, 2002). Also, Kershaw, P., et al. the British Columbia atlas of Child Development, F�rst ed�t�on (Human 

Early Learn�ng Partnersh�p and Western Geograph�cal Press, 2005).
43 The Federal/Prov�nc�al/Terr�tor�al Commun�qué on Early Ch�ldhood Development �s ava�lable at www.ecd-elcc.ca/en/ecd/ecd_home.shtml.  
44 OECD. Early Ch�ldhood Educat�on and Care Pol�cy: Canada Country Note (Par�s: OECD D�rectorate for Educat�on). Ava�lable at  

www.sdc.gc.ca/en/cs/sp/sdc/socpol/publ�cat�ons/reports/2004-002619/Country.pdf. Accessed Sept. 26, 2006.

WhaT don’T We knoW?
As �llum�nat�ng as they are, these new data sources 
have so far prov�ded only a fragmented p�cture. There 
�s s�gn�f�cant room to expand these types of �n�t�at�ves to 
further enr�ch what we know about early learn�ng across 
all of Canada. 

At a pan-Canad�an level, the �nformat�on on early ch�ldhood 
learn�ng that �s currently collected does not tell us 
everyth�ng we need to know e�ther. Moreover, we lack the 
k�nd of data that would allow us to compare our domest�c 
s�tuat�on w�th the s�tuat�on of ch�ldren l�v�ng abroad.

In short, as the OECD has made clear,44 there �s 
s�gn�f�cant scope to expand our research and deepen our 
understand�ng of early learn�ng across Canada.  

WhaT Will CCl do?
Early ch�ldhood learn�ng �s one of f�ve pr�or�t�es for the 
Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng.  CCL has establ�shed the 
Early Ch�ldhood Learn�ng Knowledge Centre to mon�tor 
and report on the state of early learn�ng �n Canada. The 
knowledge centre �s a consort�um of organ�zat�ons led by 
the Centre of Excellence for Early Ch�ldhood Development 
at the Un�vers�té de Montréal. In early 2007, CCL plans to 
publ�sh the f�rst �n a ser�es of deta�led reports on early 
ch�ldhood learn�ng.  

Currently, many �nd�cators of early learn�ng are assessed 
just before school age. The Early Ch�ldhood Learn�ng 
Knowledge Centre �ntends to promote the use of 
add�t�onal �nd�cators that g�ve us useful �nformat�on 
on ch�ld development, from before b�rth to the age 
of four. We w�ll also h�ghl�ght �nd�cators related to the 
env�ronment �n wh�ch ch�ldren are grow�ng up, �nclud�ng 
the resources and serv�ces that are ava�lable to fam�l�es.

CCL �s also mak�ng changes to �ts Compos�te Learn�ng 
Index, �n order to �nclude early ch�ldhood development.
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The early DevelopmenT 
InsTrumenT

The Early Development Instrument (EDI)  
was created in 1997 to assess child 
development and school readiness at 
kindergarten age. It was designed by the 
Offord Centre for Child Studies (formerly 
the Canadian Centre for Studies of 
Children at Risk) at McMaster University 
in Hamilton, Ont., in partnership with 
the Founders’ Network and the Early 
Years Action Group in North York, Ont.

The EDI serves as an outcome measure 
for early life and as a baseline measure 
for the school years. Through a checklist 
filled out by kindergarten teachers, the 
instrument gauges physical health and 
well-being, social competence, emotional 
maturity, language and cognitive 
development, and communication skills 
and general knowledge. 

Each category contains a vulnerability 
threshold. Children who score below 
the threshold are said to be limited or 
vulnerable in that particular domain of 
their development. Communities are 
informed of the proportion of vulnerable 
children within their geographic 
boundaries.

The EDI gathers data on about half of 
all five-year-olds in Canada. It is used 
in British Columbia, Manitoba, Ontario 
and other regions of the country. 

In British Columbia, for instance, the 
Human Early Learning Partnership 
(HELP) used the EDI to identify school 
districts where children were most in 
need of interventions. (See map.) 

For more information on the EDI,  
please see: 
www.offordcentre.com/readiness/
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The early years evaluaTIon

The Early Years Evaluation (EYE) is designed to help 
educators assess the skills of children aged four to six, who 
are making the transition to school.45 Five aspects of early 
child development and school-readiness are evaluated:

awareness of self and the environment  
(general knowledge)
social skills, behaviour and  
approaches to learning
cognitive skills
language and communication
physical development

The evaluation consists of a 10-minute assessment by a teacher 
and a direct assessment completed by the child over 20 to 30 
minutes. KSI Research International Inc. has conducted three 
pilot studies to assess the reliability of EYE. 

More information is available at:  
www.ksiresearch.com/eye/ 

•

•

•
•
•
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_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
45 Information presented here on the EYE is largely based on Willms, J. D., and J. Beswick. 

The Early Years Evaluation–Teacher Assessment (KSI Research International Inc.) Available at 
www.ksiresearch.com/eye/. Accessed Sept. 29, 2006. 

46 The Institut de la statistique de Québec. Quebec Longitudinal Study of Child Development 
(Quebec). Available at www.jesuisjeserai.stat.gouv.qc.ca/.

lInkeD provIncIal DaTabases 
In manIToba

The Manitoba Centre for Health Policy 
(MCHP) at the University of Manitoba uses 
anonymous administrative databases that 
can be linked together for specific research 
projects (www.umanitoba.ca/centres/mchp/
data.htm). 

While the link between socio-economic 
status (SES) and school performance is 
generally well established, the creative use 
of provincial databases allowed the MCPH 
to produce even more telling statistics for 
a project known as the Child Health Atlas 
2004.

The top graph (right) illustrates what 
schools see when they review Education 
Ministry data on the performance of 
children taking the standardized Grade 
3 language arts test. Ninety-four percent 
of students living in high-SES areas 
passed the test, compared to 83% of 
those from low-SES areas.

However, the bottom graph (right) tells 
a different story. In this case, researchers 
included more comprehensive popu-
lation-registry information. When all 
children who should have been in 
Grade 3 in Winnipeg in 1998–1999 
were included in the expanded dataset, 
only 50% of the children from low-SES 

unDersTanDIng The early years

Understanding the Early Years (UEY) is a research 
initiative funded by Human Resources and Social 
Development Canada. Under UEY, participating 
communities receive information on the school 
readiness of their kindergarten children, family 
and community factors that influence children’s 
development, and the availability of local resources for 
children and families. 

The Quebec longITuDInal sTuDy of chIlD 
DevelopmenT 
The Quebec Longitudinal Study of Child Development 
(QLSCD)46 aims to identify factors that affect the social 
development and academic performance of young 
people in the province. 

The first round of the QLSCD began in 1998 with a cohort 
of 2,120 children born in 1997–1998. The children were 
surveyed annually from the age of five months to four 
years. A second phase of the study is now underway and 
will continue until 2011.

For more information, please see:  
www.jesuisjeserai.stat.gouv.qc.ca/etude_an.htm 

Launched in 1999 in North York, Ont., UEY was 
refined as a pilot project in 12 communities. It has 
been a pan-Canadian program since 2004, with up 
to 100 communities receiving support between 2005 
and 2008.

More information is available at:  
www.sdc.gc.ca/en/hip/sd/300_UEYInfo.shtml 

families passed the test. Children from the lowest SES group were 
more likely to have failed the test, been absent or exempted, or 
had already been held back at least one grade and were therefore 
no longer with their Grade 3 cohort. 

More details on this project may be found at:  
www.umanitoba.ca/centres/mchp/reports/child_inequalities/

Performance of Winnipeg pupils on standardized Grade 3 
language arts test, by socio-economic status, 1998–1999
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3.1  Introduction

Schools have always played a p�votal role �n the l�ves 
of ch�ldren, fam�l�es and commun�t�es. They are often 
the geograph�cal centre and the soc�al anchor of a 
ne�ghbourhood—a place to gather, to play and to learn. 

From k�ndergarten through h�gh school, Canad�an schools 
equ�p ch�ldren w�th a tremendous range of sk�lls, from 
the most bas�c to the very advanced. By expos�ng young 
people to new exper�ences, d�fferent types of people and 
the joy of d�scovery, these f�rst 13 or 14 years of formal 
educat�on help shape the ch�ld and future.

Schools help to prepare ch�ldren for the rest of the�r l�ves. 
Schools teach sk�lls and knowledge, as well as the process 
for acqu�r�ng them. Wh�le work�ng to �nst�l a love of learn�ng, 
schools can also teach respons�b�l�ty, values and good 
c�t�zensh�p.

School �s also a place for ch�ldren to feel safe and secure, 
protected from bull�es and other menaces. It �s a place to 
learn about good health and w�se l�festyle cho�ces, and 
to pract�se the soc�al sk�lls that br�ng �nd�v�duals together 
�nto commun�t�es.

lEARnInG In SCHool

yet for all the potent�ally pos�t�ve attr�butes of school�ng, 
h�gh-school graduat�on �s no longer enough for many 
young Canad�ans. The workplaces of today demand 
workers w�th advanced tra�n�ng, sk�lls and credent�als. 
There are already s�gn�f�cant sk�lls shortages �n Canada, 
made worse by an �ncreas�ngly compet�t�ve global market 
for h�ghly tra�ned people.

Canada’s pr�mary and secondary educat�on systems can 
no longer fulf�l those demands; the challenge must be 
shared by post-secondary and other tra�n�ng �nst�tut�ons, 
�deally �n conjunct�on w�th employers, labour and the 
broader commun�ty. 

Th�s chapter exam�nes the state of learn�ng �n Canada’s 
elementary, secondary and post-secondary schools—
what students are learn�ng, how they’re learn�ng �t, 
whether schools are prepar�ng young people to succeed 
�n the Canad�an workplace, and how we compare w�th 
other countr�es.
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In order to gauge the performance of Canada’s school-
based learn�ng system, we w�ll exam�ne the ava�lable 
research related to f�ve ma�n �nd�cators:

student sk�lls
c�t�zensh�p educat�on, �nclud�ng pol�t�cal and 
h�stor�cal knowledge, as well as pol�t�cal part�c�pa-
t�on by young people
student health and safety
h�gh-school dropout rates
enrolment �n post-secondary learn�ng �nst�tut�ons, 
�nclud�ng reg�stered apprent�cesh�ps

sTudenT skills

Dur�ng the�r elementary and secondary school years, 
Canad�an youth must develop bas�c sk�lls �n read�ng, 
mathemat�cs, problem solv�ng and sc�ence. 

L�teracy and related sk�lls are cr�t�cal for further educat�on 
and future f�nanc�al and soc�al success.1 They g�ve 
young people the capac�ty for �nnovat�ve th�nk�ng and 
the adaptab�l�ty requ�red �n today’s knowledge-based 
economy. People w�th h�gh levels of l�teracy are more 
l�kely to be engaged �n soc�ety, wh�ch benef�ts them as 
well as the�r commun�t�es. 

People w�th low l�teracy sk�lls, by contrast, tend to have 
more trouble f�nd�ng a job, w�ll usually earn less �ncome, 
and are less l�kely to rece�ve employer-funded tra�n�ng to 
enhance the�r sk�lls later �n l�fe. 

•
•

•
•
•

3.2 Indicators of learning in School

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
1 Stat�st�cs Canada and the Organ�sat�on for Econom�c Co-operat�on and Development (OECD). Learning a Living: First results of the adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (Ottawa 

and Par�s: 2005).

 
For a more detailed discussion of Canada’s literacy 

skills and challenges, please refer to the special 
feature on literacy in this publication, entitled 
Learning and Literacy: Canada’s Challenges.

What do we know about Canada’s progress?
The read�ng, math, sc�ence and problem-solv�ng sk�lls of 
15-year-olds are assessed through the Programme for 
Internat�onal Student Assessment (PISA). The results can 
be compared across Canada, and aga�nst the performance 
of students �n other countr�es. 

Canada was s�gn�f�cantly above the OECD average �n  
all four sk�ll doma�ns �n 2003. Wh�le all Canad�an  
prov�nces performed at or above the OECD averages, 
s�gn�f�cant d�fferences were apparent �n the results of 
�nd�v�dual prov�nces.

Canada performed part�cularly well �n read�ng sk�lls, 
plac�ng—along w�th Austral�a, Korea, Hong Kong, New 
Zealand and L�echtenste�n—just beh�nd f�rst-place F�nland. 

In mathemat�cs, Hong Kong-Ch�na and F�nland 
performed s�gn�f�cantly better than Canada.  Canada’s 
performance was at roughly the same level as Korea, 
Netherlands, L�echtenste�n, Japan, Belg�um, Macao-
Ch�na and Sw�tzerland.  

In problem solv�ng and sc�ence, the sk�lls of Canad�an 
students were weaker than �n read�ng and mathemat�cs. 
Canad�ans were outperformed by youth �n four other 
countr�es.
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Reading skills of 15-year-olds, international comparisons, 2003
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Mathematics skills of 15-year-olds, international comparisons, 2003
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Problem-solving skills of 15-year-olds, international comparisons, 2003
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Science skills of 15-year-olds, international comparisons, 2003
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When the 2003 results are compared to a s�m�lar 
survey conducted �n 2000, no s�gn�f�cant change can 
be detected �n the read�ng performance of Canad�an 
students. Sc�ence scores, however, dropped sl�ghtly over 
th�s three-year �nterval. Changes �n the assessment tools 
make �t �mposs�ble to compare 2000 and 2003 results �n 
mathemat�cs. Problem-solv�ng sk�lls were not assessed at 
all �n 2000.2  

Demographic differences

Canad�an g�rls outperformed boys �n read�ng, wh�le boys 
scored h�gher �n mathemat�cs. The d�fference �n the 
mathemat�cs scores was small—an average of 11 po�nts, 
or one-s�xth of a prof�c�ency level. The d�fference �n the 
read�ng levels was more s�gn�f�cant, w�th g�rls scor�ng an 
average of 32 po�nts h�gher than boys.
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Sept. 13, 2006.

6 Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng. “Fall�ng voter turnout: Is �t l�nked to d�m�n�shed c�v�cs educat�on?” Lessons in Learning (Ottawa: 2006). Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca.  
Accessed Nov. 16, 2006.

7 Osbourne, K. “Publ�c school�ng and c�t�zensh�p �n Canada,” Canadian ethnic Studies, Vol. 32 No. 1 (Calgary: Canad�an Ethn�c Stud�es Assoc�at�on, 2000).
8 Howe, Paul. “Where have all the voters gone?” inroads: the Canadian Journal of opinion, No. 12 (W�nter/Spr�ng 2003). pp. 74–83.

In sc�ence, boys performed only sl�ghtly better than g�rls. 
There was no apprec�able d�fference between genders �n 
problem-solv�ng sk�lls.3 

In compar�son to other OECD countr�es, fam�ly �ncome 
�n Canada was found to have a below-average �mpact 
on student sk�lls.4 In read�ng and sc�ence, students �n 
French-language schools �n all prov�nces outs�de Quebec 
performed worse on average than students �n Engl�sh-
language schools. 

CiTizenship eduCaTion

Schools have an �mportant respons�b�l�ty to teach 
Canad�an youth about the�r country—�ts h�story, pol�t�cs 
and place �n the world. Indeed, un�versal educat�on was 
f�rst establ�shed �n Canada �n order to foster an �nformed 
c�t�zenry w�th a d�st�nct �dent�ty.5 

An understand�ng of Canada’s h�story and pol�t�cs �s 
�mportant to young people on many levels.

For the �nd�v�dual, �t develops c�v�c l�teracy, the knowledge 
requ�red to part�c�pate effect�vely �n a democracy. C�v�c 
l�teracy helps young people develop an awareness of, 
and �nterest �n, �ssues fac�ng Canada. 

CCL researchers, us�ng data from the 2004 Canad�an 
Elect�on Survey, found that Canad�ans who took a c�v�cs 
course �n h�gh school were more l�kely to say they would 
vote. Th�s trend was apparent even among respondents 
who adm�tted to l�ttle �nterest �n pol�t�cs.6  

Soc�ety also benef�ts from an �nformed and engaged 
c�t�zenry. An understand�ng of h�story and pol�t�cs  
helps young people grasp the�r r�ghts and respon-
s�b�l�t�es as members of a democracy. It also opens  
the�r eyes to Canada’s d�st�nct place and role �n the  
global commun�ty. 

H�story and c�v�cs educat�on �n the schools �s espec�ally v�tal 
at a t�me of �ncreased �mm�grat�on because �t draws people 
together around a shared knowledge of the�r country.

 
More About voting trends

Further information on citizenship education can be 
found in CCL’s Lessons in Learning article entitled 

“Falling voter turnout: Is it linked to diminished 
civics education?” It is available on  
the CCL website at www.ccl-cca.ca.

What do we know about Canada’s progress?
Research �nd�cates that c�t�zensh�p educat�on has 
decl�ned �n Canad�an schools �n recent decades �n favour 
of educat�on geared to Canada’s econom�c goals.7 The 
trend, however, has not gone unnot�ced. Wh�le pan-
Canad�an data on Canad�ans’ knowledge of the�r h�story 
and pol�t�cs are l�m�ted, the �mportance of �mprov�ng 
and broaden�ng c�t�zensh�p educat�on has been w�dely 
d�scussed �n recent years. Across Canada, m�n�str�es of 
educat�on are develop�ng new c�t�zensh�p curr�cula. The 
H�stor�ca Foundat�on and the Dom�n�on Inst�tute have also 
responded to the perce�ved need w�th onl�ne �nformat�on 
on Canad�an h�story and pol�t�cs.  

To take a closer look at Canada’s performance �n 
c�t�zensh�p educat�on, we exam�ned data on the pol�t�cal 
and h�stor�cal knowledge of young Canad�ans, as well as 
the�r level of pol�t�cal part�c�pat�on.

political knowledge 

Although data are l�m�ted, the research suggests that 
Canad�an students are not part�cularly well �nformed 
about Canad�an pol�t�cs. 

A compar�son of surveys adm�n�stered �n 1956, 1984 
and 2000 reveals a grow�ng gap �n pol�t�cal knowledge 
between younger and older Canad�ans. Wh�le more Can-
ad�ans aged 50 or older were pol�t�cally knowledgeable 
�n 2000 than �n 1956, Canad�ans aged 21 to 29 were 
actually less l�kely to be pol�t�cally aware �n 2000 than �n 
the past. 

The decl�ne �n knowledge among young Canad�ans �s of 
concern �n l�ght of the dramat�c �ncrease �n the proport�on 
of students complet�ng h�gh school and post-secondary 
educat�on over th�s per�od.8 
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Proportion of Canadians with a high level of political knowledge, by age, 1956, 1984 and 2000
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historical knowledge 

Once aga�n, data are very l�m�ted, but they suggest that 
Canad�an students’ knowledge of Canad�an h�story seems 
to be lack�ng.

The Dom�n�on Inst�tute undertakes a regular telephone 
survey to qu�z Canad�ans on the�r ab�l�ty to answer 
quest�ons on Canad�an h�story. The 2005 qu�z, for �nstance, 
focussed on the econom�c h�story of the country.9  On 
average, respondents could answer only e�ght of  
20 quest�ons correctly. Among respondents aged 18 
to 34, the average score was even lower—7.5 of 20 
quest�ons were answered correctly.  

Desp�te these poor results, Canad�ans appear to 
acknowledge the �mportance of h�story and want to learn 
more. In conjunct�on w�th the 2005 Canada Day qu�z, 94% 
of respondents sa�d that learn�ng h�story �s �mportant and 
84% sa�d they personally wanted to learn more about 
Canada’s h�story.10 

Amer�cans appear to know the�r h�story better than 
Canad�ans. A 2001 research project asked Canad�ans and 
Amer�cans equ�valent quest�ons �n h�story and c�v�cs.11  
S�xty-three per cent of the Amer�can adults �n the study 
sample could correctly answer f�ve of the 10 quest�ons, 
compared to 39% of the Canad�ans. For �nstance, wh�le 
most Amer�cans knew George Wash�ngton was the f�rst 

Amer�can pres�dent, only about half of Canad�ans could 
correctly name S�r John A. Macdonald as Canada’s f�rst 
pr�me m�n�ster.

political participation

young Canad�an adults are far less l�kely than older 
Canad�ans to vote. They are also less l�kely to vote than 
were young people �n prev�ous generat�ons.12  

These f�nd�ngs may not be ent�rely surpr�s�ng, g�ven the 
seem�ngly decl�n�ng level of knowledge about c�v�cs and 
h�story among young Canad�ans. 

Decl�n�ng vot�ng patterns among younger adults may 
have negat�ve �mpl�cat�ons for the democrat�c process. 
Overall voter turnout �n Canada �s fall�ng across all ages, 
and �s already among the lowest �n the �ndustr�al�zed 
world.13  Desp�te a small �ncrease �n vot�ng patterns �n the 
2006 federal elect�on, voter part�c�pat�on s�nce the 1950s 
has been on a steady downward trend.

But wh�le vot�ng patterns are decl�n�ng, some ev�dence 
suggests that younger Canad�ans are more l�kely than 
older Canad�ans to part�c�pate �n other pol�t�cal act�v�t�es. 
Stat�st�cs Canada’s 2003 General Soc�al Survey, for 
�nstance, reveals that youth are more l�kely to engage �n 
at least one form of pol�t�cal act�v�ty other than vot�ng, 
such as tak�ng part �n a boycott or protest march.14 
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Proportion of eligible voters who voted in the 2000 federal election, by age
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Proportion of eligible Canadian voters who voted in federal elections, 1949–2006
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Schools are about more than learn�ng. They are also a 
place for ch�ldren to play, eat, soc�al�ze and part�c�pate �n 
extra-curr�cular act�v�t�es. 

Because they are the pr�mary gather�ng place for 
youngsters, schools are also conven�ent sett�ngs for the 
del�very of health and soc�al serv�ces.15 In fact, off�c�als 
have long used schools for �mmun�zat�on programs, 
v�s�on screen�ng and the d�str�but�on of healthy-l�festyles 
�nformat�on.16 

Schools are also a place for ch�ldren to learn about and 
pract�se pos�t�ve behav�ours, such as phys�cal act�v�ty and 
healthy eat�ng.17 Th�s �s good for the school, because 
healthy ch�ldren are better learners.18,19 It �s also good 
for the ch�ld, because healthy patterns of l�v�ng that are 
developed early �n l�fe are more l�kely to be ma�nta�ned 
�n adulthood. Th�s �s espec�ally �mportant at a t�me when 
obes�ty and �nact�v�ty are grow�ng problems �n Canada. 

School safety �s another v�tal element of mental and 
phys�cal health among students. Ch�ldren learn better 
when they feel safe at school. They also tend to enjoy 
better overall health and are less l�kely to engage  
�n r�sky behav�ours, such as us�ng mar�juana, alcohol or 
tobacco.20 

To enhance the safety of the learn�ng env�ronment, schools 
are try�ng to combat bully�ng. It �s w�dely understood that 
bully�ng can create a cycle of abuse. Ch�ldhood bull�es 
tend to grow �nto adult bull�es. Parents who were bull�ed 
tend to have ch�ldren who, �n turn, become v�ct�ms of 
bull�es. There are costs to soc�ety �n deal�ng w�th v�ct�ms 
and bull�es.21  

Gett�ng ch�ldren engaged �n the�r schools fosters health 
and learn�ng as well. Students who part�c�pate �n the l�fe 
of the�r schools tend to learn more and are more w�ll�ng 
to pursue knowledge.22  youth who are h�ghly engaged �n 
school are also health�er, less l�kely to part�c�pate �n r�sky 
behav�ours and more l�kely to want to progress to post-
secondary educat�on.23 

There �s �ncreas�ng ev�dence of the benef�ts of a hol�st�c 
approach to health and learn�ng �n wh�ch fam�l�es, 
commun�t�es, educators and health profess�onals work 
together to create an env�ronment that supports the 
phys�cal and mental well-be�ng of young people.  

Th�s sect�on exam�nes the state of student health and  
well-be�ng, and students’ sense of safety and engagement 
at school.

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
15 Rootman, Irv�ng. What we Know and Don’t Know about School health. Presentat�on, School Health Workshop held �n Vancouver, Feb. 13–14, 2004 (School Health Research 

Network, 2004) Ava�lable at www.schoolhealthresearch.org. Accessed Oct. 2, 2006.
16 M�ller, Gord. ecological approach to School health promotion review of Literature. For CIHR-sponsored project the Multifaceted potential of the School as an environment for 

health promotion (Ottawa: School Health Research Network, 2003). Ava�lable at: http://www.schoolhealthresearch.org/pdf. Accessed Oct. 1, 2006.
17 McCreary Centre Soc�ety. healthy Youth Development highlights from the 2003 adolescent health Survey iii (Vancouver: 2004).
18 Parcel G. S. et al. “School promot�on of healthful d�et and phys�cal act�v�ty: Impact on learn�ng outcomes and self-reported behav�or,” health education Quarterly, 16 (2) 

(Summer 1989). pp. 181–199.
19 McKay, Heather. action Schools! B.C. phase i (pilot) evaluation report and recommendations (V�ctor�a, B.C.: M�n�stry of Health Serv�ces, Nov. 2004). Ava�lable at www.

healthserv�ces.gov.bc.ca/cpa/publ�cat�ons. Accessed Nov. 21, 2006. 
20 McCreary Centre Soc�ety. healthy Youth Development highlights from the 2003 adolescent health Survey iii. (Vancouver: 2004).
21 World Health Organ�zat�on. “young People’s Health �n Context: Health Behav�our �n School-aged Ch�ldren Study: Internat�onal Report from the 2001–2002 Survey,” health 

policy for Children and adolescents, No. 4, Candace Curr�e et al, eds. (2004). p.133.
22 Buss�ère, Measuring up, www.p�sa.gc.ca.
23 Canad�an Inst�tute for Health Informat�on. improving the health of Young Canadians (Ottawa: 2005). Ava�lable at http://secure.c�h�.ca. Accessed Nov. 16, 2006.
24 World Health Organ�zat�on webs�te. Ava�lable at www.who.�nt/school_youth_health/en/. Accessed Nov. 27, 2006.

 
An effective school health programme can be  
one of the most cost effective investments a  
nation can make to simultaneously improve 

education and health. 

—World Health Organization24

healThy sChools

 
Schools could do more than perhaps any other 

single institution in society to help young people, 
and the adults they become, to live healthier, 

longer, more satisfying and more productive lives.

—Carnegie Council on Adolescent  
Development, 1989
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What do we know about Canada’s progress?
General health 

Most Canad�an adolescents cons�der themselves healthy. In 2005,  
two-th�rds of 12- to 19-year-olds rated the�r health as excellent or very 
good. Another 28% sa�d the�r health was good. Very few saw themselves as 
unhealthy. 

Self-perceived health status of Canadian youth, by age group, 2005

67.4%66.9%68.3%

27.9%28.1%27.6%

4.6%5%3.9%
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

12–14 15–19

Age

12–19

Excellent or very good Good Fair or poor

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada. “Canad�an Commun�ty Health Survey,” CaNSiM, Cycle 3.1 (Ottawa: 2005). 
CANSIM Table 105-0422

Although they perce�ve themselves as healthy, most ch�ldren and youth are 
not espec�ally act�ve. Fewer than half of Canada’s 12- to 19-year-olds are 
act�ve at least one hour a day or the equ�valent. Only one �n f�ve �s act�ve 
enough for opt�mal growth and development. Nearly tw�ce as many boys 
(27%) as g�rls (15%) are opt�mally act�ve.

 
reCoMMended dAily ACtivity

Canadian guidelines for physical activity recommend that children 
and youth be active at least 90 minutes per day. They should combine 
moderate activity, such as brisk walking, skating and bike riding, with 

vigorous activity, such as running or playing soccer.25  

Physical activity among Canadian youth, 2002–2003
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overweight and obese

In 2004, nearly one �n three Canad�ans 
aged 12 to 17 was overwe�ght or obese, 
a rate that has more than doubled �n 
the past 25 years. The s�tuat�on �s even 
worse for the most overwe�ght youth. 
The rate of obes�ty tr�pled from 3% to 
9% over th�s per�od.

Carry�ng too much we�ght �s not a 
problem conf�ned to adolescence. 
One �n four ch�ldren aged s�x to 11 
was overwe�ght or obese �n 2004—
tw�ce the rate that preva�led �n  
1978–1979. 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
25 Publ�c Health Agency of Canada. Canadian physical activity Guides for Children and Youth (Ottawa: Publ�c Works and Government Serv�ces Canada, 2002). Ava�lable at 

http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/pauuap/pagu�de/. Accessed Sept. 19, 2006.
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Percentage overweight or obese, Canada (2004) and united States 
(1999–2000)
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eating breakfast

Ch�ldren who sk�p a nutr�t�ous breakfast 
tend to have trouble concentrat�ng at 
school. By late morn�ng, they can become 
restless and �nattent�ve, and have trouble 
complet�ng complex tasks. Accord�ng to 
the research, many Canad�an adolescents 
sk�p breakfast, wh�ch could have an 
�mpact on the�r read�ness to learn �n 
school. 

In 2001–2002, about three-quarters 
(77%) of 11-year-old Canad�an boys ate 
breakfast every school day, wh�le only 
two-th�rds (66%) of 11-year-old g�rls d�d. 
Among 15-year-olds, the proport�on was 
lower, w�th just over half of the boys and 
two of f�ve g�rls eat�ng breakfast every 
school day. 

Percentage of obese or overweight children and adolescents
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At the younger ages, boys and g�rls tend to be overwe�ght or obese �n 
roughly equal proport�ons. Among adolescents aged 12 to 17, however, 
boys (32%) were more l�kely than g�rls (26%) to be overwe�ght or obese.

There were no s�gn�f�cant d�fferences between Canada and the Un�ted States 
�n the proport�on of overwe�ght or obese boys. However, Canad�an g�rls 
aged 12 to 17 were about half as l�kely (7%) as the�r Amer�can counterparts 
(13%) to be obese. 

 
proMoting heAlthy living in sChools

Many provincial governments are helping schools promote healthy 
living. Examples of programs include Action Schools! BC  

(www.actionschoolsbc.ca/) and Healthy Schools in Ontario   
(www.opha.on.ca/ohsc/).

At a pan-Canadian level, ministers of education and health established 
the Joint Consortium for School Health (JCSH) in 2005. The JCSH 

aims to strengthen the capacity of health, education and other 
systems to improve the health and learning of Canada’s school-aged 

children. For more information, please see www.jcsh-cces.ca.
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Proportion of Canadian children eating breakfast every school day, by age and gender, 2001–2002
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Source: World Health Organ�zat�on. “young People’s Health �n Context. Health Behav�our �n School-aged Ch�ldren Study: Internat�onal Report from the 2001–2002 
Survey,” health policy for Children and adolescents, No. 4, Candace Curr�e et al, eds. (2004).

Compared to the breakfast hab�ts of ch�ldren �n other OECD countr�es, Canada’s 11-year-olds are �n the m�ddle  
of the pack. As for 15-year-olds, however, Canad�an ch�ldren are among the least l�kely to eat breakfast every school day.

Proportion of 11-year-olds eating breakfast every school day, international comparison, 2001–2002
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survey,” health policy for Children and adolescents, No. 4, Candace Curr�e et al, eds. (2004).

Proportion of 15-year-olds eating breakfast every school day, international comparison, 2001–2002
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Source: World Health Organ�zat�on. “young People’s Health �n Context. Health Behav�our �n School-aged Ch�ldren Study: Internat�onal report from the 2001–2002 
survey,” health policy for Children and adolescents, No. 4, Candace Curr�e et al, eds. (2004).

School safety and bullying

In 2000, 57% of Canad�an 10- and 11-year-olds reported 
that they always felt safe at school—a sl�ght �ncrease  
from 53% �n 1994.26  Wh�le many factors can affect a 
student’s sense of safety, schoolyard bully�ng has a 
powerful �mpact.

Boys are more l�kely than g�rls to be bull�es. Nearly one  
�n f�ve boys aged 13 and 15 reported bully�ng others  

two or three t�mes a month, compared to one �n 10 
g�rls aged 13 and just over one �n 20 at the age of 15. 
The d�fference �n bully�ng rates between boys and g�rls 
�ncreases w�th age.

younger g�rls are about as l�kely as younger boys to be 
the target of a bully—18% of 11-year-old g�rls, compared 
to 17% of boys the same age. By the age of 15, 8% of g�rls 
were v�ct�m�zed by bull�es, compared to 14% of boys. 
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Proportion of Canadian adolescents who bully or are victims of bullying, by age, 2001–2002
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survey,” health policy for Children and adolescents, No. 4, Candace Curr�e et al, eds. (2004).

In compar�son to other part�c�pat�ng OECD countr�es, Canad�an 11-year-olds are among the most l�kely to be bull�ed. 

Proportion of 11-year-old victims of bullying, international comparison of selected countries, 2001–2002
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Source: World Health Organ�zat�on. “young People’s Health �n Context. Health Behav�our �n School-aged Ch�ldren Study: Internat�onal report from the 2001–2002 
survey,” health policy for Children and adolescents, No. 4, Candace Curr�e et al, eds. (2004).

In terms of bully�ng other ch�ldren, Canad�an 15-year-olds are close to the average of part�c�pat�ng countr�es.

Proportion of 15-year-old bullies, international comparison of selected countries, 2001–2002
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Source: World Health Organ�zat�on. “young People’s Health �n Context. Health Behav�our �n School-aged Ch�ldren Study: Internat�onal report from the 2001–2002 
survey,” health policy for Children and adolescents, No. 4, Candace Curr�e et al, eds. (2004).
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School engagement

School engagement refers to a student’s sense of belong�ng and the 
�mportance the student places on do�ng well academ�cally, learn�ng 
new th�ngs, mak�ng fr�ends, part�c�pat�ng �n extracurr�cular act�v�t�es, 
gett�ng �nvolved w�th student counc�l or other groups, and express�ng 
an op�n�on �n class.27 

Nearly three-quarters (74%) of Canad�an youth aged 12 to 15 reported 
a h�gh level of school engagement �n 2000–2001, w�th g�rls (77%) more 
l�kely than boys (71%) to feel engaged.28  

Results from the 2000 Programme for Internat�onal Student Assessment 
(PISA) study were used to compare the sense of belong�ng and the level of 
school part�c�pat�on of students from OECD countr�es.29 In th�s �nternat�onal 
compar�son, relat�vely few Canad�an 15-year-olds had a low sense of 
belong�ng to the�r school (21% versus the OECD average of 25%).  

At the same t�me, however, the proport�on of 15-year-old Canad�ans who 
d�d not part�c�pate fully �n school (26%) was h�gher than the OECD average 
(20%). Th�s �ncluded students be�ng late for class or fa�l�ng to attend 
classes. 

low sense of belonging and low participation in school, 15-year-
olds, international comparison, 2000
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Accessed Sept. 30, 2006

high-sChool dropouTs

S�nce the Second World War, the 
proport�on of Canad�ans who choose to 
stay �n secondary school has been r�s�ng. 
Canad�ans, l�ke people �n other �ndustr�a-
l�zed countr�es, recogn�ze that econom�c 
and soc�al changes are demand�ng ever 
more complex sk�lls and knowledge. 

The f�nanc�al and profess�onal benef�ts of 
complet�ng h�gh school are generally well 
understood. In 2005, the unemployment 
rate for adults w�thout a complete h�gh-
school educat�on was 13%—about tw�ce 
the rate for h�gh-school graduates (7%).30

H�gh-school complet�on opens other doors 
as well. It �s the bas�c prerequ�s�te for most 
post-secondary programs. People who 
have graduated from h�gh school are also 
more l�kely to part�c�pate �n commun�ty 
act�v�t�es, such as volunteer�ng, and to 
become engaged c�t�zens. 

Educat�on also g�ves people the sk�lls they 
need to make better l�fe cho�ces. That �s 
why h�gh-school complet�on �s assoc�ated 
w�th better health, fewer hosp�tal v�s�ts and 
a longer l�fespan.31 

What do we know about Canada’s 
progress?
The dropout rate �s def�ned here as the 
proport�on of Canad�ans aged 20 to 24 
who have not completed h�gh school and 
who are no longer attend�ng school. In 
recent years, Canada has seen a steady 
decl�ne �n �ts h�gh-school dropout rate. In  
2005–2006, 9% of students dropped out, 
down from 17% �n 1990–1991.

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
27 Canad�an Inst�tute for Health Informat�on. improving the health of Young Canadians (Ottawa: 2005). Ava�lable at http://secure.c�h�.ca. Accessed Nov. 16, 2006.
28 Ib�d.
29 W�llms, Jon Douglas. Student engagement at School: a Sense of Belonging and participation results from piSa 2000 (Par�s: OECD, 2003). Ava�lable at www.oecd.org.   

Accessed Sept. 30, 2006.
30 Stat�st�cs Canada, Labour Force historical review (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada, Labour Stat�st�cs D�v�s�on, Feb. 2006). 
31 Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng. “Good news: Canada’s h�gh-school dropout rates are fall�ng,” Lessons in Learning (Ottawa: December 2005). Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca.
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Canadian high-school dropout rates, 1990–1991 to 2005–2006
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Source: Stat�st�cs Canada. Labour Force historical review (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada, Labour Stat�st�cs D�v�s�on, February 2006)

Other developed countr�es have also w�tnessed decl�nes 
�n the�r dropout rates. In fact, wh�le Canada’s dropout 
rate �s lower than that of the Un�ted States, Germany and 
France, �t �s h�gher than that of n�ne other �ndustr�al�zed 
countr�es, �nclud�ng several �n Scand�nav�a and Eastern 
Europe, the Un�ted K�ngdom, Sw�tzerland and Austr�a. 
In 2002, the last year for wh�ch comparable data were 
ava�lable, Canada’s dropout rate was 11%, more than 
double the 5% of Norweg�ans who fa�led to complete 
h�gh school.32

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
32 de Broucker, Patr�ce. Without a paddle: What to do about Canada’s Young Dropouts (Ottawa: Canad�an Pol�cy Research Networks Inc., 2005).
33 Pac�f�c Issues Partners. Canadian attitudes on post-secondary education (Ottawa: Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng, 2006). Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca/psepoll. 
34 Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng. Survey of Canadian attitudes toward Learning (Ottawa: 2006). Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca/scal/. 
35 Human Resources and Sk�lls Development Canada. Looking ahead, a ten-Year outlook for the Canadian Labour Market, 2004–2013 (Ottawa: October 2004). Ava�lable at 

http://www11.hrsdc.gc.ca/. Accessed Nov.16, 2006.
36 Mor�ssette R., y. Ostrovsky and G. P�cot. relative Wage patterns among the highly educated in a Knowledge-based economy. Research Paper No. 232 (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs 

Canada, Analyt�cal Stud�es Branch, 2004). Catalogue No. 11F0019MIE. 

The dropout rate also rema�ns comparat�vely h�gh outs�de 
Canada’s urban centres. In 2004–2005, the dropout 
rate was seven percentage po�nts lower �n c�t�es than �n 
Canada’s small towns and rural v�llages.  

posT-seCondary eduCaTion

Canad�ans recogn�ze the �mportance of post-secondary 
educat�on and understand that the role of h�gher learn�ng 
�s grow�ng. In a 2006 publ�c op�n�on poll comm�ss�oned 
by CCL, 61% of Canad�ans felt that a post-secondary 
educat�on had become much more �mportant than �t was 
10 years earl�er.33 Indeed, accord�ng to CCL’s Survey of 
Canad�an Att�tudes toward Learn�ng, 83% of Canad�ans 
bel�eve that a post-secondary educat�on �s cr�t�cal to 
success �n l�fe.34 

The ev�dence seems to back up those v�ews, suggest�ng 
that a post-secondary educat�on rewards �nd�v�duals, 
commun�t�es and the country as a whole. 

For the person who cont�nues to acqu�re learn�ng beyond 
h�gh school, there are �mproved job prospects and 
the potent�al for h�gher �ncome. An analys�s of labour-
market data from the federal government’s Canad�an 
Occupat�onal Project�on System reveals that there w�ll be 
shortages �n key employment categor�es by 2013. Two-
th�rds (66%) of new regular jobs w�ll be �n management or 
other occupat�ons that demand at least a college d�ploma 
or apprent�cesh�p tra�n�ng.35 

In add�t�on to help�ng people f�nd work, h�gher educat�on 
confers other benef�ts as well. On average, un�vers�ty 
graduates w�ll earn 40% more over the�r l�fet�mes than 
people who only have a h�gh-school educat�on.36 On 
average, people w�th post-secondary credent�als also 
enjoy better health and well-be�ng. Indeed, 67% of post-
secondary graduates rated the�r health as excellent or 

High-school dropout rates by country, 2002
Country Dropout rates

Norway (2003) 4.6%

Slovak Republ�c 5.5%

Czech Republ�c 5.9%

Un�ted K�ngdom 8.0%

Sw�tzerland 8.4%

Poland 8.4%

Sweden 8.6%

Austr�a 9.9%

F�nland 10.1%

Canada 10.9%

Un�ted States (2001) 12.3%

Germany 14.2%

France 14.5%

Austral�a 18.5%

Source: OECD INES-Network B, spec�al yALLE data collect�on. As presented 
�n de Broucker, Patr�ce. Without a paddle: What to do about Canada’s Young 
Dropouts (Ottawa: Canad�an Pol�cy Research Networks Inc., 2005)

young men are cons�stently more l�kely to drop out of h�gh 
school than young women. In 2005–2006, the dropout 
rate for men was 11%, compared w�th 7% for women. 
Accord�ng to Stat�st�cs Canada’s youth �n Trans�t�on 
Survey, d�ssat�sfact�on w�th school and a des�re to earn 
money are key factors �n young men’s dec�s�ons to leave 
h�gh school w�thout a d�ploma.
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very good �n 2005, compared to 43% of 
Canad�ans w�thout h�gh-school d�plomas.37 

A more educated populat�on �s also a 
more engaged and dynam�c one—a clear 
benef�t for commun�t�es. There are strong 
correlat�ons between h�gher levels of 
educat�on and �ncreased volunteer�sm, 
ph�lanthropy and part�c�pat�on �n c�v�c 
act�v�t�es, as well as lower cr�me rates.38 

The benef�ts to Canada’s economy are 
also clear. As the country’s jobs become 
�ncreas�ngly soph�st�cated, there �s a need 
for more sk�lls and knowledge. Post-
secondary educat�on also spurs �nnovat�on 
and product�v�ty, wh�ch make Canada a 
more compet�t�ve economy.  

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
37 Stat�st�cs Canada, Canad�an Commun�ty Health Survey, Cycle 3.1, Ottawa. 
38 Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng. Canadian post-secondary education: a positive record – an uncertain Future (Ottawa: 2006). Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca/pse.

 
whAt is post-seCondAry 

eduCAtion?

Post-secondary education refers to 
academic, technical and vocational 

programs provided by colleges, 
Quebec’s CEGEP system, university 

colleges and universities. Most 
of these institutions are public 

but some are private. Graduates 
from post-secondary programs 
receive diplomas, certificates or 

undergraduate or graduate degrees.

 
For more information on the post-secondary 

sector in Canada, please see the Canadian Council 
on Learning’s report, Canadian Post-secondary 

Education: A Positive Record – An Uncertain Future.

What do we know about Canada’s progress?
People �n the�r early 20s tend to enjoy the best opportun�ty for 
cont�nued learn�ng, as many young adults have yet to take on the fam�ly 
and f�nanc�al respons�b�l�t�es that make formal educat�on more d�ff�cult 
to acqu�re later �n l�fe. And, �n fact, the proport�on of 20- to 24-year-
olds attend�ng post-secondary �nst�tut�ons �ncreased from 25% �n 1990 
to 37% �n 2005. 

In recent years, however, men have been less l�kely than women to 
enrol �n post-secondary educat�on. In 2005, 37% of men aged 20 to 
24 were attend�ng school, compared w�th 45% of women. Th�s gap 
has w�dened s�nce 1990, when attendance rates for both genders were 
around 28%. The gender gap �s most pronounced �n un�vers�t�es, where 
enrolment rates �n 2005 were 29% for women and 21% for men.

Educational attendance rates, 20- to 24-year-olds, by type of 
institution, 1990–2005
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Internat�onal compar�sons are d�ff�cult to make because educat�onal 
systems d�ffer. Even so, Canada’s young adults appear to have among 
the world’s h�ghest rates of attendance at educat�onal �nst�tut�ons. 
Canada ranks th�rd among OECD countr�es, beh�nd the Netherlands 
and Spa�n.
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distribution of 20- to-24-year-olds, by 
educational situation, 2002

OECD 
COUNTRIES

NOT IN 
EDUCATION, 

ALREADy 
COMPLETED 

A POST-
SECONDARy 
EDUCATION

IN 
EDUCATION TOTAL

Australia 15.3 37.2 52.5

Austria 4.4 35.0 39.4

Belgium 15.5 39.8 55.3

Canada 16.5 39.3 55.8

Czech 
Republic 2.4 27.3 29.7

Denmark 2.9 48.4 51.3

Finland 4.3 48.0 52.3

France 11.4 43.5 55.0

Germany 2.9 38.1 41.0

Greece 5.4 35.3 40.7

Hungary 4.3 35.9 40.1

Iceland 1.8 46.1 47.9

Ireland 15.4 30.4 45.7

Italy 1.0 38.2 39.2

Luxembourg 3.7 42.8 46.4

Netherlands 4.1 55.6 59.7

Norway* 6.5 45.7 52.2

Poland 2.1 44.1 46.2

Portugal 4.6 31.7 36.3

Slovak 
Republic 2.7 23.5 26.2

Spain 13.7 43.4 57.1

Sweden 3.5 39.9 43.4

Switzerland 4.6 38.2 42.8

United 
Kingdom 14.8 29.5 44.3

United 
States** 12.4 33.9 46.4

Country 
mean 9.6 37.1 46.6

*year of reference 2003 
**year of reference 2001 
Source: Organ�sat�on for Econom�c Co-operat�on and 
Development. education at a Glance (Par�s: 2005) 

post-secondary attainment

About 45% of Canada’s work�ng-age populat�on had atta�ned some 
level of post-secondary educat�on �n 2004. Th�s rate pos�t�ons Canada, 
w�th Israel, beh�nd the f�rst-place Russ�an Federat�on. In part�cular, 
Canada �s f�fth �n terms of un�vers�ty atta�nment and second �n terms of 
people who have completed college or vocat�onal programs. 

Data from 2004 show that approx�mately 22% of work�ng-age Canad�ans 
had completed a un�vers�ty degree and a further 22% had completed a 
college or vocat�onal program. 

Percentage of the working-age population with post-secondary 
education, by country, 2004

COUNTRy
POST-

SECONDARy 
OF ANy TyPE*

COUNTRy

ACADEMIC/ 
UNIVERSITy/ 
RESEARCH 
PROGRAMS

COUNTRy
COLLEGE OR 
VOCATIONAL 
PROGRAMS

Russian 
Federation** 55 United States 30 Russian 

Federation** 34

Israel 45 Norway 29 Canada 22

Canada 45 Israel 29 Japan** 17

United 
States 39 Denmark 25 Finland 17

Japan** 38 Canada 22 Israel 16

Sweden 35 Australia 22 Sweden 15

Finland 34 Russian 
Federation** 21 United 

States 9

Denmark 32 Japan** 21 Australia 9

Norway 32 Sweden 19 Denmark 7

Australia 31 Finland 17 Norway 2

** year of reference 2003 
*  Numbers may not match due to round�ng 
Source: OECD. education at a Glance (Par�s: 2006). Ava�lable at www.oecd.org

There has also been a dramat�c r�se �n the number of graduate degrees 
awarded �n Canada �n recent years. In the decade from 1993 to 
2003, there was an �ncrease of 38% �n master’s and 50% �n doctoral 
degrees.39 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
39 Stat�st�cs Canada. enhanced Student information System (Ottawa). Custom data request. 
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registered apprenticeships

L�ke other types of post-secondary educat�on, reg�stered 
apprent�cesh�ps g�ve Canad�ans the sk�lls and knowledge 
they need to succeed �n today’s economy. Sk�lled 
trades-people are �n heavy demand as sectors such as 
construct�on, and o�l and gas development exper�ence 
s�gn�f�cant job growth.

 
For more information, please see CCL’s Lessons in Learning of July 25, 2006, “Apprenticeship  

Training in Canada.”

The number of people reg�ster�ng for apprent�cesh�ps has 
�ncreased over the past 15 years. The number of Canad�ans 
actually complet�ng the�r apprent�cesh�ps, however, has 
rema�ned stable.40 The grow�ng gap between reg�strat�ons 
and cert�f�cat�ons can be partly expla�ned by a strong 
demand for workers, wh�ch �s lur�ng reg�strants �nto the 
workforce before the�r apprent�cesh�ps are complete.41

Canadian apprentices, registered and certified, 1993–2003

0

50,000

100,000

150,000

200,000

250,000

300,000

1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Year

A
p

p
re

nt
ic

es

Registered

Certified 

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada. “Reg�stered apprent�cesh�p tra�n�ng, reg�strat�ons by major trade groups and sex, annual (number),” CaNSiM (Ottawa).  
Tables 477-0051 and 477-0052

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
40 Skof, Karl. trends in registered apprenticeship training in Canada (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada, 2006). Catalogue No. 81-004-XIE. Ava�lable at www.statcan.ca. 
41 Pras�l, S. registered apprentices: the Class of 1992, a Decade Later (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada, Culture, Tour�sm, and the Centre for Educat�on Stat�st�cs, 2005).  

Catalogue No. 81-595-MIE.
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3.3 The Road Ahead

Where does Canada sTand?
Ind�cators of school-based learn�ng suggest that 
Canada’s elementary and secondary school systems are 
generally equ�pp�ng students w�th the bas�c sk�lls they 
need to confront the econom�c challenges of the future. 
Although sk�ll levels vary s�gn�f�cantly from one prov�nce 
to the next, Canad�an secondary students, on the whole, 
enjoy among the world’s h�ghest levels of sk�lls and rates 
of h�gh-school complet�on. Compared to students �n 
other countr�es, young Canad�ans are do�ng espec�ally 
well �n read�ng and mathemat�cs, although they are not 
as strong �n problem solv�ng and sc�ence. 

More Canad�ans than ever before are also complet�ng 
post-secondary programs. Indeed, Canada has one of 
the h�ghest rates of post-secondary atta�nment �n the 
world, part�cularly for college and vocat�onal schools. 
Apprent�cesh�p reg�strat�on �s also at an all-t�me h�gh �n 
Canada, although complet�on rates have been low and 
stagnant for more than a decade.

For all the s�gns of success, however, Canada cannot 
afford to rest on �ts laurels. Wh�le Canada has been 
a world leader �n develop�ng an educated and tra�ned 
populat�on, other �ndustr�al�zed countr�es are putt�ng 
s�m�lar emphas�s on learn�ng.

Indeed, there are �ssues that already demand attent�on 
here at home. For �nstance, young Canad�ans may be 
better prepared for jobs than for the�r roles as c�t�zens. The 
data suggest that Canad�ans’ knowledge of the�r h�story 
and pol�t�cal systems �s weak and has been decl�n�ng �n 
recent decades. Th�s has negat�ve �mpl�cat�ons for the 
c�v�c and pol�t�cal engagement of future generat�ons.

Other challenges come to l�ght �n an exam�nat�on of 
the health and safety of school ch�ldren. There �s a 
h�gh prevalence of bully�ng, lead�ng many students 
to feel unsafe �n the�r schools. Many students also feel 
d�sengaged from the�r schools, wh�ch could have an 
�mpact on the�r ab�l�ty to learn. Moreover, r�s�ng levels of 
obes�ty and phys�cal �nact�v�ty ra�se worr�some quest�ons 
about current learn�ng and the evolv�ng health status of 
Canada’s populat�on.

WhaT don’T We knoW?
Elementary and secondary school learning
The 2003 PISA results ra�se quest�ons that w�ll demand 
further analys�s �n l�ght of data that w�ll emerge from the 
2006 vers�on of PISA. For example, the 2006 PISA results 
may help expla�n whether a decl�ne �n Canad�an sc�ence 
sk�lls between 2000 and 2003 was an aberrat�on or a 
trend. More data could also �llum�nate d�screpanc�es �n the 
performance of students �n d�fferent reg�ons of the country 
and �n French-language schools outs�de Quebec.

Desp�te s�gns of decreas�ng c�v�c l�teracy and voter 
part�c�pat�on, there has been no regular and compre-
hens�ve method of mon�tor�ng Canad�an students’ 
knowledge of pol�t�cs and h�story.  

S�m�larly, much rema�ns unknown about school ch�ldren’s 
health and �ts effect on the�r ab�l�ty to funct�on �n the 
classroom. Further research could explore:

the env�ronmental and other factors affect�ng the 
health of Canad�an ch�ldren and youth
how much students know about the�r health, healthy 
l�v�ng and the health system
the extent to wh�ch the school system, parents and 
the broader commun�ty can promote healthy l�v�ng 
among youth
the engagement and empowerment of youth �n 
dec�s�on-mak�ng as a way to �mprove the�r learn�ng 
and health

S�gn�f�cant data gaps have also been �dent�f�ed �n relat�on to:
the health status and health-related behav�ours of 
ch�ldren and youth
student safety �n schools
the �nteract�on between health and learn�ng
the �mpact of the phys�cal and soc�al env�ronments 
on the health of young people
the quant�ty and qual�ty of health �ntervent�ons  
�n schools

•

•

•

•

•

•
•
•

•
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Post-secondary learning
The Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng’s 2006 report, Canadian post-secondary 
education: a positive record –  an uncertain Future, descr�bes cr�t�cal 
�nformat�on gaps �n the f�eld of post-secondary educat�on. Spec�f�cally:

It �s d�ff�cult to determ�ne whether Canada’s post-secondary 
graduates are equ�pped w�th the sk�lls and knowledge needed to 
succeed �n the economy, part�cularly �n compar�son to graduates of 
other countr�es.
There �s a need for better understand�ng of supply and demand �n 
the labour market, espec�ally �n the sk�lled trades.

•

•

Moreover, Canada has no d�rect 
measures of the qual�ty of post-secondary 
educat�on; only proxy data ex�st, such as 
graduate sat�sfact�on levels. Much of the 
data that do ex�st are not cons�stent or 
comparable across prov�nces, or w�th data 
from other countr�es. Even �nformat�on 
on the outcomes of educat�on �s ava�lable 
only �n some prov�nces.

WhaT Will CCl do?

Research on elementary and secondary school 
learning
K�ndergarten and the f�rst 12 grades of school are a major 
focus of research at CCL. Currently, CCL’s Research 
and Knowledge Mob�l�zat�on D�rectorate �s conduct�ng 
research �n the follow�ng areas:

the effect of homework on academ�c ach�evement
the consequences of �nclus�on �n ma�nstream 
classrooms for students w�th spec�al educat�onal 
needs
the effect�veness of var�ous �nstruct�onal pract�ces 
for ch�ldren �n jun�or k�ndergarten to Grade 3
the academ�c opportun�t�es and progress of 
�mm�grant students �n Engl�sh as a Second Language 
(ESL) programs
the ab�l�ty to �dent�fy r�sk factors for language and 
l�teracy problems
the ab�l�ty to pred�ct language, cogn�t�on and 
psych�atr�c d�sorders �n adolescence

Over the next year, CCL w�ll also publ�sh short Lessons 
in Learning research reports on French �mmers�on, 
homework, Abor�g�nal learn�ng and cr�t�cal th�nk�ng.

Healthy schools
Health and educat�on are �nextr�cably l�nked. Schools 
prov�de an excellent sett�ng for ch�ldren and youth to 
learn about and pract�se healthy hab�ts that w�ll last 
them a l�fet�me. Conversely, good health also helps 
young people concentrate and absorb the�r lessons at 
school. CCL’s Health and Learn�ng Knowledge Centre 
w�ll therefore cont�nue to mon�tor and report on �ssues 
related to healthy schools and the health of school-aged 
ch�ldren. 

•
•

•

•

•

•

Three CCL work�ng groups are already �mmersed �n th�s 
�ssue. One group �s focuss�ng on health matters w�th�n 
schools. A second �s study�ng the �mpact of recreat�onal 
and other act�v�t�es outs�de regular school hours. The 
th�rd �s search�ng for ways to engage youth �n healthy 
behav�ours. 

The work�ng groups w�ll collaborate w�th other 
organ�zat�ons act�ve �n the f�eld to �dent�fy the �ssues 
and relevant �nd�cators, to help exchange and promote 
new knowledge, and to assess d�rect�ons for future 
�nvest�gat�on.

Assessment and monitoring tools
CCL’s Research and Knowledge Mob�l�zat�on D�rectorate 
�s currently develop�ng three assessment and mon�tor�ng 
tools that would be made ava�lable to elementary and 
secondary school educators free of charge. They are:

an assessment tool to help teachers ensure that 
the�r tests match the�r lessons 
a student self-assessment tool that constructs 
student self-assessments, scores them, and expla�ns 
the results �n pla�n language to students
a student engagement mon�tor�ng tool to prov�de 
t�mely �nformat�on about the level of students’ 
engagement �n the�r school and school work

Post-secondary education
In late 2006, CCL released the f�rst �n a ser�es of annual 
reports on the state of post-secondary educat�on �n 
Canada. The reports w�ll be updated annually w�th the 
most recent stat�st�cs and �nd�cators, and w�ll cont�nue to 
outl�ne the latest pr�or�t�es �n the area of post-secondary 
educat�on.

•

•

•
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4.1 Introduction
Adult learn�ng refers to all educat�on and tra�n�ng taken 
by adults for profess�onal or personal reasons w�th�n a 
l�felong learn�ng perspect�ve.1 Adult learn�ng can take 
many forms, �nclud�ng return�ng to formal educat�on, 
tak�ng courses for work or for pleasure, volunteer�ng or 
part�c�pat�ng �n commun�ty act�v�t�es, or pursu�ng �nterests 
and hobb�es. 

Spec�f�cally, what const�tutes adult learn�ng can be 
character�zed as formal or �nformal learn�ng.  In formal 
learn�ng, act�v�t�es occur w�th�n a structured, laddered 
context and lead to a recogn�zed credent�al; and are 
�ntended e�ther for personal or work-related reasons. 
Informal learn�ng �ncludes act�v�t�es that are loosely 
structured, self-paced and self-d�rected; and are s�m�larly 
�ntended for e�ther personal or work-related object�ves. 
Adult learn�ng plays a cr�t�cal role �n allow�ng Canad�ans 
to ma�nta�n the sk�lls and knowledge needed to make 
�nformed dec�s�ons and lead successful l�ves as workers, 
c�t�zens, and as members of fam�l�es and commun�t�es.

yet, desp�te the �mportance of adult learn�ng, Canada �s 
faced w�th a number of challenges:

Rates of adult part�c�pat�on �n educat�on and tra�n�ng 
have not grown s�gn�f�cantly over the last decade. 
There are st�ll segments of soc�ety w�th unmet 
learn�ng needs, and those �n need are least l�kely 
to get further educat�on and tra�n�ng. Th�s may be 
due, �n part, to f�nanc�al and t�me constra�nts or the 
�nab�l�ty to access ava�lable opportun�t�es. 
And, most �mportantly, as long as adult learn�ng �s 
v�ewed narrowly �n terms of the labour market, and 
largely focusses on the educat�on and tra�n�ng of 
youth, the country’s ab�l�ty and des�re to develop a 
learn�ng culture w�ll be l�m�ted. 

•

•

•

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
1 OECD.  Beyond rhetoric: adult learning policies and practices (Par�s: 2003).
2 Stat�st�cs Canada. “Est�mates of populat�on, by age group and sex, Canada, prov�nces and terr�tor�es, annual,” CaNSiM (Ottawa). Table 051-0001. CANSIM Table 051-0001.
3 Stat�st�cs Canada. population projections for Canada, provinces and territories. 2005–2031 (Ottawa: 2005). Catalogue No. 91-520-XIE.
4 OECD. Living Longer, Working Longer (Par�s: 2005).
5 Internat�onal Inst�tute for Management Development. World Competitiveness Yearbook 2004 (Lausanne, Sw�tzerland: 2004).
6 Denton, F., C. Feaver, and B. Spencer. “Imm�grat�on and Populat�on Ag�ng,” Canadian Business economics, Vol.  7, No. 1 (Ottawa: Canad�an Assoc�at�on for Bus�ness 

Econom�cs, 1999). p. 39–57.
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There are approximately 18.2 million adults 

(aged 25 to 64) in Canada, comprising 56% of the 
population.2 Seniors aged 65 and older make up 
another 13% of the population. By 2031, roughly 

one-quarter of the population, or 9.4 million 
people, will be seniors.3

The prospect of workforce and sk�lls shortages caused 
by the pend�ng ret�rement of the baby-boom generat�on, 
comb�ned w�th cont�nu�ng low fert�l�ty levels and fewer 
youth enter�ng the labour market, adult learn�ng �s now 
more cr�t�cal than ever. Canada’s labour force supply 
�s projected to grow by less than 5% over the next f�ve 
decades, a rate that may not susta�n past �mprovements 
�n l�v�ng standards.4  

Canada’s econom�c well-be�ng and compet�t�veness 
therefore depend on hav�ng a flex�ble and sk�lled 
workforce ready to meet the demands of the global 
economy. Adult learn�ng allows �nd�v�duals to ma�nta�n or 
strengthen the sk�lls necessary to part�c�pate effect�vely �n 
the labour market and help Canada �mprove �ts econom�c 
product�v�ty. As new technolog�es cont�nue to transform 
the way Canad�ans l�ve and work, there �s an ongo�ng 
need to upgrade the sk�lls of the ex�st�ng workforce.

yet, �nternat�onal compar�sons have �nd�cated that Canada 
�s at r�sk of jeopard�z�ng �ts �nternat�onal compet�t�veness. 
The World Econom�c Forum �ssues a yearly Global 
Compet�t�veness Index, wh�ch ranks countr�es on 
�nd�cators such as health and pr�mary educat�on, macro-
economy, h�gher educat�on and tra�n�ng, technolog�cal 
read�ness, and �nnovat�on. In 2006, Canada ranked 16th 
on the general �ndex, wh�le �t ranked 13th �n 2005. In 
the sub-�nd�ces, Canada’s �nternat�onal rank�ng �n the 
technolog�cal read�ness sl�pped  from 15th �n 2005 to 
17th �n 2006. Most �mportantly, Canada’s �nternat�onal 
pos�t�on �n the pr�or�ty organ�zat�ons place on employee 
tra�n�ng sl�pped from 12th �n 2002 to 20th �n 2004.5 

There �s also a need to replace ret�r�ng workers. 
Imm�grat�on plays a key role �n replac�ng these workers, as 
well as contr�but�ng to a sk�lled labour force. Imm�grants 
accounted for 70% of net labour-force growth between 
1991 and 2001—a proport�on that �s projected to reach 
100% �n the next decade.6  

However, for many newcomers to Canada �t �s qu�te 
d�ff�cult to �ntegrate �nto the Canad�an labour market, 
e�ther because of language barr�ers or a lack of 
recogn�t�on of prev�ously acqu�red learn�ng. Better access 
to learn�ng opportun�t�es w�ll endow �mm�grants w�th the 
sk�lls, credent�als and language prof�c�enc�es they need 
to contr�bute fully �n the economy.
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Adult learn�ng has w�de-rang�ng benef�ts, both for 
�nd�v�duals and soc�ety. For example, research has 
shown that people w�th more school�ng tend to lead 
longer and health�er l�ves.7 It also suggests that adult 
learn�ng bu�lds soc�al cohes�on and an �nformed and 
engaged populat�on—both key �ngred�ents of a healthy 

democracy. Wh�le work �s needed to understand better 
the relat�onsh�p between learn�ng w�th�n the commun�ty 
and personal well-be�ng, prel�m�nary research suggests 
that �nd�v�duals, act�vely �nvolved �n the�r commun�t�es, 
are more l�kely to express sat�sfact�on w�th the�r l�ves.8 

4.2 Indicators of Adult learning
Th�s chapter explores the state of adult learn�ng �n Canada by exam�n�ng four ma�n categor�es of �nd�cators.

INDICATORS OF ADULT LEARNING

adult literacy

health literacy

Work-related learning

Formal learn�ng 
Informal learn�ng
Work-related tra�n�ng

•
•
•

Employer-supported tra�n�ng•

School-to-work trans�t�ons•

personal and community learning

Volunteer�ng•

Part�c�pat�on �n clubs and organ�zat�ons•

Internet use•

adulT liTeraCy 
L�teracy encompasses a spectrum of 
sk�lls rang�ng from basic literacy—
know�ng how to read and wr�te—to 
multiple literacies, wh�ch descr�be 
the ab�l�ty to decode, �dent�fy, 
commun�cate and evaluate �nformat�on 
�n many forms, del�vered through 
var�ous med�a.

L�teracy can be broken down �nto four 
ma�n sk�ll sets,9 all of them necessary for 
success �n an �ncreas�ngly knowledge-
based soc�ety. (See text box.)

four literACy sCAles

Prose literacy—the knowledge and skills needed to understand 
and use information from texts, including editorials, news stories, 
brochures and instruction manuals.

Document literacy—the knowledge and skills required to locate 
and use information contained in various formats, including job 
applications, payroll forms, transportation schedules, maps, tables 
and charts.

Numeracy—the knowledge and skills required to effectively 
manage the mathematical demands of diverse situations.

Problem solving—goal-directed thinking and action in situations 
for which no routine solutions exist. The problem solver has a 
more or less well-defined goal, but it is not immediately obvious 
how to reach it. The understanding of the problem situation and 
its step-by-step transformation, based on planning and reasoning, 
constitute the process of problem solving.10

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
7 OECD and Stat�st�cs Canada. Literacy in the information age: F�nal Report of the Internat�onal Adult L�teracy Survey (Par�s and Ottawa: 2000).
8 Schellenberg, Grant. 2003 General Social Survey on Social engagement, Cycle 17: an overview of Findings (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada, 2004).
9 Stat�st�cs Canada. Internat�onal Adult L�teracy and L�fe Sk�lls Survey (Ottawa: 2003).
10 ibid.
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The Organ�sat�on for Econom�c Co-operat�on and 
Development (OECD) def�nes the follow�ng f�ve levels of 
l�teracy:11

Level 1—Very poor literacy skills. An �nd�v�dual at th�s level 
may, for example, be unable to determ�ne from a package 
label the correct amount of med�c�ne to g�ve a ch�ld.

Level 2—a capacity to deal only with simple, clear 
material involving uncomplicated tasks. People at th�s 
level may develop everyday cop�ng sk�lls, but the�r poor 
l�teracy makes �t hard to conquer challenges such as 
learn�ng new job sk�lls.

Level 3—adequate to cope with the demands of 
everyday life and work in an advanced society. It roughly 
denotes the sk�ll level requ�red for successful h�gh-school 
complet�on and college entry.

Levels 4 and 5—Strong skills. An �nd�v�dual at these levels 
can process �nformat�on of a complex and demand�ng 
nature.  

L�teracy sk�lls benef�t �nd�v�duals, the�r commun�t�es and 
the economy.12 For example, people w�th h�gher l�teracy 
levels are more l�kely to be employed. More than half 
of all jobless Canad�ans have document l�teracy scores 
below Level 3—the m�n�mum cons�dered adequate to 
cope w�th the demands of a knowledge-based soc�ety.13 

labour force population* by document proficiency level, 2003

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Not in the labour force

Unemployed

Employed

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4/5

*The labour force populat�on �s def�ned as respondents aged 16 to 65 who are e�ther employed or unemployed and look�ng for work.14  
Source: Stat�st�cs Canada. Building our Competencies: Canadian results of the international adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey 2003 (ottawa: 2005)

H�gher prose l�teracy �s also assoc�ated w�th h�gher earn�ngs. Th�s trend �s more pronounced for women than men.15   

Annual earnings by prose literacy level and gender, Canadians aged 16–65, 2003
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Source: Stat�st�cs Canada. Building our Competencies: Canadian results of the international adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey 2003

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
11 OECD and Stat�st�cs Canada. Literacy in the information age: Final report of the international adult Literacy Survey (Par�s and Ottawa: 2000).
12 M�ngat, A., and J. Tan. “The full soc�al returns to educat�on: Est�mates based on countr�es’ econom�c growth performance,” human Capital Development Working papers 

(Wash�ngton, D.C.: The World Bank Group, 1996).
13 Stat�st�cs Canada and Human Resources and Sk�lls Development Canada. Building on our Competencies: Canadian results of the international adult Literacy and Life Skills 

Survey 2003 (Ottawa: 2005). Catalogue No. 89-617-XIE.
14 Based on Stat�st�cs Canada analys�s �n Building our Competencies: Canadian results of the international adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey 2003 (Ottawa: 2005).
15 ibid.
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_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
16 Stat�st�cs Canada. international adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (Ottawa: 2003).
17 Coulombe, S., J.F. Tremblay and S. Marchand. Literacy Scores, human Capital and Growth across Fourteen oeCD Countries (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada, 2004). Catalogue No. 

89-552-MIE.
18 OECD. education at a Glance (Par�s: 2006).

What do we know about 
Canada’s progress?
Extens�ve data about the l�teracy 
performance of Canad�ans aged 16 
and older was collected by Stat�st�cs 
Canada �n �ts 2003 Internat�onal Adult 
L�teracy and L�fe Sk�lls Survey. The 
follow�ng observat�ons come from 
th�s survey, publ�shed �n 2005, �n 
comb�nat�on w�th a var�ety of other 
sources.

On the prose and document l�teracy 
scales, 42% of Canad�an adults—
about 9 m�ll�on people aged 16 to 
65—performed below level three, 
the m�n�mum cons�dered necessary 
to succeed �n today’s economy and 
soc�ety. On the numeracy scale, 50% 
of Canad�an adults scored below level 
three.

H�gher l�teracy levels are also assoc�ated w�th greater commun�ty �nvolvement. In 2003, only 50% of Canad�an adults 
at the lowest level of prose l�teracy were engaged �n c�v�c act�v�t�es l�ke volunteer�ng and part�c�pat�on �n commun�ty 
groups, compared to 80% of those at the h�ghest levels.16

Civic engagement by prose proficiency, Canadians aged 16 and over, 2003

 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Level 4/5

Level 3

Level 2
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Not engaged Engaged

Source: Internat�onal Adult L�teracy and L�fe Sk�lls Survey, 2003

Even small changes �n the l�teracy sk�lls of a populat�on can have a profound effect on a nat�onal economy. A 1% r�se 
�n l�teracy levels can result �n a 1.5% �ncrease �n GDP per cap�ta and a 2.5% �mprovement �n labour product�v�ty.17  
Importantly, �ncreased labour product�v�ty was the most �mportant dr�ver of econom�c growth among most �ndustr�al�zed 
countr�es over the past decade.18

Percentage of the population by proficiency level, Canadians aged 
16–65, 2003
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Source: Stat�st�cs Canada and OECD. Learning a Living: First results of the adult Literacy and Life Skills 
Survey (Ottawa and Par�s: 2005)
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_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
19 Stat�st�cs Canada and HRSDC, Building on our Competencies, 2005
20 ibid. 
21 C�t�zensh�p and Imm�grat�on Canada. recent immigrants in Metropolitan areas: Canada—a Comparative profile based on the 2001 Census (Ottawa: 2005).
22 Accord�ng to Stat�st�cs Canada’s def�n�t�on, establ�shed �mm�grants have res�ded �n Canada for 10 years or more, and recent �mm�grants, 10 years or less. Stat�st�cs Canada and 

HRSDC, Building on our Competencies, 2005
23 Stat�st�cs Canada. Internat�onal Adult L�teracy and L�fe Sk�lls Survey (Ottawa: 2003).

The Internat�onal Adult L�teracy and L�fe Sk�lls Survey (IALSS) found no substant�al change �n adult l�teracy over the 
prev�ous decade. S�nce 1994, when a s�m�lar survey (Internat�onal Adult L�teracy Survey, IALS) was conducted, there 
was a sl�ght decl�ne �n the proport�on of adults �n the h�ghest and lowest l�teracy levels, and an �ncrease �n the m�ddle 
levels.19 

Prose literacy levels among Canadians aged 16–65, 1994 and 2003
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Total   18.5 million Total     21.3 million

  
Source: Internat�onal Adult L�teracy Survey (1994) and Internat�onal Adult L�teracy and L�fe Sk�lls Survey (2003) 
Note: These f�gures do not �nclude the three terr�tor�es

Among �mm�grants, performance �s below the average for the Canad�an-born populat�on �n all l�teracy doma�ns. Th�s �s 
desp�te the fact that new �mm�grants are more educated than �n the past and are tw�ce as l�kely as the Canad�an-born 
populat�on to have a un�vers�ty educat�on.20,21     

L�teracy levels are s�m�lar for recent and establ�shed �mm�grants.22 However, more recent �mm�grants (those who have been 
here less than a decade) tend to catch up w�th establ�shed �mm�grants a l�ttle more qu�ckly than establ�shed �mm�grants 
who have settled �n Canada for more than a decade. Th�s may be expla�ned �n part by the h�gh educat�onal atta�nment of 
today’s �mm�grants, along w�th strong levels of l�teracy �n the�r mother tongues.23

Comparison of distributions by proficiency level, recent immigrants, established immigrants versus Canadian-
born adults 
Percentages by prose sk�ll level, recent �mm�grants (≤ 10 years), establ�shed �mm�grants (> 10 years) and Canad�an-
born adults, ages 16–65, Canada, 2003   
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24 Inst�tute of Med�c�ne. health Literacy: a prescription to end Confusion (Wash�ngton, D.C.: 2004).
25 Rothman, R.L., et al. “Influence of Pat�ent L�teracy �n the Effect�veness of a Pr�mary Care-based D�abetes D�sease Management Program,” the Journal of the american Medical 

association, Vol. 292;1711-6 (Ch�cago, IL: Amer�can Med�cal Assoc�at�on, 2004).

What do we know about Canada’s progress?
More than half (55%) of work�ng-age Canad�ans do not 
have adequate levels of health l�teracy, the Adult L�teracy 
and L�fe Sk�lls survey reveals. However, health l�teracy �n 
Canada �s greater than �n the Un�ted States, w�th 46% of 
Canad�an adults hav�ng sk�lls at level three (adequate) or 
better, compared to 36% of Amer�cans.

healTh liTeraCy

The World Health Organ�zat�on def�nes health as more 
than the absence of d�sease or �nf�rm�ty. It �s “a state 
of complete phys�cal, mental and soc�al well-be�ng.” 
Researchers have also drawn a connect�on between 
learn�ng and health: people w�th more educat�on tend to 
l�ve longer, health�er l�ves.

More recently, experts have also come to understand 
that the relat�onsh�p between health and learn�ng �s long 
term. At all ages and stages of people’s l�ves, learn�ng 
and health are closely l�nked.

Health l�teracy, def�ned as “the degree to wh�ch 
�nd�v�duals can obta�n, process, and understand the 
bas�c health �nformat�on and serv�ces they need to make 
appropr�ate health dec�s�ons,”24 can have a d�rect and 
mean�ngful �mpact on health. It enables a person to read 
nutr�t�on labels, follow dosage d�rect�ons for med�cat�ons, 
and make healthy l�festyle cho�ces. 

 
heAlth literACy And diAbetes

Diabetes is an example of a complex health 
condition that demands at least an adequate 

level of health literacy. Treatment involves closely 
monitoring blood sugar levels, following a healthy 
diet, increasing physical activity, taking medication 
and, for many diabetics, injecting insulin. Diabetics 
need to learn how to interpret blood sugar levels, 

read nutrition labels, plan exercise programs 
and adjust medication dosages—tasks that 

require a considerable degree of health literacy. 
The consequences of failure are dire, since the 
complications of poorly managed diabetes can 
include nerve damage, eyesight loss, heart and 

circulatory problems and kidney failure.25 

Wh�le educat�on, health l�teracy and health status are 
generally understood to be l�nked, the cause-and-effect 
relat�onsh�p has not yet been fully explored. Researchers 
are also f�nd�ng other factors that appear to �nfluence 
th�s complex �nterrelat�onsh�p, �nclud�ng people’s soc�al 
support networks, the�r dec�s�on-mak�ng and problem-
solv�ng capac�t�es, and the�r ab�l�ty to part�c�pate �n the�r 
own health care.

Canada’s ag�ng populat�on �s mak�ng the need for 
strong health l�teracy sk�lls more urgent. Older people 
are more l�kely to have chron�c d�seases and to requ�re 
health serv�ces. Moreover, l�teracy sk�lls tend to decl�ne 
w�th age and lower l�teracy �s t�ed to poorer health. For 
all these reasons, Canada must focus on help�ng older 
c�t�zens ma�nta�n the�r l�teracy sk�lls, wh�le at the same 
t�me dev�s�ng more effect�ve ways to commun�cate health 
�nformat�on.

 
The Adult Literacy and Life Skills (ALL) survey 

originally intended to measure prose and 
document literacy, as well as numeracy. 

However, there was no plan to measure health 
literacy. But amid growing interest in the link 
between literacy and health, a health literacy 
scale was retroactively assembled out of 191 

health-related items on the survey. 
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26 Roterman, M�chelle. “Sen�ors’ Health Care Use,” Supplement to health reports, Vol. 16 (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada, 2006). Catalogue No. 82-003.
27 Murray, Scott et al. Health L�teracy �n Canada: The Matter �n Emp�r�cal Perspect�ve (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada and the Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng, Forthcom�ng).

Health-literacy levels, ages 16–65, Canada and united States, 2003
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Only one �n e�ght adults (12%) over age 65 has adequate health l�teracy sk�lls. Th�s �s part�cularly s�gn�f�cant �n l�ght of the 
fact that sen�ors are more l�kely to suffer �ll health. Indeed, n�ne �n 10 sen�ors take at least one med�cat�on, and many take 
several at the same t�me.26

Health l�teracy tends to r�se w�th the level of formal educat�on atta�ned, and people w�th h�gher health l�teracy scores tend 
to be �n better health. Indeed, people w�th the lowest health l�teracy sk�lls are more than three t�mes as l�kely to be �n fa�r 
or poor health than those w�th the h�ghest levels.

Th�s educat�on-related d�fference 
holds true at all ages. At the same 
t�me, �t �s also true that all l�teracy 
scores tend to decl�ne w�th age. The 
consequence of these two trends �s 
that the gap �n health l�teracy between 
more and less educated people tends 
to become more pronounced �n older 
populat�ons. Th�s �s a concern for many 
sen�ors who lack the l�teracy sk�lls for 
many bas�c health-related dec�s�ons. 

Other populat�ons that often lack the 
read�ng sk�lls needed to deal w�th 
health �nformat�on �nclude people w�th 
very low �ncomes, Abor�g�nal Peoples, 
and recent �mm�grants w�th low levels 
of formal educat�on and a mother 
tongue other than Engl�sh or French. 
Recent �mm�grants who arr�ve w�th 
a good educat�on const�tute a fa�rly 
large subgroup that �s only moderately 
l�kely to encounter problems related 
to low health l�teracy.27

Health literacy by age group, 2003
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Health literacy by age group and health status, Canada, 2003
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Health literacy by age and education, 2003
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Work-relaTed learning

Work-related learn�ng encompasses 
a var�ety of mechan�sms by wh�ch 
employees can better the�r sk�lls and 
knowledge �n the course of the�r 
work�ng l�ves. The term �ncludes the 
acqu�s�t�on, upgrad�ng or updat�ng 
of job-spec�f�c sk�lls, as well the 
strengthen�ng of soft skills, such as 
commun�cat�on, cr�t�cal th�nk�ng and 
problem-solv�ng ab�l�t�es.

Work-related learn�ng, wh�ch can be 
�n�t�ated by workers, un�ons or employers, 
can be formal or �nformal. It may be 
supported by the employer, or pursued 
�ndependently by the employee.28

For �nd�v�duals, the benef�ts of work-
related learn�ng are w�despread: �t can 
lead to a new job, better performance at 
an ex�st�ng job, or career advancement. 
Research demonstrates that work-
related learn�ng br�ngs h�gher earn�ngs 
and better chances for promot�on, 
wh�le decreas�ng the probab�l�ty of 
unemployment.29 It can also foster 
pos�t�ve work att�tudes and behav�ours, 
and h�gher levels of employee 
sat�sfact�on.30

Employers benef�t as well from an 
�nvestment �n workplace learn�ng. 
Employer-supported tra�n�ng fosters 
�nnovat�on �n products, serv�ces and 
processes, �nclud�ng the appl�cat�on of 
new technolog�es or software.31  Tra�n�ng 
also �mproves corporate culture and 
morale and strengthens a company’s 
ab�l�ty to attract and reta�n h�gh-qual�ty 
staff.32

Overall, these effects translate �nto 
better bus�ness performance, h�gher 
product�v�ty33 and greater bus�ness 
success.34 

What do we know about Canada’s progress?

Formal work-related training

Formal work-related tra�n�ng �ncludes courses or programs related to a 
worker’s current or future job. A tra�nee typ�cally follows a prescr�bed course 
or program that culm�nates �n some type of formal recogn�t�on, such as a 
cert�f�cate, d�ploma or degree.35

The proport�on of Canad�an workers enrolled �n formal work-related tra�n�ng 
rose from 29% �n 1997 to 35% �n 2002.36 Women (37%) were more l�kely than 
men (33%) to part�c�pate �n such tra�n�ng �n 2002. 

Employed adults* in formal work-related training, by gender,  
1997 and 2002
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* The adult workforce �s def�ned here as the populat�on aged 25–64 who were employed at some po�nt 
dur�ng the reference year. 
Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Adult Educat�on and Tra�n�ng Survey

younger workers were most l�kely to take part �n formal work-related 
tra�n�ng �n 2002, and part�c�pat�on rates tend to decl�ne w�th age. However, 
a compar�son of data from 1997 and 2002 reveals that older workers aged 
55 to 64 saw the greatest relat�ve �ncrease �n part�c�pat�on rates of any age 
group.37

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
28 Carl�ner, S., et al. “A Rev�ew of the State of the F�eld of Workplace Learn�ng: What we Know and What we Need to Know about Competenc�es, D�vers�ty, e-learn�ng, and 

Human Performance Improvement,” Rev�ew comm�ss�oned by the Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng and the Work and Learn�ng Knowledge Centre (Ottawa: Canad�an Counc�l on 
Learn�ng, 2006). Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca.

29 Tamk�n, Penny. Measuring the Contribution of Skills to Business performance: a Summary for employers (Br�ghton: Inst�tute for Employment Stud�es, 2005).
30 The Conference Board of Canada. Breaching the Barriers to Workplace Literacy (Ottawa: 2001).
31 Turcotte, J., A. Léonard and C. Montmarquette. “New Ev�dence on the Determ�nants of Tra�n�ng �n Canad�an Bus�ness Locat�ons,” the evolving Workplace Series (Ottawa: 

Stat�st�cs Canada and HRDC, 2005). Catalogue No. 71-584-MIE.
32 Tamk�n, Penny. Measuring the Contribution, 2005. 
33 Mach�n, Stephen and Anna V�gnoles. the economic Benefits of training to the individual, the Firm and the economy: the Key issues (London: Centre for the Econom�cs of 

Educat�on, 2001).
34 Baldw�n, J. innovation and training in New Firms, Research Paper No. 123 (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada, Analyt�cal Stud�es Branch, 2000).
35 Peters, V. Working and training: First results of the 2003 adult education and training Survey (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada’s Culture, Tour�sm and the Centre for Educat�on 

Stat�st�cs D�v�s�on, 2004). Catalogue No. 81-595-MIE.
36 ibid.
37 ibid.
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Employed adults* in formal job-related training, by age group, 1997 and 2002
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There �s a clear relat�onsh�p between h�gher educat�on and the �ncreased l�kel�hood of cont�nu�ng to seek out formal 
work-related tra�n�ng. In 2002, more than half (52%) of workers w�th un�vers�ty degrees part�c�pated �n formal tra�n�ng, 
compared to 18% of workers w�th a h�gh school d�ploma or less. 

Employed adults* in formal job-related training, by educational attainment, 1997 and 2002
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informal work-related learning

Informal work-related learn�ng tends 
to be self-d�rected and a�ms to ref�ne 
a worker’s ab�l�t�es �n areas such as 
computer sk�lls or t�me management.38  
There are usually no spec�f�c rules 
about the organ�zat�on, del�very or 
assessment of such tra�n�ng and �t 
does not ord�nar�ly lead to a cert�f�cate 
or other proof of qual�f�cat�on.

In 2002, one-th�rd (33%) of Canada’s 
workforce part�c�pated �n �nformal 
work-related learn�ng. As w�th more 
formal tra�n�ng, part�c�pat�on rates 
were h�gher among women, younger 
workers and those w�th h�gher levels 
of formal educat�on. 

Employed adults in informal work-
related learning, by gender, age 
group and educational attainment, 
2002

CATEGORy PERCENTAGE

Male 30.3%

Female 35.0%

Total 32.5%

25–34 37.9%

35–44 32.4%

45–54 31.7%

55–64 23.1%

H�gh school or less 16.4%

Some post-secondary 
educat�on 34.0%

Completed post-secondary 
cert�f�cate or d�ploma 35.4%

Completed a un�vers�ty 
degree 50.1%

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Adult Educat�on and 
Tra�n�ng Survey, 2002

In some sectors, �nformal tra�n�ng 
�s more effect�ve than a structured 
approach to updat�ng sk�lls and 
knowledge. In the �nformat�on 
technology �ndustry, for �nstance, rap�d 
changes mean many workers do best 
to learn on the�r own, rather than wa�t 

for courses or programs. A 2005 study found that about 70% of �nformat�on 
technology workers had recently part�c�pated �n �nformal work-related 
tra�n�ng, mostly through �ndependent study. Only 40% had part�c�pated �n 
formal tra�n�ng dur�ng that per�od.39

employer-supported training

Not every type of work-related learn�ng �s necessar�ly sponsored by the 
employer. Some employees advance the�r sk�lls and knowledge on the�r own 
�n�t�at�ve and at the�r own expense. 

In fact, accord�ng to Stat�st�cs Canada’s def�n�t�ons, employers are only 
cons�dered to support adult worker tra�n�ng �f they have prov�ded or pa�d for 
tra�n�ng, allowed tra�nees to work flex�ble schedules �n order to part�c�pate �n 
tra�n�ng, or prov�ded transportat�on to or from the tra�n�ng s�te. 

In 2002, 25% of the adult workforce part�c�pated �n employer-sponsored 
tra�n�ng. Between 1997 and 2002, there was l�ttle change �n overall 
part�c�pat�on rates, except among 25- to 34-year-olds, whose part�c�pat�on 
�n employer-sponsored tra�n�ng rose from 23% to 29%. Women (27%) were 
more l�kely to take part �n employer-supported tra�n�ng than men (23%).40

Participation rate of the adult workforce, by age, in employer-
supported, formal job-related training, 1997 and 2002
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However, of all employees who took any sort of formal work-related tra�n�ng, 
the proport�on whose tra�n�ng was supported by the�r employers decl�ned, 
from 79% �n 1997 to 72% �n 2002. Th�s �nd�cates that more workers �n 2002 
were tak�ng tra�n�ng at the�r own �n�t�at�ve and expense. 

When �t comes to employer-supported tra�n�ng, f�rm s�ze matters. Larger 
compan�es are far more l�kely than smaller organ�zat�ons to offer structured 
tra�n�ng to the�r staff. 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
38 ibid.
39 Gunderson, M., L. Jacobs, and F. Va�llancourt. the information technology (it) Labour Market in Canada: results from the National Survey of it occupations (Ottawa: Software 

Human Resource Counc�l, 2005).
40 Peters, V. Working and training, 2004.
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Proportion of businesses providing training, by size, 2003
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Workers most l�kely to rece�ve structured tra�n�ng were �n sectors such as f�nance and �nsurance, manufactur�ng, and �nfor-
mat�on and cultural �ndustr�es. The reta�l and real estate sectors were among the least l�kely to offer the�r workers tra�n�ng.

Proportion of employers providing structured employee training, by industry, 2003
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Employers offering job-related training, by union status
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41 Evans, N. Making Sense of Lifelong Learning: respecting the Needs of all (London: Routledge Falmer, 2003).
42 Stat�st�cs Canada. Workplace and Employee Survey (Ottawa: 2003).
43 Peters, V. Working and training, 2004.
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Many un�ons promote work-related 
learn�ng through courses, events 
and workshops. Some have h�ghly 
developed tra�n�ng fac�l�t�es. Others 
have jo�ned w�th colleges to broaden 
the ava�lab�l�ty of programs to upgrade 
worker sk�lls and credent�als.41 As a 
consequence, un�on�zed bus�nesses 
are more l�kely (76%) than non-
un�on�zed compan�es (53%) to support 
employee tra�n�ng.42

Internat�onally, Canada lags beh�nd 
�n employer-sponsored tra�n�ng. 
Bus�nesses �n the Un�ted K�ngdom and 
Scand�nav�a were s�gn�f�cantly more 
l�kely than those �n Canada to �nvest 
�n employee tra�n�ng �n 2000, the last 
year for wh�ch comparable data were 
ava�lable. 

Proportion of firms offering 
employee training, by country, 
1999

COUNTRy FIRMS OFFERING 
TRAINING

Denmark 96%

Sweden 91%

Un�ted K�ngdom 87%

Norway 86%

F�nland 82%

Canada 56%

Spa�n 36%

Portugal 22%

Source: Canad�an f�gure from Stat�st�cs Canada, 
Workplace and Employee Survey. All others, from 
EuroStat NewCronos Database, CVTS, as presented �n 
OECD’s Beyond rhetoric: adult Learning policies and 
practices (Par�s: OECD, 2003)

Barriers to work-related learning

The most common barr�ers c�ted to 
part�c�pat�on �n work-related learn�ng 
�nclude money, t�me and fam�ly 
respons�b�l�t�es. These barr�ers are 
most frequently noted by women.43  
And although the barr�ers may be 
s�m�lar both for those who part�c�pate 
and those who do not, the �mpl�cat�ons 
for develop�ng work-related tra�n�ng 
pol�c�es are d�fferent.

barriers to work-related training, training participants and  
non-participants, ages 25–64, 2002

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Training too expensive; could not afford

Too busy at work

Training schedule conflicted with work schedule

Family responsibilities

Training offered at inconvenient time

Lack of employer support

Other

Not sure training was worth it

Could not find training; wanted to take

Did not have the prerequisites

Health reasons

Lack of confidence

Training participants Non-participants

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, adult education and training Survey, 2002

Another barr�er for some �s unrecognized learning. Many people d�scover that 
the learn�ng and exper�ence they ga�ned �n earl�er years cannot be properly 
measured and def�ned by credent�als that are recogn�zed by Canad�an 
employers. Th�s learning recognition gap stands �n the way of many competent 
adults f�nd�ng work that �s commensurate w�th the�r sk�lls and knowledge.  
It �s also a problem for the country as whole, because �t underm�nes Canada’s 
ab�l�ty to attract and ma�nta�n a world-class workforce.44

Proportion of workers unable to access training, by age and 
educational attainment, 2002
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Those w�th some post-secondary educat�on reported d�ff�cult�es �n access�ng 
tra�n�ng. younger workers, aged 25 to 34, stated that they too exper�enced 
d�ff�cult�es access�ng tra�n�ng. W�th student debt r�s�ng and poorer job 
prospects for post-secondary non-completers, the l�kel�hood of th�s group 
not rece�v�ng tra�n�ng �ncreases.
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School-to-work transition

The trans�t�on from school to work 
�s a cr�t�cal per�od where pos�t�ve 
�n�t�al exper�ences can have a long-
term �mpact on future labour-market 
attachment and can strongly �nfluence 
att�tudes toward future part�c�pat�on 
�n learn�ng act�v�t�es, at home, �n the 
commun�ty and �n the workplace. For 
most Canad�ans, the trans�t�on �s a 
phase that �ncludes t�me spent �n h�gh 
school or post-secondary educat�on, 
per�ods of temporary or part-t�me 
work, settl�ng �nto a career, or return-
�ng to further stud�es. The routes 
taken by students are not only shaped 
by educat�onal systems and students’ 
own exper�ences, but also by parents, 
governments and employers.45 

Th�s trans�t�on from �n�t�al educat�on 
to work�ng l�fe occurs w�th�n a soc�al, 
econom�c and educat�onal context, 
and can result �n a number of d�fferent 
outcomes, �nclud�ng atta�nment of 
educat�onal qual�f�cat�ons or obta�n�ng 
employment.46 The OECD uses 14 
�nd�cators to measure the school-
to-work trans�t�on by exam�n�ng 
employment rates for youth, l�teracy 
sk�lls, and secondary and post-
secondary graduat�on rates.47

However, the trans�t�on process, wh�ch 
compr�ses both the t�me spent �n school 
(h�gh school and post-secondary) and 
the t�me �t takes to settle �nto a job, 
�s not clear cut, often character�zed by 
youth mov�ng �n and out of the labour 
market, e�ther �n temporary or part-
t�me jobs, �n educat�onal programs or 
�n a comb�nat�on of both. As a result, 
assess�ng the eff�cacy of school-to-work 
trans�t�ons �n Canada �s complex. 

In 1996, the most recent year for wh�ch 
�nternat�onally comparable data ex�st, 
the school-to-work trans�t�on per�od �n 
Canada averaged 6.8 years. Th�s was 

shorter than the OECD average of 7.4 years, but longer than the Canad�an 
average of 5.2 years �n 1990. The average trans�t�on per�od �n Canada 
lengthened between 1990 and 1996 because students were spend�ng more 
t�me �n school, obta�n�ng the advanced sk�lls and qual�f�cat�ons demanded 
by the modern workplace.48 Others were tak�ng longer to f�nd a f�rst job. In 
add�t�on, more students were opt�ng to travel or study abroad, wh�ch can 
contr�bute s�gn�f�cantly to personal development.49

School-to-work transitions, international comparisons, 1990 and 1996

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1996
Canada 1990

1996
Denmark 1990

1996
Portugal 1990

1996
Switzerland 1990

1996
Australia 1990

1996
 U. S. 1990

1996
U.K. 1990

1996
Sweden 1990

Total duration of the transition in years

Transition period in education Transition period out of education

Source: OECD. From initial to Working Life: Making transitions Work, 2000 
Note: Countr�es are ranked �n order of the total durat�on of the trans�t�on �n 1990

There are var�ous factors that are �ncreas�ng average school-to-work trans�t�on 
per�ods �n Canada, and across all OECD countr�es. These �nclude a r�s�ng 
demand for �ncreased sk�lls and qual�f�cat�ons, labour-market cond�t�ons, 
soc�etal att�tudes toward the appropr�ate age for �ndependence and, �n some 
cases, the pursu�t of travel or study�ng abroad.50 Longer average school-to-
work trans�t�on per�ods should not necessar�ly be v�ewed negat�vely, for a 
number of reasons. A better-educated workforce requ�res more t�me spent 
�n stud�es. In add�t�on, act�v�t�es such as travel may also pos�t�vely contr�bute 
to personal development.51

School-to-work trans�t�ons can also be exam�ned by look�ng at the results 
of graduate outcome surveys. Data from the Nat�onal Graduate Survey 
can be used to demonstrate the labour-market outcomes of graduates of 
post-secondary programs two years after graduat�ng. The survey has been 
undertaken w�th d�fferent graduates �n 1986, 1990, 1995, and 2000. 

Labour outcomes �n terms of proport�on of graduates work�ng full or part-
t�me, look�ng for work, or be�ng outs�de the labour force, d�d not demonstrate 
s�gn�f�cant changes over the decade and a half. Both college and un�vers�ty 
graduates secured more ready access to the labour market after complet�ng 
post-secondary programs.52 Post-secondary graduates are also more l�kely 
to report hav�ng full-t�me employment two years after graduat�on. 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
45 OECD. From initial education to Working Life—Making transitions Work (Par�s: 2000).
46 ibid.
47 ibid.
48 ibid.
49 ibid.
50 ibid.
51 ibid.
52 Junor, S., and A. Usher. “Pr�ce of Knowledge: Access and Student F�nance �n Canada,” Millennium research Series (Montreal: M�llenn�um Scholarsh�p Foundat�on, 2004).
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Employment status of college students two years after graduation
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Working full-time Working part-time Unemployed Not in the labour force

Source: Junor, S., and A. Usher. “Pr�ce of Knowledge: Access and Student F�nance �n Canada,” Millennium research Series (Montreal: M�llenn�um Scholarsh�p 
Foundat�on, 2004)

Employment status of university students two years after graduation
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Source: Junor, S., and A. Usher. “Pr�ce of Knowledge: Access and Student F�nance �n Canada,” Millennium research Series (Montreal: M�llenn�um Scholarsh�p 
Foundat�on, 2004)

learning for personal developMenT, aT hoMe and in The CoMMuniTy

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
53 Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng. Composite Learning index (Ottawa: 2006). Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca/cl�.
54 L�v�ngston, D. W., and R. Roth. Workers’ Knowledge: an untapped resource in the Labour Movement, presented at the Internat�onal Conference on Un�on Growth, Centre for 

the Study of Educat�on and Work Ontar�o Inst�tute for Stud�es �n Educat�on /Un�vers�ty of Toronto (Toronto: Apr�l 30–May 1, 2001).
55 L�v�ngston, D. W. adults’ informal Learning: Definitions, Findings, Gaps, and Future research, NALL Work�ng Paper # 21 (Toronto: The Research Network on New Approaches 

to L�felong Learn�ng, 2001). 
56 L�v�ngston, D. W. Mapping the iceberg, NALL Work�ng Paper # 54 (Toronto: The Research Network on New Approaches to L�felong Learn�ng, 2002). 

Many adults engage �n learn�ng act�v�t�es beyond the�r 
�n�t�al educat�on. These learn�ng act�v�t�es occur across a 
var�ety of d�fferent contexts that may �nclude part�c�pat�on 
�n �nterest courses, us�ng the �nternet to ga�n useful 
�nformat�on or volunteer work �n the commun�ty. 

Anecdotally, we know that such forms of adult learn�ng 
are w�despread and �mportant for personal growth and 
sat�sfact�on. Commun�ty act�v�t�es broaden personal 
knowledge and promote teamwork—a benef�t to both 

the �nd�v�dual and the commun�ty—and many of the sk�lls 
acqu�red through personal learn�ng act�v�t�es are also 
appl�cable to the profess�onal l�ves of �nd�v�duals.53

But as much as the effects of �nformal learn�ng are clear, 
they are d�ff�cult to measure. There �s st�ll much about these 
types of �nformal learn�ng that �s not well understood by 
researchers and efforts to develop appropr�ate �nd�cators 
are ongo�ng.54,55,56   
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_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
57 Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng. Composite Learning index, 2006. 
58 Stat�st�cs Canada. Caring Canadians, involved Canadians—highlights from the 2004 Canada Survey of Giving, Volunteering and participating (Ottawa: 2006). Catalogue No. 

71-542-XIE.
59 Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng. Composite Learning index, 2006. 
60 Stat�st�cs Canada. Caring Canadians, 2006.

What do we know about Canada’s progress?

Volunteering

Volunteers are v�tal to the l�fe of a commun�ty, help�ng 
to strengthen serv�ces for ch�ldren, sen�ors and people �n 
need. For the�r part, volunteers acqu�re new sk�lls, r�se to 
new challenges and w�den the�r soc�al networks.57

Stat�st�cs Canada’s Survey of Giving, Volunteering and 
participating measures the extent to wh�ch Canad�ans 
engage �n unpa�d act�v�t�es as part of a group or organ�zat�on, 
and how engaged they are �n the commun�ty.  

In 2004, 45% of Canad�ans aged 15 years and older 
volunteered the�r t�me. These 11.8 m�ll�on people donated 
nearly 2 b�ll�on hours—the equ�valent of 1 m�ll�on full-t�me 
jobs. The volunteer rate, averag�ng 168 hours per person, 
was h�ghest among younger Canad�ans (55%), people 
w�th un�vers�ty degrees (59%), people w�th jobs (50%), 
and those who were l�v�ng �n households w�th �ncomes 
of $100,000 or more (60%). Wh�le younger people and 
those w�th h�gher �ncomes were more l�kely to become 
volunteers, sen�ors and people w�th lower �ncomes 
actually put �n the greatest number of volunteer hours.58

Volunteer rate by personal and economic 
characteristics, ages 15 and older, 2004

CATEGORy PERCENTAGE (2004)

15–24 55%

25–34 42%

35–44 51%

45–54 47%

55–64 42%

65 and older 32%

Less than h�gh school 37%

Graduated from h�gh school 42%

Some post-secondary 50%

Post-secondary d�ploma 47%

Un�vers�ty degree 59%

Employed 50%

Unemployed 42%

Not �n the labour force 43%

Less than $20,000 30%

$20,000–$39,999 37%

$40,000–$59,999 45%

$60,000–$79,999 48%

$80,000–$99,999 51%

$100,000 or more 60%

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada. Canada Survey of Giving, Volunteering and 
participating, 2004

participation in clubs and organizations

Canad�ans jo�n clubs, commun�ty organ�zat�ons and 
assoc�at�ons for a var�ety of reasons, �nclud�ng personal 
learn�ng, growth, network�ng and compan�onsh�p. These 
organ�zat�ons, �n turn, ga�n ded�cated teams of people, 
work�ng together toward spec�f�c projects and goals.59 The 
most common types of voluntary organ�zat�ons are sports 
and recreat�on groups, profess�onal assoc�at�ons and 
un�ons, rel�g�ous organ�zat�ons, and cultural, educat�onal 
or hobby groups.

In 2004, two-th�rds (66%) of Canad�ans 15 years of age or 
older belonged to at least one formal voluntary group. 
Part�c�pat�on rates were h�ghest among people who were 
between 45 and 54 years old (69%), had a un�vers�ty 
degree (82%), a job (71%), and a household �ncome of 
$100,000 or more (80%).60  

Participation in voluntary organizations, by personal 
and economic characteristics, ages 15 and older, 2004

CATEGORy PERCENTAGE (2004)

15–24 65%

25–34 66%

35–44 68%

45–54 69%

55–64 65%

65 and older 59%

Less than h�gh school 51%

Graduated from h�gh school 59%

Some post-secondary 64%

Post-secondary d�ploma 70%

Un�vers�ty degree 82%

Employed 71%

Unemployed 62%

Not �n the labour force 58%

Less than $20,000 47%

$20,000–$39,999 56%

$40,000–$59,999 64%

$60,000–$79,999 71%

$80,000–$99,999 74%

$100,000 or more 80%

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada. Canada Survey of Giving, Volunteering and 
participating, 2004
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_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
61 Tu�jnman, A. “Themes and quest�ons for a research agenda on l�felong learn�ng,” Supporting Lifelong Learning Vol. 3 Making policy Work (London: Open Un�vers�ty, 2002).
62 Stat�st�cs Canada. the Canadian internet use Survey (Ottawa: 2005).
63 ibid.
64 ibid.
65 Stat�st�cs Canada. adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (Ottawa: 2003).

internet use

Canad�an adults use the �nternet 
for a var�ety of purposes, �nclud�ng 
exchang�ng e-ma�l, mak�ng travel 
arrangements, and updat�ng 
themselves on the news, weather 
and sports h�ghl�ghts. Increas�ngly, 
Canad�ans are also us�ng the �nternet 
to search for �nformat�on on health, 
government serv�ces and data, and 
consumer warn�ngs and adv�ce. As 
well, some �nd�v�duals are us�ng the 
�nternet to search for employment 
�n both the publ�c and the pr�vate 
sectors.

Computers and �nformat�on technol-
ogy are also allow�ng Canad�ans to 
engage �n e-learn�ng, or d�stance 
educat�on. Th�s opens new 
opportun�t�es for l�felong learn�ng 
for all adults, but �t �s of part�cular 
benef�t to people w�th learn�ng 
challenges, �nclud�ng the d�sabled, 
recent �mm�grants, or people l�v�ng �n 
geograph�cally �solated areas.61  

use of the internet by adults, 2005
PERCENTAGE  

(2005)

E-ma�l 91%

Travel �nformat�on/
arrangements

63%

News/sports 62%

Health-related �nformat�on 58%

Electron�c bank�ng 58%

Pay�ng b�lls 55%

Informat�on on Canad�an 
governments

52%

Educat�on, tra�n�ng or school 
work

43%

Play�ng games 39%

Research�ng �nvestments 26%

L�sten�ng to �nternet rad�o 26%

Source: Canad�an Internet Use Survey, 2005

The 2005 Canad�an Internet Use Survey shows that more than two-th�rds 
(68%) of Canad�an adults—16.8 m�ll�on people—had used the �nternet for 
personal act�v�t�es over the prev�ous year, and most of them used �t da�ly. 

Internet access r�ses w�th educat�onal level: 80% of adults w�th at least 
some post-secondary educat�on used the �nternet �n the year pr�or to the 
survey, compared w�th just half (49%) of adults w�th only a h�gh-school 
educat�on.62

younger adults also reported the h�ghest rates of �nternet use. Most (89%) 
of 18- to 34-year-olds were �nternet users, as were Canad�ans aged 35 to 
54 (75%). By contrast, just over half (54%) of adults aged 55 to 64 used the 
�nternet.63 

Older Canad�ans are also act�vely engaged w�th �nformat�on and 
commun�cat�on technolog�es. The Canad�an Internet Use Survey revealed 
that 54% of the Canad�an adults aged 55 to 64 years used the �nternet; 
and 59% of those accessed �t da�ly. Furthermore, even older Canad�ans are 
us�ng the �nternet more frequently, w�th 24% of the populat�on aged 65 and 
older report�ng �ts use and 63% of those access�ng �t da�ly.64

Proportion of internet users, by age group, 2005

75%

54%

24%

89%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

35–54 18–34 55–64 65+

Age group

  
Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Canadian internet use Survey, 2005

Computer and �nternet usage �s also strongly assoc�ated w�th �mproved 
l�teracy sk�ll and h�gher earn�ngs.65 Th�s �s an �mportant f�nd�ng, g�ven that 
those most �n need of sk�lls upgrad�ng are not us�ng computers or the 
�nternet and could potent�ally benef�t from new opportun�t�es created by 
technolog�cal avenues. 
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seniors And leArning

Learning has a number of benefits for seniors. Research has shown that good mental health can be 
maintained with intellectual stimulation through formal education, leisure activities and professional pursuits. 
Also, engaging in learning allows seniors to stay involved in their communities and to develop new interests. 
In sum, learning helps to foster a healthy and happy life for older Canadians.

There are, however, a number of barriers that seniors commonly encounter when trying to take up learning 
activities:
• fewer learning opportunities are available to seniors than to their younger counterparts
• on average, seniors have lower literacy skills and less prior education
• seniors suffer from higher rates of illness and disability
• some seniors experience declining cognitive skills66

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
66 Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng. “Never too Old to Learn: Sen�ors and Learn�ng �n Canada,” Lessons in Learning (Ottawa: Aug. 22, 2006). Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca. Accessed 

Oct. 2006. 

Proportion of internet users, by educational attainment, 2005
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4.3 The Road Ahead

Where does Canada sTand?
Adult learn�ng offers a w�de range of benef�ts. In add�t�on 
to better job opportun�t�es and h�gher �ncomes, cont�nued 
learn�ng throughout l�fe fac�l�tates better health and 
greater c�v�c engagement and personal fulf�lment. 

As ev�denced by the comparat�vely h�gh l�teracy sk�lls of 
15-year-olds (see Chapter 2) and the weaker performance 
of adults �n l�teracy assessments, learn�ng does not extend 
�nto adulthood for many Canad�ans. There has been l�ttle 
progress �n adult l�teracy performance �n Canada �n the 
past decade, and 42% of Canad�an adults do not have 
suff�c�ent l�teracy to succeed �n today’s knowledge-based 
economy.  

However, several alarm�ng trends further underscore 
soc�ety’s need to refocus on adult learn�ng. 

For one th�ng, adult l�teracy sk�lls have shown l�ttle 
�mprovement over the past decade. And the s�tuat�on w�ll 
not �mprove on �ts own g�ven that l�teracy sk�lls generally 
decl�ne w�th age and Canada has an ag�ng populat�on. 
Moreover, Canada’s h�gh �mm�grat�on rate br�ngs �n 
a grow�ng number of people w�thout the l�teracy sk�lls 
necessary to �ntegrate successfully �nto the Canad�an 
labour market.

Canada’s performance �n adult l�teracy falls beh�nd that of 
many other countr�es. As well, Canada lags beh�nd other 
countr�es �n terms of prov�d�ng solut�ons. Many Canad�an 
workers are not gett�ng the work-related tra�n�ng they 
need. And those �n greatest need—recent �mm�grants, 
people w�th low l�teracy sk�lls, those who have dropped 
out of formal educat�on, and older workers �n need of 
sk�lls upgrad�ng—are least l�kely to get further tra�n�ng.

Lastly, the extent to wh�ch �nd�v�duals volunteer or 
part�c�pate �n the�r commun�t�es also has �mportant 
�mpl�cat�ons for learn�ng. Wh�le many Canad�ans are 
part�c�pat�ng �n commun�ty act�v�t�es and personal 
development, there are many groups demonstrat�ng low 
levels of �nvolvement, �nclud�ng those w�th lower levels of 
�ncome and educat�on.

WhaT We don’T knoW 
Desp�te the ava�lab�l�ty of �nformat�on on adult learn�ng, 
there are many unanswered quest�ons and substant�al 
gaps �n our data. Where data do ex�st, they are often 
not yet analysed �n a way that sheds mean�ngful l�ght on 
the status of adult learn�ng, the challenges and potent�al 
solut�ons.

Currently, for �nstance, we do not understand why 
l�teracy scores decl�ne w�th age. We don’t know how to 
m�t�gate the �mpact of low health l�teracy on vulnerable 
populat�ons, �nclud�ng sen�ors, or how to ra�se the�r 
l�teracy sk�lls.

Wh�le there are pan-Canad�an data on the nature 
and extent of work-related learn�ng, we know l�ttle 
about the outcomes of that learn�ng. For example, �s 
there adequate �nformat�on on the return on tra�n�ng 
�nvestment for employees and employers, or the �mpact 
of learn�ng on workplace performance, employee sk�lls 
and competenc�es, and corporate product�v�ty?

S�m�larly, w�th better �nformat�on we could more accurately 
assess the need for sk�lls among employees, employers 
and ent�re �ndustr�es and sectors.

We could also explore factors that �nfluence access to 
work-related learn�ng, as well as �ncent�ves and strateg�es 
to support learn�ng—espec�ally for non-trad�t�onal or non-
standard types of work and among vulnerable groups, 
such as �mm�grants.

Indeed, wh�le many Canad�an workers rece�ve work-
related tra�n�ng, many do not. A closer look m�ght help 
us understand the barr�ers that these people face. 

There are also gaps �n what we know �n terms of school-
to-work trans�t�ons. These �nclude the ab�l�ty to measure 
the complex�ty of the school-to-work trans�t�on, and the 
scope of career educat�on and counsell�ng ava�lable to 
young people.
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Informal work-related learn�ng �s also an area where 
we need to learn more. There �s l�ttle pan-Canad�an 
�nformat�on on who engages �n �nformal tra�n�ng, how 
and why they do �t, what type of pract�ces take place, 
how much �nformal learn�ng takes place and the �mpact 
of �nformal learn�ng both on employees and on the�r 
workplace.

And f�nally, there �s a shortage of data on the soc�al �mpact 
of adult learn�ng. It �s w�dely bel�eved, for �nstance, that 
adult learn�ng helps promote act�ve c�t�zensh�p, but we 
need more �nformat�on to understand �ts effects on the 
everyday l�ves of Canad�ans.

WhaT Will CCl do?
L�felong learn�ng �s a fundamental pr�or�ty for the 
Canad�an Counc�l of Learn�ng. In add�t�on to Abor�g�nal 
learn�ng, wh�ch �s d�scussed �n the next chapter, CCL has 
establ�shed three knowledge centres focussed on key 
aspects of adult learn�ng.

Adult learning
The Adult Learn�ng Knowledge Centre �s mandated 
to foster a r�ch, �nformed and coord�nated culture of 
adult learn�ng, one that �s respons�ve to the needs and 
�nterests of all Canad�ans.  Work�ng w�th government, 
educat�onal �nst�tutes and commun�ty organ�zat�ons, 
the Adult Learn�ng Knowledge Centre seeks to develop 
coord�nated adult learn�ng systems across Canada and a 
better understand�ng among all Canad�ans of the role of 
l�felong learn�ng �n creat�ng econom�c product�v�ty, soc�al 
equ�ty and c�v�c engagement. 

The Adult Learn�ng Knowledge Centre has �dent�f�ed 
four key pr�or�t�es for the upcom�ng year: develop�ng a 
r�ght-to-learn strategy for Canad�ans w�th learn�ng needs 
related to l�teracy, h�gh-school complet�on and pr�or 
learn�ng recogn�t�on; bu�ld�ng act�on research capac�t�es 
among adult learn�ng pract�t�oners; ra�s�ng the prof�le of 
adult learn�ng; and develop�ng benchmarks for mon�tor�ng 
progress �n adult learn�ng act�v�t�es. 

S�nce �ts launch �n September 2005, the Adult Learn�ng 
Knowledge Centre has undertaken many �n�t�at�ves, 
�nclud�ng two nat�onal calls for knowledge exchange 
projects,  several workshops for adult learn�ng researchers 
and pract�t�oners, a nat�onal sympos�um, a pan-Canad�an 
ser�es of roundtable events towards pol�cy development, 
a speaker ser�es for the general publ�c and research 
projects on adult learn�ng. 

Work and learning 
A knowledge centre was created to advance the state 
of knowledge and pract�ce �n the area of work-related 
learn�ng. The Work and Learn�ng Knowledge Centre has 
three key areas of �nterest:

opt�m�z�ng the level, qual�ty and effect�veness of 
work-related learn�ng 
�mprov�ng trans�t�ons between formal learn�ng and 
work 
�mprov�ng access to work-related learn�ng for 
�mm�grants and other vulnerable groups

Health and learning
The Health and Learn�ng Knowledge Centre, a 17-
member consort�um, serves as a pan-Canad�an network 
of expert�se on the l�nk between learn�ng and the health 
of Canad�ans. The centre �s part�cularly �nterested �n 
health l�teracy and ensures �t �s cons�dered �n all the work 
the centre performs or sponsors.

One of the key projects currently underway �s an Expert 
Panel on Health L�teracy. Organ�zed early �n 2006 by 
the Canad�an Publ�c Health Assoc�at�on, the 13-member 
panel w�ll adv�se on the state of knowledge on health 
l�teracy and the effect�veness of �ntervent�ons to �mprove 
�t. The panel, wh�ch �s also work�ng w�th the federal Publ�c 
Health Agency’s Collaborat�ng Centre on Determ�nants 
of Health, w�ll also generate recommendat�ons on future 
research, pol�cy and programm�ng �n�t�at�ves �n health 
l�teracy. 

Another knowledge centre project, led by the Br�t�sh 
Columb�a Academ�c Health Counc�l, a�ms to bu�ld health 
l�teracy among health profess�onals. Other projects 
focus on young people �n or out of school, and youth 
engagement.

•

•

•
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5.1 Introduction

AboRIGInAl lEARnInG

Abor�g�nal Peoples have trad�t�onally regarded l�felong 
learn�ng as a means to develop the whole person, 
�nclud�ng the sp�r�tual, �ntellectual, emot�onal and phys�cal 
aspects of be�ng.2 In add�t�on to personal enhancement, 
Abor�g�nal people see learn�ng as a way to atta�n collect�ve 
and commun�ty goals.3 As such, learn�ng develops the 
sk�lls and knowledge needed for econom�c success and 
deepens an apprec�at�on for Abor�g�nal trad�t�ons, cultures 
and languages. The Royal Comm�ss�on on Abor�g�nal 
Peoples observed that educat�on �s “the transm�ss�on of 
cultural DNA from one generat�on to the next” and �s key 
to a prosperous future.4 

G�ven the mult�tude of Abor�g�nal cultures and contexts, 
th�s chapter does not reflect the full complex�ty of 
Abor�g�nal learn�ng �n Canada. Rather, �t �s �ntended 
to prov�de an �ntroduct�on to Abor�g�nal learn�ng and 
present the context for future research. It also d�scusses 
the need to broaden our def�n�t�on for measures of 
success �n Abor�g�nal learn�ng and presents a context for 
future research.

 
For more than 25 years, Aboriginal people have 

been articulating their goals for Aboriginal 
education. They want education to prepare them 

to participate fully in the economic life of their 
communities and in Canadian society. But this is 

only part of their vision … Youth that emerge from 
school must be grounded in a strong, positive 
Aboriginal identity. Consistent with Aboriginal 

traditions, education must develop the whole child, 
intellectually, spiritually, emotionally and physically. 

—1996 Report of the Royal Commission on 
Aboriginal Peoples1

deMographiCs

Abor�g�nal Peoples �n Canada encompass F�rst Nat�ons, 
Mét�s and Inu�t populat�ons.5 

F�rst Nat�ons peoples have un�que relat�onsh�ps w�th 
Canada der�v�ng from treat�es or pre-ex�st�ng Abor�g�nal 
r�ghts. Collect�vely organ�zed through local F�rst Nat�ons 
governments, F�rst Nat�ons �nclude status and non-status 
Ind�ans l�v�ng on or off reserves.

The Mét�s are self-�dent�f�ed peoples of m�xed Abor�g�nal 
and European ancestry who are assoc�ated w�th recogn�zed 
settlements located pr�mar�ly �n the Pra�r�es. 

Inu�t are Abor�g�nal Peoples l�v�ng predom�nantly �n the 
four Northern land-cla�m areas of Nunav�k (northern 
Quebec), Nunats�avut (Newfoundland and Labrador), 
Inuv�alu�t (Northwest Terr�tor�es) and Nunavut.

In the 2001 census, almost 1 m�ll�on (976,305) people 
�dent�f�ed themselves as Abor�g�nal, represent�ng 3% 
of the Canad�an populat�on.6 Of those, 62% �dent�f�ed 
themselves as F�rst Nat�ons, 30% as Mét�s, and 5% as 
Inu�t. Approx�mately 3% of Abor�g�nal people reported 
more than one Abor�g�nal �dent�ty.

The Abor�g�nal populat�on �s young and grow�ng �n numbers. 
In 2001, s�x of 10 Abor�g�nal people were under the age of 
29.7 Inu�t have the youngest populat�on—nearly half (49%) 
were under the age of 20 �n 2001.8 

By 2017, the Abor�g�nal populat�on �s expected to exceed 
1.4 m�ll�on people, or 4% of the Canad�an populat�on.9

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
1 Canada. Royal Comm�ss�on on Abor�g�nal Peoples. report of the royal Commission on aboriginal peoples, Vol. 3, Chapter 5 (Ottawa: 1996). Ava�lable at www.a�nc-�nac.gc.ca. 

Accessed on Nov. 29, 2006.
2 Batt�ste, Mar�e. “State of Abor�g�nal Learn�ng,” Background Paper for the Nat�onal D�alogue on Abor�g�nal Learn�ng (Ottawa: Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng, Nov. 13–14, 2005).  
3 Canada. Royal Comm�ss�on on Abor�g�nal Peoples.  report of the royal Commission on aboriginal peoples, Vol. 3. 
4 Ib�d.
5 As def�ned by Sect�on 35 of the Constitution act (Ottawa: Just�ce Canada, 1982). Ava�lable at Const�tut�on Acts 1867 to 1982.
6 Stat�st�cs Canada.  aboriginal identity (8), age Groups (11B), Sex (3) and area of residence (7) for population, for Canada, provinces and territories, 2001 Census - 20% Sample 

Data (table). topic-based tabulations: aboriginal peoples of Canada (Ottawa: 2003). Stat�st�cs Canada Catalogue No. 97F0011XCB2001001.
7 ibid.
8 ibid.
9 Accord�ng to med�um growth scenar�os �n: Stat�st�cs Canada. projections of the aboriginal populations, Canada, provinces and territories: 2001 to 2017 (Ottawa: 2005). 

Catalogue No. 91-547-XWE. Ava�lable at www.statcan.ca. Accessed Nov. 27, 2006.
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_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
10 Health Canada. Abor�g�nal D�abetes In�t�at�ve webs�te. Ava�lable at www.hc-sc.gc.ca. Accessed Nov. 8, 2006.
11 Accurately calculat�ng su�c�de rates among Abor�g�nal people �s problemat�c, as the cause of death �s often not known. Us�ng the ava�lable data, su�c�de rates across all age 

groups of Abor�g�nal people have been est�mated to be about three t�mes h�gher than �n the non-Abor�g�nal populat�on. Source: Suicide among aboriginal people: royal 
Commission report (Ottawa: Parl�amentary Research Branch, Feb. 23, 1995).

Aboriginal populations, by province and territory, 2001
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Almost half (45%) of F�rst Nat�ons people l�ve on reserves, wh�le the major�ty of Inu�t (69%) l�ve �n rural areas. Mét�s are 
d�str�buted more evenly among large c�t�es (39%), towns and small c�t�es (29%), and rural areas (29%). Canada’s non-
Abor�g�nal populat�on, by contrast, �s concentrated �n large c�t�es (62%) and towns and small c�t�es (19%).

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal areas of residence, 2001
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key Challenges

Abor�g�nal people face econom�c, health and soc�al challenges that �nh�b�t the�r opportun�t�es for l�felong learn�ng. 
Unemployment, poverty and unsu�table l�v�ng cond�t�ons, for example, are common barr�ers to success �n learn�ng.  

Poor econom�c and l�v�ng cond�t�ons also contr�bute to comparat�vely poor health.  D�abetes among Abor�g�nal people, 
for �nstance, occurs at rates three to f�ve t�mes h�gher than �n the general Canad�an populat�on.10 Su�c�des and substance 
abuse rates are also h�gher among Abor�g�nal populat�ons.11 
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AboriginAl poverty

• The median income of Aboriginal people was $13,525 in 2001, compared to $22,431 for non-Aboriginal 
Canadians.12 

• In every province, Aboriginal unemployment rates exceeded the jobless rate of the population as a whole. In 
Manitoba and Saskatchewan, Aboriginal unemployment rates were more than triple the overall rate.13 

• Four in 10 Aboriginal children aged 14 years or younger (41%) were living in low-income families. In Manitoba 
and Saskatchewan, the proportion was more than 50%.14

• On First Nations reserves, 28% of the population live in overcrowded or substandard housing. Off reserves, 
24% of Aboriginal households live in homes that fall below acceptable standards.15 

 
the legACy of residentiAl sChools

The Government of Canada amended the Indian Act in 1911 to make school attendance mandatory for every 
Indian child between the ages of seven and 15. By 1930, this had led to the creation of more than 80 residential 

schools.18 While most residential schools closed by the mid-1970s, the last such facility operated until 1996. 

Although it was not the experience of all students, many children were separated from their families and 
communities, and suffered from sexual, physical, and mental abuse while attending residential schools.19  
The 1996 Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples concluded that many of the current challenges facing 

Aboriginal communities, including violence, alcoholism, and loss of identity, spirituality and language,  
can be tied to the residential school experience.20 

An estimated 80,000 Aboriginal people alive today attended residential schools.21 In 2002, approximately  
one in three First Nations youth (aged 12 to 17) and one in six First Nations children (aged 11 and under)  

had one or more parents who attended a residential school.22 

Abor�g�nal leaders have also po�nted to system�c 
�mped�ments to l�felong learn�ng. The non-Abor�g�nal 
educat�onal systems, for example, often lack a capac�ty 
to teach Abor�g�nal culture, languages, trad�t�ons, values 
and approaches to learn�ng.16 

Many reports on Abor�g�nal learn�ng have descr�bed 
rac�sm and d�scr�m�nat�on �n the learn�ng exper�ences 

of Abor�g�nal people.17 Th�s has prompted a d�strust 
of the non-Abor�g�nal educat�on sector among many 
Abor�g�nal people and has hampered the progress of 
some Abor�g�nal students.

Desp�te the many challenges Abor�g�nal people face 
engag�ng �n l�felong learn�ng, they have made s�gn�f�cant 
progress �n recent decades.  

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
12 Stat�st�cs Canada. Census 2001.
13 ibid.
14 ibid.
15 Canada Mortgage and Hous�ng Corporat�on. “Rev�sed Abor�g�nal Households,” 2001 Census housing Series, Issue 6. Research H�ghl�ghts Soc�o-Econom�c Ser�es 04-036 

(Ottawa: Canada Mortgage and Hous�ng Corporat�on, 2004).
16 Batt�ste, Mar�e. Abor�g�nal Learn�ng, 2005. 
17 See, for example, the Royal Comm�ss�on on Abor�g�nal Peoples and the M�n�ster’s Nat�onal Work�ng Group on Educat�on. our Children—Keepers of the Sacred Knowledge 

(Ottawa: Ind�an Affa�rs and Northern Development Canada, 2002). 
18 Batt�ste, Mar�e and Sheelagh McLean. State of First Nations Learning (Ottawa: Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng, Sept. 15, 2005). Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca.  

Accessed Nov. 29, 2006.
19 Assembly of F�rst Nat�ons. indian Control of indian education, Pol�cy Paper presented to the M�n�ster of Ind�an Affa�rs and Northern Development (Ottawa:1972).
20 Canada. Royal Comm�ss�on on Abor�g�nal Peoples. report of the royal Commission on aboriginal peoples (Ottawa: Canada commun�cat�on Group, 1996). Ava�lable at  

www.a�nc-�nac.gc.ca.  Accessed Nov. 27, 2006. 
21 Ind�an Res�dent�al Schools Resolut�on Canada webs�te.
22 F�rst Nat�ons Centre. First Nations regional Longitudinal health Survey (rhS) 2002/03 (Ottawa: 2005). Ava�lable at www.naho.ca. Accessed Nov. 27, 2006.
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5.2 Indicators of Aboriginal learning
The follow�ng �nd�cators are used �n th�s chapter to explore the state of Abor�g�nal learn�ng, from early ch�ldhood and 
school age through adulthood. The �nd�cators were selected on the bas�s of ava�lable pan-Canad�an data sources, 
although reg�onal and commun�ty data developed by Abor�g�nal organ�zat�ons are also presented. 

INDICATORS OF ABORIGINAL LEARNING

Abor�g�nal languages and cultures Knowledge of Abor�g�nal languages
B�l�ngual and �mmers�on programm�ng

•
•

Early development and learn�ng Abor�g�nal ch�ld health and l�v�ng cond�t�ons
Early ch�ldhood learn�ng programs

•
•

School-based learn�ng H�gh-school atta�nment•

Post-secondary educat�on and sk�lls tra�n�ng

Post-secondary part�c�pat�on
College or vocat�onal tra�n�ng
Un�vers�ty complet�on 
Adult l�teracy

•
•
•
•

Commun�ty-based educat�on Abor�g�nal governance over learn�ng
Fam�ly engagement

•
•

 
Elders contend that language and culture cannot be taught from a blackboard. First Nations 

students must be immersed in their culture in order for them to truly develop a clear 
understanding of the language, knowledge, and wisdom of their people.

—Marie Battiste, State of First Nations Learning23 

Many landmark documents on 
Abor�g�nal learn�ng, �nclud�ng indian 
Control of indian education24 �n 
1972 and the report of the royal 
Commission on aboriginal peoples �n 
1996, have underscored the p�votal 
roles that language and culture play 
�n successful Abor�g�nal learn�ng. 
The Royal Comm�ss�on noted that 
“language �s the pr�nc�pal �nstrument 
by wh�ch culture �s transm�tted from 
one generat�on to another, by wh�ch 
members of a culture commun�cate 
mean�ng and make sense of the�r 
shared exper�ence.”25 Three of four 
Abor�g�nal languages �n Canada are 
not spoken �n any other locat�on on 
Earth and reflect a un�que worldv�ew 
of an �nd�genous people toward the�r 
land.26 

In other words, Abor�g�nal languages are not mere transm�tters of culture 
and w�sdom; they are themselves forms of culture and w�sdom.27   

Recent surveys of Abor�g�nal people underl�ne th�s po�nt. The major�ty of 
Abor�g�nal parents—part�cularly Inu�t and F�rst Nat�ons l�v�ng on reserves—
bel�eve �t �s �mportant for ch�ldren to learn the�r ancestral language. 

Parental opinions on the importance of children learning their ancestral 
language
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*Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Abor�g�nal Peoples Survey, 2001 (For ch�ldren aged 0–14) 
**Source: F�rst Nat�ons Reg�onal Long�tud�nal Health Study, 2002–03  (For ch�ldren aged 0–11)

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
23 Batt�ste, Mar�e and Sheelagh McLean. State of First Nations Learning (Ottawa: Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng, Sept. 15, 2005). Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca.  

Accessed Nov. 29, 2006.
24 Assembly of F�rst Nat�ons. indian Control of indian education. Pol�cy Paper presented to the M�n�ster of Ind�an Affa�rs and Northern Development (Ottawa:1972).
25 Canada. Royal Comm�ss�on on Abor�g�nal Peoples. report of the royal Commission on aboriginal peoples, 1996.
26 Ib�d.
27 Batt�ste, Mar�e and Sheelagh McLean. First Nations Learning, 2005.

aBoriginal languages and CulTures
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leArning A lAnguAge

Languages, especially those with a strong oral tradition, are passed from one generation to the next.31  
Aboriginal children tend to learn their ancestral languages from parents and grandparents, although  
aunts, uncles, Elders and school teachers are also important sources.32 Indeed, the more people who  

converse with a child, the greater the child’s language proficiency will be.33 

Among Aboriginal children living off reserve who could speak or understand an Aboriginal language,  
only 15% who could rely on just one source of assistance for learning reported a high level of language 
proficiency. This proportion increased to 38% for children who rely on three sources of help, to 54% for  

those with five sources, and to 80% for those who benefitted from seven or more sources of help.34 

The F�rst Nat�ons Reg�onal Long�tud�nal Health Survey demonstrates the state of ancestral languages among F�rst 
Nat�ons people l�v�ng on reserves. More than two-th�rds (68%) of F�rst Nat�ons people over the age of 60 l�v�ng on 
reserves reported speak�ng an ancestral language fluently or relat�vely well �n 2002–2003. However, the proport�on 
dropped to less than one-th�rd for people under 30.35 

What do we know about Canada’s progress?

Knowledge of aboriginal languages

The 2001 census28 reports that one �n f�ve Abor�g�nal 
people (21%), or almost 188,000 �nd�v�duals, have an 
Abor�g�nal language as the�r mother tongue—the f�rst 
language they learned �n ch�ldhood and st�ll understand. 
Th�s represented a decl�ne from 26% �n 1996.29 Inu�t 
people and F�rst Nat�ons people l�v�ng on reserves were 

most l�kely to speak the�r �nd�genous language, wh�le 
Mét�s were the least l�kely.  

In 2001, 16% of Abor�g�nal ch�ldren 14 years of age or 
younger (approx�mately 46,000 ch�ldren), could speak 
an Abor�g�nal language. Abor�g�nal ch�ldren are less 
l�kely than the�r parents and Elders to speak an ancestral 
language. Moreover, the number of ch�ldren speak�ng 
an Abor�g�nal language decl�ned by seven percentage 
po�nts between 1996 and 2001.30 

Aboriginal Peoples with an Aboriginal language as their mother tongue, by age, 2001
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Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Census 2001. Catalogue number 97F0011XCB2001040

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
28 Wh�le census data on Abor�g�nal languages should be used w�th caut�on, they are currently the only ava�lable pan-Canad�an data on Abor�g�nal languages.
29 Norr�s M. J. and L. Jantzen. From Generation to Generation: Survival and Maintenance of Canada’s aboriginal Languages within Families, Communities, and Cities (Ottawa: 

Ind�an and Northern Affa�rs Canada and Her�tage Canada, Jan. 2004).
30 Stat�st�cs Canada. Census 2001. 
31 Norr�s M. J. and L. Jantzen. From Generation to Generation, 2004.
32 F�rst Nat�ons Reg�onal Long�tud�nal Health Survey and Abor�g�nal Peoples Survey (Ottawa: 2005).
33 Stat�st�cs Canada. a portrait of aboriginal Children Living in Non-reserve areas: results from the 2001 aboriginal peoples Survey (Ottawa: 2004). Catalogue No. 89-597-XIE.
34 ibid.
35 F�rst Nat�ons Centre. First Nations regional Longitudinal health Survey: the peoples’ report (rhS) 2002/03 (Ottawa: 2005). Ava�lable at www.naho.ca/f�rstnat�ons.  

Accessed Nov. 27, 2006.
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_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
36 Nunavut Bureau of Stat�st�cs. Language data from the 2001 Nunavut household Survey (Iqalu�t: 2002). Ava�lable at www.tunngav�k.com. Accessed Dec. 1, 2006.
37 UNESCO. atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger of Disappearing, Stephen A. Wurm, ed. (Par�s: 1996). 
38 Norr�s M. J. and L. Jantzen. From Generation to Generation, 2004. 
39 Norr�s, Mary Jane “Canada’s Abor�g�nal Languages,” Canadian Social trends, No. 51 (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada, W�nter 1998). In the 2001 Census, only Inukt�tut showed any 

�ncrease �n the number of mother-tongue speakers, compared to 1996 Census results for these three languages.  

Ancestral language fluency of first nations people, by age group, 2002–2003
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Source: F�rst Nat�ons Reg�onal Long�tud�nal Health Survey: The Peoples’ Report, 2002–2003, p.39

Among Inu�t people �n Nunavut, the loss of fluency �n ancestral languages �s less ev�dent. The 2001 Nunavut Household 
survey found that nearly all older Inu�t (99%) can speak Inukt�tut at least relat�vely well. The same was true of 81% of 
Inu�t youth aged 15 to 24.36 

nunavut Inuit fluency in Inuktitut, by age group, 2001
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Accord�ng to the Un�ted Nat�ons Educat�onal, Sc�ent�f�c and Cultural Organ�zat�on, a language �s cons�dered endangered 
�f �t �s not be�ng learned by at least 30% of ch�ldren �n the commun�ty.37 Based on the number of Abor�g�nal-language 
speakers �dent�f�ed �n the census, half of the 50 or so Abor�g�nal languages �n Canada were at r�sk of ext�nct�on �n 2001.38 
Only the Inukt�tut, Cree and Oj�bway languages, w�th more than 20,000 speakers each, were cons�dered safe.39 
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_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
40 See: Assembly of F�rst Nat�ons. “Background Paper on L�felong Learn�ng” (Ottawa: 2004). Ava�lable at www.abor�g�nalroundtable.ca.  Accessed Nov. 27, 2006. Also, Inu�t 

Tap�r��t Kanatam�. “Backgrounder on Inu�t and Educat�on” (Ottawa: 2004). Ava�lable at www.abor�g�nalroundtable.ca. Accessed Nov. 27, 2006.
41 G�ft of Language and Culture webs�te. Ava�lable at www.g�ftoflanguageandculture.ca. Accessed Nov. 27, 2006.
42 F�rst Nat�ons Educat�on Steer�ng Comm�ttee (FNESC). the First Nations Schools association School Measures and Data Collection project—2006 results (Vancouver: 2006). 

Ava�lable at www.fnesc.ca. Accessed Nov. 27, 2006.

Aboriginal mother tongues in Canada, by age group, 2001

ABORIGINAL LANGUAGE TOTAL NUMBER OF SPEAKERS NUMBER OF SPEAKERS 
AGES 14 AND UNDER

Cree 72,880 16,810

Inukt�tut 29,005 10,765

Oj�bway 21,000 2,595

Oj�-Cree 9,730 3,165

Montagna�s-Naskap� 9,705 3,450

Dene 8,885 2,850

M�cmac 7,230 1,760

Att�kamekw 4,620 1,925

Dakota/S�oux 3,900 870

Blackfoot 2,745 120

Dogr�b 1,865 465

Algonqu�n 1,450 310

South Slave 1,385 125

Carr�er 1,245 40

G�tksan 905 20

North Slave (Hare) 850 140

Ch�lcot�n 810 70

Malec�te 760 115

Shuswap 630 80

Ch�pewyan 580 10

N�shga 510 0

Nootka 410 10

Thompson (Ntlakapamux) 400 10

Ts�msh�an 340 10

Kutch�n-Gw�ch’�n (Loucheux) 320 10

Mohawk 310 35

Ha�da 145 10

Kutena� 125 10

Tl�ng�t 105 0

Other Abor�g�nal Languages 4,695 135

Total Abor�g�nal languages 187,675 46,025

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada, Census 2001. Catalogue No.97F0007XCB2001001

Bilingual and immersion programming

Over the past generat�on, Canada has 
developed �mpress�ve expert�se �n 
b�l�ngual and �mmers�on programm�ng 
to advance the Engl�sh and French 
languages �n m�nor�ty sett�ngs. 
Abor�g�nal Peoples have supported 
s�m�lar approaches �n order to susta�n 
fluency �n the�r ancestral languages.40 

Some F�rst Nat�ons commun�t�es 
have, �n fact, �ncorporated b�l�ngual 
and �mmers�on programm�ng �n the�r 
schools. S�nce 2003, for �nstance, 
the Lac La Ronge Ind�an Band �n 
Saskatchewan has been ref�n�ng the 
G�ft of Language and Culture Project, 
a m�nor�ty-language �nstruct�on and 
�mmers�on program for ch�ldren �n 
nursery school to Grade 9.41 

A recent annual study of F�rst Nat�ons 
schools �n Br�t�sh Columb�a found that 
53% of schools offered d�st�nct classes 
�n F�rst Nat�ons languages and cultures 
�n 2005. However, only 15% were able 
to �ntegrate language and culture 
across most of the curr�culum. None 
of the F�rst Nat�ons schools �n Br�t�sh 
Columb�a had a complete �mmers�on 
program.42 

As�de from such �solated cases, the 
total number of b�l�ngual �mmers�on 
programs across the country rema�ns 
unknown. Moreover, there has been 
no comprehens�ve research of the 
�mpact of l�ngu�st�c programm�ng 
on learn�ng outcomes for Abor�g�nal 
students �n Canada.
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43 Canada. Royal Comm�ss�on on Abor�g�nal Peoples. report of the royal Commission on aboriginal peoples, 1996. 
44 Murray, S. achievement at Māori immersion & bilingual schools—update for 2004 results (Well�ngton: Demograph�c and Stat�st�cal Analys�s Un�t, New Zealand M�n�stry of 

Educat�on, 2005). Ava�lable at educat�oncounts.edcentre.govt.nz. Accessed Nov. 27, 2006. 
45 ibid.
46 Canada. Royal Comm�ss�on on Abor�g�nal Peoples. report of the royal Commission on aboriginal peoples. Vol. 3, 1996. 
47 McHardy, M. and E. O’Sull�van. First Nations Community Well-Being in Canada: the community well-being index (CWB), 2001. (Ottawa: Strateg�c Research and Analys�s 

D�rectorate, Ind�an and Northern Affa�rs Canada, 2004).
48 Sarah Cox. early Childhood Development—Models and Studies (Ottawa: Educat�on Renewal In�t�at�ve, Secretar�at, Ind�an and Northern Affa�rs Canada, Nov. 4, 2002).

Integration of ancestral languages and cultures, first nations schools in 
british Columbia, 2005

Other 
14% 

Planning a language 
and culture program 

in our school 
4%  

Language immersion 
program 

0%
Integrated across 

most or all 
subject areas 

15%  

Instruction mostly
just takes place in
distinct classes 

14%

Distinct classes, with
First Nations content
in other subject areas

53%
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Measures and Data Collect�on Project, 2006

 
Māori lAnguAge pro-

grAMMing in new ZeAlAnd

In the early 1980s,  Māori Elders 
in New Zealand developed 

pre-school immersion programs 
to teach younger generations 
about their ancestral language 
and traditional values, beliefs 
and knowledge. The program, 

called Te Kohanga Reo, or 
language nests, involves Elders, 
parents and children conducting 
everyday activities in the Māori 
language. The programs aim to 
strengthen family connections 

while teaching the language and 
traditional values, beliefs and 

knowledge of the Māori.43  

To help Māori children maintain 
their language once they 

reach school age, the New 
Zealand government supports 
Māori immersion and bilingual 
education at the elementary 

and secondary levels.44 Analysis 
by New Zealand’s education 

ministry found that educational 
attainment for Māori children 

enrolled in immersion and 
bilingual schools was higher than 

for Māori learners attending 
English-only schools.45  

early developMenT and learning

W�th a comparat�vely young and grow�ng populat�on, �nd�cators of early 
ch�ldhood learn�ng and development are espec�ally �mportant for Abor�g�nal 
Peoples. Unfortunately, few data sources prov�de a complete pan-Canad�an 
p�cture of these �ssues. 

The follow�ng sect�ons descr�be what �s known about the l�v�ng cond�t�ons 
and health of Abor�g�nal ch�ldren, and the prevalence of early ch�ldhood 
learn�ng programs.

 
Aboriginal people want to 
prepare their children for 

stronger academic performance, 
but their concerns go beyond 
a singular focus on cognitive 

development … Most 
important, they see early 
childhood education as a 

means of reinforcing Aboriginal 
identity, instilling the values, 
attitudes and behaviours that 
give expression to Aboriginal 

cultures.

— Royal Commission on 
Aboriginal Peoples46 

What do we know about Canada’s progress?

aboriginal child health and living conditions 

A 2004 federal government study assessed the qual�ty of l�fe �n 4,685 Canad�an 
commun�t�es. It found that only one of 541 F�rst Nat�ons commun�t�es ranked 
�n the top 100 on the community well-being index, wh�le 92 were �n the 
bottom 100. Half (50%) of the F�rst Nat�ons commun�t�es scored �n the lowest 
range of the �ndex, compared w�th 3% of other Canad�an commun�t�es.47 

Poverty affects more than four �n 10 Abor�g�nal ch�ldren (41%). In conjunct�on 
w�th �nadequate shelter and other soc�al factors, �t threatens the prenatal 
and early ch�ldhood health and development of many Abor�g�nal ch�ldren.48 

For �nstance, the proport�on of ch�ldren under the age of 15 l�v�ng �n s�ngle-
parent homes �n 2001 was 54% for F�rst Nat�ons l�v�ng �n urban areas, 27% 
for Inu�t and 35% for Mét�s populat�ons. Among non-Abor�g�nal ch�ldren, 
only 18% l�ved w�th just one parent.49 Many F�rst Nat�ons people l�v�ng on 
reserves and Inu�t commun�t�es also lack regular access to clean water, 
nutr�t�ous food and adequate health-care serv�ces.50,51
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Children under 15 years living in low-income families, 2001
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Children under 15 years not living with two parents, 2001
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Health has an effect on a ch�ld’s ab�l�ty to learn, part�cularly �n the early years. Many 
Abor�g�nal ch�ldren suffer poor health relat�ve to non-Abor�g�nal ch�ldren.

For example, Abor�g�nal ch�ldren have h�gher rates of d�sab�l�ty and resp�ratory 
problems than the overall Canad�an populat�on.52,53 They are also more l�kely to 
suffer �njury.54 Fetal Alcohol Syndrome D�sorder and Fetal Alcohol Effects, wh�ch 
affect 1.8% of F�rst Nat�ons ch�ldren l�v�ng on reserve,55 are also more common �n 
Abor�g�nal commun�t�es.56  

Along w�th h�gh rates of acute and chron�c health problems among Abor�g�nal 
ch�ldren, research suggests there are �nsuff�c�ent treatment opt�ons ava�lable 
to F�rst Nat�ons l�v�ng on reserve.57  

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
49 Stat�st�cs Canada. Census 2001.
50 F�rst Nat�ons Centre. Longitudinal health Survey, 2005.
51 Ind�an and Northern Affa�rs Canada. National assessment of Water and Wastewater Systems in First Nations Communities—Summary report May 2003 (Ottawa: 2003). 

Ava�lable at www.a�nc-�nac.gc.ca.  Accessed Nov. 26, 2006.
52 Government of Canada. Lifelong Learning policy paper prepared for the Canada-aboriginal peoples roundtable (Ottawa: Nov. 2004).
53 Health Canada. a Statistical portrait on the health of First Nations in Canada (Ottawa: 2005).
54 F�rst Nat�ons Centre. Longitudinal health Survey, 2005.  
55 Ib�d.
56 Canad�an Inst�tute of Ch�ld Health. the health of Canada’s Children—third edition (Ottawa: 2000). 
57 F�rst Nat�ons Centre. Long�tud�nal Health Survey, 2005.  
58 For more �nformat�on on the benef�ts and character�st�cs of effect�ve early ch�ldhood educat�on, see Chapter 2 of th�s report.
59 F�rst Nat�ons Centre. Longitudinal health Survey, 2005.  
60 Ib�d.
61 Health Canada. aboriginal head Start in urban and Northern Communities—program and participants 2001 (Ottawa: 2002). Ava�lable at  www.phac-aspc.gc.ca. Accessed Nov. 

26, 2006.

early childhood learning programs

Effect�ve early ch�ldhood educat�on 
programs, espec�ally when they 
�nvolve the fam�ly and the commun�ty, 
can prepare Abor�g�nal ch�ldren for 
school and prov�de a foundat�on for 
further development.58,59  

The Abor�g�nal Head Start (AHS) 
programs, for �nstance, prov�de 
valuable early ch�ldhood educat�on 
for Abor�g�nal ch�ldren l�v�ng off and 
on reserves. One study showed that 
wh�le 18% of s�x- to 11-year-old F�rst 
Nat�ons ch�ldren l�v�ng on reserves 
had repeated a grade, the proport�on 
dropped to 12% for ch�ldren who had 
attended a preschool AHS program.60

 
AboriginAl heAd stArt 

progrAMs

The Aboriginal Head Start 
(AHS) programs launched by 

the federal government in 
1995 are half-day preschool 

programs for two- to five-year-
olds that emphasize culture and 

language, school readiness, 
health and nutrition, social 

support and family involvement. 
In 2001, about 6,500 First 
Nations children living on 

reserves and 3,500 off-reserve 
First Nations, Métis and Inuit 

children participated in an AHS 
program.61 
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62 Stat�st�cs Canada. aboriginal peoples Survey (Ottawa: 2002).
63 Government of Canada. Lifelong Learning policy paper prepared for the Canada-aboriginal peoples roundtable (Ottawa:2004).
64 Howe, Er�c. “Saskatchewan w�th an Abor�g�nal Major�ty: Educat�on and Entrepreneursh�p,” the Saskatchewan institute of public policy, Publ�c Pol�cy Paper Ser�es #44 (Reg�na: 

Un�vers�ty of Reg�na, Sept. 2006).
65 Government of Canada. report of the president of the treasury Board of Canada: Canada’s performance—the Government of Canada’s Contribution. annual report to 

parliament 2005 (Ottawa: Treasury Board of Canada, 2005). Ava�lable at www.tbs-sct.gc.ca. Accessed Nov. 27, 2006.

Abor�g�nal ch�ldren’s access to early ch�ldhood development supports has been �mprov�ng �n recent years. In 2001, for 
example, 16% of s�x-year-old Abor�g�nal ch�ldren l�v�ng off reserves had part�c�pated �n Abor�g�nal-spec�f�c programs 
dur�ng the�r preschool years, compared to only 4% of ch�ldren who had turned 14 by that year.62 Even so, approx�mately 
90% of Abor�g�nal ch�ldren lacked access to early ch�ldhood programm�ng spec�f�cally des�gned for the�r needs.63  

Preschool attendance by Aboriginal children in non-reserve areas, 2001
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sChool-Based learning

For all ch�ldren and youth, whether of Abor�g�nal descent 
or not, success �n elementary and secondary school �s 
essent�al for the pursu�t of further educat�on and tra�n�ng, 
f�nd�ng a su�table job, and meet�ng the respons�b�l�t�es of 
adulthood.  

A recent study calculated that an Abor�g�nal man l�v�ng �n 
Saskatchewan who has not graduated from h�gh school 
w�ll, on average, earn $500,000 less than h�s l�fet�me 
potent�al. An Abor�g�nal woman who completes h�gh 
school and attends un�vers�ty, however, has the potent�al 
to earn more than $1 m�ll�on over her l�fet�me. If she does 
not complete h�gh school, on the other hand, her l�felong 
earn�ngs w�ll, on average, be less than $90,000.64 

Aboriginal lifetime earnings in Saskatchewan

MALE LIFETIME EARNINGS FEMALE LIFETIME EARNINGS

An Abor�g�nal  person drops out of school (does not complete h�gh school) $ 344,781 $89,502

An Abor�g�nal person completes h�gh school (w�th no further formal educat�on) $861,636 $294,350

An Abor�g�nal person attends a program at a non-un�vers�ty post-secondary 
�nst�tut�on (w�th no further formal educat�on) $1,191,146 $646,904

An Abor�g�nal person attends a program at a un�vers�ty $1,386,434 $1,249,246

Source: Howe, E. “Educat�on and L�fet�me Income for Abor�g�nal People �n Saskatchewan,” aboriginal policy research: Setting the agenda for Change, Vol. 1, J. P, 
Wh�te, P. Max�m and D. Beavon, eds. (Toronto: Thompson Educat�on Publ�sh�ng, 2004). pp. 175–191.

What do we know about Canada’s progress?

high-school attainment

Accord�ng to the 2001 Census, 57% of Abor�g�nal people 
between the ages of 20 and 24 atta�ned a h�gh-school 
d�ploma or h�gher. Th�s proport�on has been r�s�ng stead�ly 
from 38% �n 1981.65 

In 2001, the proport�on of Abor�g�nal people aged 20 
to 24 who had not atta�ned a h�gh-school d�ploma was 
more than 2.5 t�mes h�gher than the proport�on of non-
Abor�g�nal Canad�ans. The gap �n h�gh-school atta�nment 
was h�ghest for Inu�t (3.6 t�mes) and F�rst Nat�ons people 
l�v�ng on reserves (3.3 t�mes), and lowest for Mét�s people 
(2.1 t�mes).
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67 Assembly of F�rst Nat�ons. Lifelong Learning policy paper prepared for the Canada-aboriginal peoples roundtable (Ottawa: 2004).
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Operated Formula Fund�ng Work�ng Group (Unpubl�shed).
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71 Hull, Jeremy. post-Secondary education and Labour Market outcomes Canada, 2001 (W�nn�peg: Prolog�ca Research Inc., 2005).

Proportion of population aged 20 to 24 with incomplete high-school learning, 2001
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H�stor�cally, many Inu�t and F�rst Nat�ons students l�v�ng on reserve �dent�f�ed that the�r pr�mary reason for leav�ng h�gh 
school early was the lack of a h�gh school located �n the�r commun�ty.66,67  Inu�t and F�rst Nat�ons learners l�v�ng on reserve 
often have to travel to d�stant prov�nc�al and terr�tor�al h�gh schools, leav�ng beh�nd parents and commun�ty supports. 
However, as access to local h�gh schools �n Nunavut commun�t�es has �mproved �n recent years, the pr�mary reasons why 
Inu�t students are now leav�ng h�gh school are to enter the labour force, to help at home, or to care for a ch�ld.68 

 
leArning opportunities for AboriginAl students

Aboriginal students in Canada attend one of three types of elementary or secondary schools:

• provincial/territorial schools, where almost all Métis, Inuit, and First Nations students living off reserve, and 
36% of First Nations living on reserve, are enrolled;

• one of the 507 First Nations schools located on reserve, where 62% of First Nations students living on 
reserve are enrolled; and

• one of the seven remaining federal schools located on reserve and managed by the federal government, 
where less than 2% of First Nations students living on reserve are enrolled.69 

posT-seCondary eduCaTion 
and skills Training

For all �nd�v�duals, post-secondary 
educat�on br�ngs a range of benef�ts, 
�nclud�ng greater prosper�ty, better 
health and well-be�ng, and greater 
commun�ty or c�v�c engagement.70 For 
Abor�g�nal people, h�gher educat�on 
can also br�ng greater econom�c 
equal�ty w�th the overall Canad�an 
populat�on.  

Abor�g�nal people w�th a un�vers�ty 
degree, for �nstance, are nearly as 
l�kely to f�nd jobs as non-Abor�g�nal 
Canad�ans.71 Th�s observat�on appl�es 
equally to all Abor�g�nal men and 

women, although Mét�s and Inu�t people w�th post-secondary educat�on tend 
to exper�ence the h�ghest rates of employment among Abor�g�nal groups.

Employment rate by educational attainment, 2001
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What do we know about Canada’s progress?

post-secondary participation 

Census data reveal a steady r�se �n post-secondary 
part�c�pat�on and atta�nment rates among Abor�g�nal 
Peoples �n recent years. In 2001, more than 170,000 
Abor�g�nal people had completed a post-secondary 
degree, d�ploma, or cert�f�cate. Of reg�stered Ind�ans72 
aged 15 years and older, 40% were attend�ng or had 
completed  post-secondary educat�on, compared to 23% 

�n 1986. The rate for other Abor�g�nal people was 45% �n 
2001, up from 36% 15 years earl�er.

Wh�le a larger proport�on of Abor�g�nal people are 
complet�ng post-secondary educat�on, the gap between 
Abor�g�nal and non-Abor�g�nal people �n Canada rema�ns 
w�de. In 1986, the proport�on of non-Abor�g�nal Canad�ans 
w�th some post-secondary educat�on was almost tw�ce 
(1.9 t�mes) as h�gh as the rate for Reg�stered Ind�ans. By 
2001, th�s gap had narrowed somewhat, to 1.4 t�mes as 
h�gh.

Attending or completed post-secondary education, aged 15 and older, 1986–2001
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Sources: Hull, Jeremy. post-Secondary education and Labour Market outcomes Canada, 2001, Prolog�ca Research Inc. Also, R.A. Malatest & Assoc�ates Ltd. (2004). 
aboriginal peoples and post-Secondary education: What educators have Learned, Canada M�llenn�um Scholarsh�p Foundat�on, 2004 

College or vocational training

For most Abor�g�nal adults, post-secondary educat�on means college or trade school. Accord�ng to the 2001 census, the 
proport�on of Abor�g�nal adults who complete college or vocat�onal tra�n�ng �s s�m�lar to the rate among non-Abor�g�nal 
Canad�ans. Mét�s adults actually earned college or trades credent�als at sl�ghtly h�gher rates than the non-Abor�g�nal 
populat�on.

Older Abor�g�nal adults, aged 35 to 64, were more l�kely than younger Abor�g�nal people to have completed college or 
trades credent�als. Th�s suggests that older Abor�g�nal people, espec�ally F�rst Nat�ons, are return�ng to school to pursue 
h�gher learn�ng later �n l�fe.

Proportion of Aboriginal populations attaining a college diploma or trades certificate, by age group, 2001
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72 Reg�stered Ind�an refers to those persons who reported they were reg�stered under the Ind�an Act of Canada.
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76 ibid.
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nunAvut sivuniksAvut 
trAining progrAM

The Nunavut Sivuniksavut is 
a college program created in 

1985 to help Inuit youth prepare 
for the educational, training, 

and career opportunities 
created by the Nunavut Land 
Claims Agreement and the 

formation of the new territorial 
government.73 Students in 
the program learn about 

Inuit history and traditions, 
including songs, throat singing, 
drumming, dancing and games. 

They visit Inuit communities 
and organizations, learn about 
future careers in Nunavut, and 
engage in cultural exchanges 

with other indigenous peoples. 
Students also learn about land 
claims and spend eight months 
in southern Canada, where they 
learn how to live on their own as 

independent adults.74 

university completion

Abor�g�nal people are s�gn�f�cantly less 
l�kely to atta�n a un�vers�ty degree than 
a college d�ploma or trades cert�f�cate. 
Only 8% of Abor�g�nal people aged 25 to 
34 had completed a un�vers�ty educat�on 
�n 2001. The atta�nment rates were 
espec�ally low for the Inu�t, where only 
4% completed un�vers�ty. By compar�son, 
the un�vers�ty complet�on rate for non-
Abor�g�nal Canad�ans was 28%.

Among Abor�g�nal people, trends 
�n un�vers�ty atta�nment have not 
changed s�gn�f�cantly �n recent 
years. younger Abor�g�nal adults are 
complet�ng un�vers�ty at lower rates 
than older Abor�g�nal adults. Among 
non-Abor�g�nal Canad�ans, by contrast, 

younger adults are more l�kely to pursue a un�vers�ty degree now than �n 
the past. As a result, there �s a large gap �n un�vers�ty atta�nment between 
Abor�g�nal people and non-Abor�g�nal Canad�ans, espec�ally for adults aged 
25 to 34.

Proportion of Aboriginal populations with a university degree, by age 
group, 2001
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adult literacy

Comprehens�ve Canada-w�de data on l�teracy rates among Abor�g�nal people 
are not ava�lable. However, the 2003 Internat�onal Adult L�teracy and L�fe 
Sk�lls Survey, prov�des some �nformat�on on l�teracy rates among Abor�g�nal 
adults l�v�ng �n c�t�es �n Man�toba and Saskatchewan, �n the Northwest 
Terr�tor�es and yukon, as well as the Inu�t �n Nunavut.

The survey, wh�ch �s undertaken only �n Engl�sh and French and not ava�lable 
�n any Abor�g�nal languages, revealed prose l�teracy scores that were, on 
average, lower for Abor�g�nal part�c�pants than for the overall Canad�an 
populat�on. On the prose l�teracy scale, more than 60% of the urban 
Abor�g�nal adults �n Man�toba and Saskatchewan scored below level three, 
wh�ch �s cons�dered a m�n�mum for success �n a knowledge-based economy. 
Th�s compared w�th 45% of non-Abor�g�nal adults �n Man�toba and 39% �n 
Saskatchewan.75 

Furthermore, over half of the Abor�g�nal adults �n yukon, about 69% �n the 
Northwest Terr�tor�es and 88% of Inu�t �n Nunavut scored below level three. 
The comparable proport�on for all work�ng-age adults �n Canada was 42%.76  
However, s�nce 60% of Nunavumm�ut who took part �n the survey �dent�f�ed 
Inukt�tut as the language for wh�ch they use on a regular bas�s, the results are 
l�m�ted �n �dent�fy�ng the complete l�teracy sk�lls for Inu�t adults.77  
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indigenous institutions  

of higher leArning

Several indigenous institutions of higher learning 
have emerged in recent years to help meet 

the needs of Aboriginal learners who are not 
well served by non-Aboriginal post-secondary 

facilities.78 

The First Nations Technical Institute in Ontario, 
for instance, is located on Tyendinaga Mohawk 
territory and close to the home communities of  
its students. This is in contrast to non-Aboriginal  

post-secondary institutions that tend to be 
concentrated in larger cities.79   

Indigenous institutions of higher learning also 
promote learning for adults already in the 

workforce. Thus, a typical approach is to deliver 
courses for a four- or five-day stretch, followed  

by a break of several weeks to allow the students 
to resume their jobs.

The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 
noted that indigenous institutions have reported 

relatively high completion rates for their Aboriginal 
learners. The Métis-run Gabriel Dumont Institute 

in Saskatchewan, for instance, reported a 
completion rate of 70%, while the Secwepemc 

Education Institute in British Columbia reported 
approximately 80% of its students graduated.80 

CoMMuniTy-Based eduCaTion

a community-based approach [to learning] means 
that a unified approach is fostered and the people of 
the community are actively involved in the education 
systems…. it means elders, family members, and 
community members are included in the learning 
process.”

— assembly of First Nations, tradition and education: 
towards a Vision   of our Future (1988)

Many landmark documents �n Abor�g�nal learn�ng, 
�nclud�ng indian Control of indian education �n 1972, 
�dent�f�ed the need for commun�ty-based learn�ng bu�lt 
on two key pr�nc�ples—local governance, and parental 
and commun�ty engagement. 

Abor�g�nal Peoples have long advocated for governance 
of the�r own educat�on systems and greater �nfluence 
over the educat�on of the�r people. For F�rst Nat�ons 
people l�v�ng on reserve, th�s means the�r commun�t�es 
make dec�s�ons on learn�ng pol�c�es across the l�fespan, 
develop curr�culum standards, assess program qual�ty 
and del�ver educat�onal serv�ces.81  

Research suggests that F�rst Nat�ons commun�t�es are 
stronger when they ga�n more control over the�r own 
affa�rs. A study of F�rst Nat�ons youth �n Br�t�sh Columb�a, 
for example, concluded that commun�ty well-be�ng, 
�nd�cated by lower youth su�c�de rates, h�nges on factors 
such as self-government, commun�ty control of educat�on, 
health and publ�c safety, and the ma�ntenance of cultural 
fac�l�t�es.82 S�m�larly, an Ontar�o study found that F�rst 
Nat�ons students were more l�kely to graduate from h�gh 
school �n commun�t�es where the local counc�l ranked 
educat�on as a top pr�or�ty.83  

Engagement by parents and the broader commun�ty 
�s equally �mportant. A rev�ew of Abor�g�nal learn�ng 
concluded that:

act�ve parental �nvolvement �n dec�s�on-mak�ng 
br�ngs ch�ldren closer to the�r teachers
Abor�g�nal parents who are engaged �n the�r 
ch�ldren’s schools grow �n conf�dence, wh�ch has a 
pos�t�ve �mpact on the�r ch�ldren’s learn�ng
harmful stereotypes about Abor�g�nal students 
and fam�l�es fall away as teachers collaborate w�th 
parents
local Abor�g�nal commun�t�es grow �n self-respect 
and acqu�re genu�ne pol�t�cal �nfluence as they take 
greater respons�b�l�ty for the�r schools84 

•

•

•

•
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The true purpose of education 

is to equip individuals with 
the tools necessary not only 
for physical survival, but for 

cultural survival as well. …. It is 
through education controlled by 

First Nations that a shattered 
culture can receive the healing 

necessary for survival.

—  Assembly of First Nations, 
Tradition and Education: 

Towards a Vision of Our Future, 
1988

In 1969, the Saddle Lake Reserve 
�n Northern Alberta took over 
management of the Blue Qu�lls 
Res�dent�al School, mak�ng �t the f�rst 
school governed by a F�rst Nat�ons 
commun�ty.85 By 2004, the number 
of F�rst Nat�ons elementary and 
secondary schools had grown to 507.86  
Of the 121,000 F�rst Nat�ons students 
l�v�ng on reserve �n 2004–2005, 62% 
attended F�rst Nat�ons-managed 
schools, 36% were �n prov�nc�al 
schools, and fewer than 2% were 
enrolled �n one of the seven rema�n�ng 
federal government-managed schools 
located on reserve.87 

But wh�le most F�rst Nat�ons reserves �n Canada are now manag�ng the�r own 
schools, many lack full control over learn�ng across the l�fespan, �nclud�ng 
the author�ty to develop curr�culum, cert�fy teachers and def�ne assessment 
standards.88  

St�ll, the s�tuat�on has been evolv�ng over the past three decades as F�rst 
Nat�ons and the federal government s�gn agreements transferr�ng educa-
t�onal jur�sd�ct�on. In 1997, for �nstance, M�’kmaq F�rst Nat�ons �n Nova 
Scot�a ga�ned the r�ght to make laws �n relat�on to elementary and secondary 
educat�on.89  

In 2006, F�rst Nat�ons �n Br�t�sh Columb�a s�gned an agreement prov�d�ng 
comprehens�ve jur�sd�ct�on over the school�ng of on-reserve F�rst Nat�ons 
ch�ldren from k�ndergarten to Grade 12. Under th�s mult�lateral agreement 
between F�rst Nat�ons and the prov�nc�al and federal governments, F�rst 
Nat�ons schools assume author�ty over such matters as teacher cert�f�cat�on 
and the establ�shment of curr�culum and exam�nat�ons standards.90 

The Mét�s, who are d�spersed �n towns and c�t�es throughout Canada, 
face d�fferent �ssues of educat�onal governance. For example, there �s the 
complex�ty of m�xed jur�sd�ct�on: the federal government has respons�b�l�ty 
for the educat�on of Mét�s people, but the major�ty of Mét�s ch�ldren attend 
schools under prov�nc�al jur�sd�ct�on.91  

Moreover, w�th the except�on of a few Northern commun�t�es and �n the 
Pra�r�e prov�nces, where the Mét�s const�tute a major�ty, Mét�s people have 
had m�n�mal �nfluence over the school�ng of the�r ch�ldren.92 Consequently, 
the�r h�story and languages have rece�ved only l�m�ted attent�on �n school 
curr�cula. 

The Inu�t, for the most part, share dec�s�on-mak�ng author�ty over educat�on 
w�th the terr�tor�al governments.93 Inu�t organ�zat�ons such as the Inu�t Tap�r��t 
Kanatam� have advocated for more formal recogn�t�on and �ntegrat�on of 
Inu�t languages and cultures w�th�n the terr�tor�al educat�on system.94 In 
1975, the Kat�v�k school board �n Northern Quebec became the f�rst Inu�t-
controlled school d�str�ct �n Canada. Today, th�s school board cont�nues 
to operate �ts own schools, del�ver Inu�t teacher educat�on programs and 
develop curr�culum �n �ts own language.95 

What do we know about 
Canada’s progress?

aboriginal governance of learning
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Family engagement

The home �s a ch�ld’s f�rst classroom; parents and other fam�ly members a ch�ld’s f�rst teachers. Parental and fam�ly 
engagement �n a ch�ld’s educat�on, and fam�ly act�v�t�es �nvolv�ng read�ng, are factors w�dely known to contr�bute to 
learn�ng.

The l�m�ted ava�lable data suggest that 70% of Abor�g�nal ch�ldren under the age of 14 and not l�v�ng on reserves read 
or are read to several t�mes a week or more. Th�s proport�on was h�ghest among Mét�s fam�l�es, at 77%, and lower for 
F�rst Nat�ons (69%) and Inu�t (54%) fam�l�es.96 

Stud�es have emphas�zed the pos�t�ve effect that fam�ly read�ng can have on a ch�ld’s l�teracy and school performance.97 
Research on Abor�g�nal ch�ldren l�v�ng off reserves, for �nstance, found that those who read or were read to more 
frequently were less l�kely to repeat a grade �n school.98 

The connection between reading at home and repeating a grade at school, Aboriginal children, ages 6–14, 2001
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Canad�an-w�de data on parental �nvolvement �n Abor�g�nal schools are l�m�ted. However, some �nformat�on can be 
gleaned from prov�nc�al or commun�ty-based sources. For example, an annual survey of schools controlled by F�rst 
Nat�ons commun�t�es �n Br�t�sh Columb�a found that 72% of parents attended parent–teacher �nterv�ews �n 2005.99  

Where does Canada sTand?
There are �nsuff�c�ent pan-Canad�an data on Abor�g�nal 
learn�ng to mon�tor progress across the full spectrum of 
l�felong learn�ng. Ex�st�ng data suggest that progress �n 
Abor�g�nal learn�ng outcomes has been made, part�cularly 
over the past two decades. Even so, a s�gn�f�cant gap 
rema�ns between Abor�g�nal and non-Abor�g�nal people. 
The gap �s espec�ally w�de for F�rst Nat�ons and Inu�t 
Peoples, and �n the area of un�vers�ty complet�on.

Ancestral languages and cultures are �ntr�ns�cally t�ed 
to success �n l�felong learn�ng for Abor�g�nal Peoples. 
Desp�te th�s, Abor�g�nal ch�ldren are not learn�ng the�r 
ancestral languages at the same rate as the�r parents and 
Elders. Some Abor�g�nal languages are actually enjoy�ng 

a resurgence �n recent years. Even so, n�ne languages 
have become ext�nct over the past 100 years and at least 
25 more are at r�sk.100 

Along w�th language and culture, there �s a grow�ng 
recogn�t�on of the �mportance of commun�ty �n the 
learn�ng exper�ence of young Abor�g�nal people. 
Consequently, there �s a move toward a more hol�st�c 
perspect�ve on learn�ng, �n wh�ch parents, fam�l�es, and 
Elders are extens�ons of the local school.101 

In a s�m�lar ve�n, researchers have also �dent�f�ed a 
relat�onsh�p between �ncreased Abor�g�nal governance 
over learn�ng and the well-be�ng of Abor�g�nal 
commun�t�es. Further research and analys�s are needed to 

5.3 The Road Ahead
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redefining suCCess in  
AboriginAl leArning

As provinces and territories move to implement 
Canada-wide testing of students, the goals of 

education embodied in such testing are defined 
by non-Aboriginal authorities. Some Aboriginal 

parents and communities may share these goals, 
but it should not be assumed that they will place 
them above their own goals for the education of 

their children. Self-determination in education 
should give Aboriginal people clear authority 
to create curriculum and set the standards to 

accomplish their education goals.

—1996 Royal Commission Report  
on Aboriginal Peoples102  

The �nformat�on should also more accurately reflect the 
hol�st�c nature of Abor�g�nal learn�ng across the l�fespan. 
Educat�onal �nd�cators now w�dely used by governments 
and researchers often do not reflect the goals and 
values �dent�f�ed by Abor�g�nal Peoples. Ind�cators of 
Abor�g�nal learn�ng must be broadened to measure 
more than s�mply years of school�ng and performance 
on standard�zed assessments. Wh�le these are �mportant 

measures for part�c�pat�ng �n the Canad�an economy, they 
do not recogn�ze the cultural, phys�cal, emot�onal and 
mental aspects of l�felong learn�ng valued by Abor�g�nal 
Peoples.103 

Indeed, most research �n recent decades has focussed on 
the educat�onal def�c�ts of Abor�g�nal people �n the school 
system. At the same t�me there has been l�ttle cons�derat�on 
of the �mportance of �nformal and trad�t�onal educat�onal 
act�v�t�es �n the commun�ty. Informal commun�ty learn�ng, 
�nclud�ng trad�t�onal arts and crafts, sp�r�tual heal�ng, 
trad�t�onal cook�ng and hunt�ng and other act�v�t�es, �s a 
w�despread, v�tal—but too often unrecogn�zed—form of 
Abor�g�nal learn�ng.104

WhaT CCl Will do

CCL’s Abor�g�nal Learn�ng Knowledge Centre prov�des a 
pan-Canad�an forum for the collaborat�ve development 
of solut�ons to the learn�ng challenges faced by F�rst 
Nat�ons, Mét�s and Inu�t peoples. 

In the years ahead, the centre w�ll cont�nue to support 
researchers w�th�n Abor�g�nal commun�t�es and the 
shar�ng of knowledge about effect�ve approaches to 
l�felong learn�ng. In part�cular, the centre w�ll focus on s�x 
pr�or�t�es:  

learn�ng �n place 
understand�ng the learn�ng sp�r�t 
Abor�g�nal language learn�ng 
educat�onal systems 
pedagogy of profess�onals and pract�t�oners 

technology and learn�ng  

CCL w�ll work w�th the knowledge centre to �dent�fy pan-
Canad�an �nd�cators of Abor�g�nal learn�ng that capture a 
more hol�st�c v�ew of l�felong learn�ng. The object�ve w�ll 
be to redef�ne how success �s measured for Abor�g�nal 
Peoples by develop�ng �nd�cators that reflect the goals 
and asp�rat�ons of F�rst Nat�ons, Mét�s and Inu�t peoples. 

By redef�n�ng the measurement of success for Abor�g�nal 
Peoples, th�s work w�ll help �dent�fy the learn�ng cond�t�ons 
that foster econom�c and soc�al success �n Abor�g�nal 
commun�t�es. 

•
•
•
•
•

•

�dent�fy the most effect�ve pract�ces where local control 
over educat�on �s affect�ng the success of F�rst Nat�ons, 
Mét�s, and Inu�t learners.

WhaT We don’T knoW

Canad�ans recogn�ze a grow�ng need to close the gap 
�n learn�ng outcomes between Abor�g�nal Peoples and 
non-Abor�g�nal Canad�ans. Th�s demands sound research 
to generate the ev�dence and knowledge needed for 
effect�ve pol�c�es.

So far, though, the data are �nsuff�c�ent. At a pan-
Canad�an level, researchers depend on the nat�onal 
census and the assoc�ated Abor�g�nal Peoples Survey. 
Other pan-Canad�an and reg�onal data sources des�gned 
and ma�nta�ned by Abor�g�nal organ�zat�ons, such as the 
F�rst Nat�ons Reg�onal Long�tud�nal Health Study, have 
made �mportant contr�but�ons to what we know about 
Abor�g�nal learn�ng. Even so, more comprehens�ve and 
t�mely �nformat�on on Abor�g�nal learn�ng �s needed. 
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6.1 Introduction

 
literACy And CCl

Literacy is interwoven through the full spectrum 
of CCL’s work, both in its narrower sense—the 
reading, writing and numeracy skills needed to 
cope with everyday tasks—and in its broader, 

more nuanced, sense that recognizes the multiple 
literacies required to thrive in a knowledge 
economy. With its five knowledge centres—

encompassing early childhood learning, health-
related learning, Aboriginal learning, work-related 
learning and adult learning—CCL will work closely 

with policy-makers, researchers and learning 
practitioners to identify those areas in which it can 
most effectively support the extensive work being 

undertaken in the field of literacy in Canada.

lEARnInG And lITERACY:  
CAnAdA’S CHAllEnGES

SPECIAL FEATURE

“it would be wrong to dismiss the importance of roads, railroads, power plants, 
mills, and the other familiar furniture of economic development ... but we are 
coming to realize ... that there is a certain sterility in economic monuments that 
stand alone in a sea of illiteracy. Conquest of illiteracy comes first.” 

— John Kenneth Galbraith, the affluent Society (1958) 

There are �mportant th�ngs every Canad�an needs to 
know about l�teracy. F�rst of all, l�teracy sk�lls are the tools 
�nd�v�duals use to bu�ld the sol�d foundat�on requ�red 
to l�ve a l�fe of learn�ng. The strength or weakness of 
that foundat�on affects a person’s l�fe chances by e�ther 
expand�ng or contract�ng the range of opportun�t�es 
open to them.  

It �s also �mportant for Canad�ans to know that l�teracy 
sk�lls are not f�xed for l�fe by school�ng. L�teracy sk�lls are 
ma�nta�ned, enhanced or d�m�n�shed depend�ng upon 
the soc�al and econom�c demands for the�r use. S�mply 
put, you e�ther use these sk�lls or you lose them. Adults 
who possess h�gh levels of sk�ll and who use the�r sk�lls 
a lot, ma�nta�n or even enhance the�r sk�lls throughout 
l�fe. However adults who leave school w�th relat�vely low 
l�teracy and adults who are not requ�red to use the�r sk�lls 
or who chose not to use them, r�sk los�ng the sk�lls that 
they acqu�red through educat�on.   

Canada’s l�teracy stakes are h�gh. L�teracy �s an essent�al 
part of the fabr�c of modern soc�et�es, a thread that l�nks 
all aspects of l�fe and l�v�ng �n our contemporary world. Its 
reach �s extens�ve and complex, �nfluenc�ng how fully and 
effect�vely a person �s able to engage �n the soc�al and 
econom�c l�fe of h�s or her commun�ty.1   

For example, l�teracy prov�des access to learn�ng 
opportun�t�es, wh�ch lead to better employment2 and 
greater f�nanc�al rewards.3 L�teracy also affects soc�al 
status, cultural express�on, l�ngu�st�c surv�val, access to 
health care and the effect�ve del�very of soc�al serv�ces.4 

H�gh rates of l�teracy are an �mperat�ve for democrat�c 
soc�et�es, �n wh�ch c�t�zens must be able to absorb and use 
complex �nformat�on to understand often d�ff�cult �ssues 
�n order to make effect�ve, �nformed electoral cho�ces.

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
1 For a d�scuss�on of th�s po�nt see Lankshear, Col�n. “Introduct�on,” L�teracy and the New Work Order (London: Nat�onal Inst�tute of Adult Cont�nu�ng Educat�on, 1998). pp. 1-8.
2 Boothby, Dan�el. Literacy Skills: occupational assignment and the returns to over- and under-education (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada and Human Resources Development 

Canada, January 2002).
3 Osberg, Lars. Schooling, Literacy and individual earnings (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada and Human Resources Development Canada, June 2000). Also, Green, Dav�d A. and W. 

Cra�g R�ddell. Literacy, Numeracy and Labour Market outcomes in Canada (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada and Human Resources Development Canada, January 2001).
4 OECD and Stat�st�cs Canada. Literacy Skills For the Knowledge Society (Par�s and Ottawa: 1997). p. 107.

6.1.1 CCl’s inTeresT in liTeraCy

The �mpact of l�teracy on our l�ves cannot be 
underest�mated. L�teracy �s espec�ally �mportant for 
success �n educat�on and l�felong learn�ng. That �s why 
the Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng (CCL) �dent�f�es l�teracy 
as one of �ts key learn�ng �ssues or crosscutting themes. 
S�nce �ts �ncept�on, CCL has recogn�zed the relevance of 
l�teracy to all of �ts work and has made l�teracy a pr�or�ty 
across �ts ent�re agenda. 

 
CCL’s crosscutting themes

Culture
E-learn�ng
French m�nor�ty-language sett�ngs
Gender
L�teracy
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The core of th�s agenda �s a comm�tment to show 
Canad�ans how learn�ng and l�teracy contr�bute to soc�ety. 
The l�teracy theme �s woven throughout the funct�onal 
mandates of all f�ve of CCL’s knowledge centres. These 
centres conduct research, mon�tor progress and share 
knowledge on such subjects as early ch�ldhood l�teracy, 
health l�teracy, Abor�g�nal l�terac�es, workplace l�teracy 
and adult l�teracy.  

The Counc�l �ntends to report annually on l�teracy and �ts 
other crosscutt�ng themes. Th�s spec�al feature you are 
read�ng presents CCL’s f�rst overv�ew of Canada’s l�teracy 
landscape. The goal �s to �ncrease the general publ�c’s 
understand�ng of the �ssues and to promote collaborat�on 
among pol�cy-makers, researchers and educators �n 
f�nd�ng solut�ons to Canada’s l�teracy challenges.  

The th�rd �s to �llustrate the scope of Canada’s l�teracy 
challenge by present�ng a part�cularly cr�t�cal �ssue �n each 
of the follow�ng subject areas: Abor�g�nal l�teracy, early 
ch�ldhood l�teracy, adult l�teracy, and work and l�teracy.  

The fourth �s to use health literacy to �llustrate the 
�mportance of l�teracy �n day-to-day l�v�ng. In explor�ng 
the phrase literacy for life th�s feature suggests that 
l�teracy �s not a theoret�cal construct or a set of tools to be 
used only occas�onally; rather l�teracy �s a key �ngred�ent 
�n l�v�ng a full and sat�sfy�ng l�fe �n a modern soc�ety.

The f�fth �s to look at l�teracy from a global perspect�ve. 
CCL �s �nterested �n learn�ng from prom�s�ng models and 
pract�ces �dent�f�ed �n other countr�es’ efforts to promote 
the development of h�gher l�teracy sk�lls among pre-
school and school-aged ch�ldren, youth and adults.   

The s�xth and f�nal object�ve �s to expla�n why l�teracy 
should be a publ�c pol�cy �mperat�ve for Canada and 
to suggest what governments, bus�nesses, employees, 
un�ons, educators, fam�l�es and �nd�v�duals can do to 
advance l�teracy.

6.1.3 The TheMe of This reporT 
Canad�ans generally assume that our country does 
not have a l�teracy problem. Howerever, desp�te our 
educat�onal pr�v�leges, �nclud�ng un�versal pr�mary and 
secondary school�ng, Canada does face many l�teracy 
challenges.  

As th�s spec�al feature w�ll expla�n, two major �nternat�onal 
l�teracy surveys, one completed �n 1994 and the other �n 
2003, have revealed that more than four �n 10 Canad�an 
adults (people aged 16 to 65) have l�teracy sk�lls below 
the �nternat�onal standard cons�dered necessary for an 
�nd�v�dual to cope �n a modern soc�ety and economy. Th�s 
f�gure rema�ned v�rtually unchanged between the two 
surveys, even though the qual�ty of Canad�an educat�on 
has been r�s�ng and Canad�ans, on average, now have 
h�gher levels of educat�onal atta�nment than d�d prev�ous 
generat�ons.  

F�gure 6.1 prov�des an �llustrat�on of the d�str�but�on of 
l�teracy sk�lls across the adult populat�on �n Canada �n 
2003. Red dep�cts level one, the lowest level of l�teracy 
prof�c�ency, wh�le orange �s level two, wh�ch �s also below 
the level of prof�c�ency cons�dered to be the threshold of 
sk�ll requ�red to part�c�pate fully �n a modern soc�ety and 
economy. Black dep�cts level three and above.

The Counc�l f�rmly bel�eves that Canada’s l�teracy 
challenges w�ll not be met w�thout the act�ve �nvolvement 
of all sectors of soc�ety.  Wh�le governments can prov�de 
leadersh�p and resources, they cannot solve these 
problems on the�r own. The comm�tment and efforts 
of fam�l�es and �nd�v�duals, and of the pr�vate and non-
governmental sectors are also requ�red.

6.1.2 The reporT’s oBjeCTives   
Th�s spec�al feature has s�x object�ves. The f�rst �s to 
prov�de a contemporary def�n�t�on of l�teracy. Just as 
soc�et�es have evolved �n response to an �ncreas�ngly 
knowledge-�ntens�ve and technology-dr�ven world, so 
too has the mean�ng of the word literacy.

The second object�ve �s to �ntroduce Canada’s literacy 
facts of life. Canad�ans need to know why l�teracy �s 
�mportant to them, how we stack up �nternat�onally 
and what Canada’s sk�lls prof�le may look l�ke �n the 
med�um-term future.
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5 Internat�onal Counc�l for Adult Educat�on. agenda For the Future: Six Years Later, Presentat�on to CONFINTEA+6, a UNESCO rev�ew conference on Adult Educat�on and 6 

L�teracy (Bangkok, Tha�land: Sept. 8–11, 2003) 

F�g. 6.1 distribution of literacy skill by level 
Percentage of the populat�on by prose l�teracy, ages 16–65, 2003

14.6%

27.3%

58.1%

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3, 4, and 5

Prose literacy level

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada and OECD. Learning a Living: First results of the adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (Ottawa and Par�s: 2005)

These surveys also revealed that the proport�on of 
Canad�an adults w�th low l�teracy sk�lls rema�ns relat�vely 
h�gh compared to adults �n other countr�es. Canad�an 
adults have l�teracy sk�lls that are �n the m�ddle range of 
those countr�es’ scores. The ev�dence also suggests that 
Canad�ans’ l�teracy sk�lls decl�ne over the course of the�r 
l�ves ow�ng to lack of use.

The central theme of th�s spec�al report, then, �s that there 
�s no room for complacency when �t comes to Canada’s 
l�teracy challenges. The report also prov�des an analys�s 
of some of the part�cular l�teracy challenges faced by 
Abor�g�nal people, recent �mm�grants, and sen�ors, 
among others.

6.2 The meaning of literacy in Canada
It �s �mportant to be prec�se when us�ng the term l�teracy. 
The way the word �s def�ned determ�nes what gets 
�dent�f�ed as a l�teracy �ssue, how pol�c�es are dev�sed 
to respond to those �ssues, how programs are des�gned 
to �mplement pol�cy and wh�ch �nd�cators are used to 
measure results.  

Those look�ng for a s�mple def�n�t�on of l�teracy w�ll be 
d�sappo�nted. There �s no s�ngle answer to the quest�on, 
What does literacy mean?  The reason �s that the �dea of 
l�teracy �s not stat�c but constantly chang�ng. The result 
�s that �ncreas�ngly complex def�n�t�ons of l�teracy have 
emerged. A number of these def�n�t�ons are used �n th�s 
paper because they prov�de �ns�ghts �nto the complex�ty 
of l�teracy �ssues �n Canada.  

6.2.1 BasiC liTeraCy

Bas�c l�teracy �s, as the phrase suggests, the entry po�nt 
for th�s d�scuss�on. It �s l�teracy �n �ts s�mplest form:   

“ … learning to read and write (text and numbers), 
reading and writing to learn, and developing these skills 
and using them effectively for meeting basic needs.”5

There �s a common m�sconcept�on that bas�c l�teracy �s 
an absolute state—that a person �s e�ther l�terate or not.  
In Canada that usually translates �nto an assumpt�on that 
most of us are l�terate, and that �ll�teracy �s not a problem 
here. Wh�le there are not many Canad�ans who are truly 
�ll�terate, there are many adults w�th low l�teracy sk�lls.  
Th�s �ssue �s expla�ned �n deta�l further on �n th�s chapter.
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6 UNESCO. Literacy for Life: education for all Global Monitoring report 2006 (Par�s: UNESCO Publ�sh�ng, 2005). Table 2A. p.287.
7   ibid., Table 2A, p. 287.
8 ibid., Table 5, p. 319.
9 Un�ted Nat�ons General Assembly. united Nations Literacy Decade: education for all, Adopted and procla�med by General Assembly resolut�on 56/116 of January 2002 

(New york: 2002).
10  Un�ted Nat�ons General Assembly, Un�versal Declarat�on of Human R�ghts, Adopted and procla�med by General Assembly resolut�on 217 A (III) of Dec. 10, 1948, Art�cle 26 

(New york: Un�ted Nat�ons, December 1948).
11 Wagner, Dan�el A. Literacy and adult education—thematic Studies (Par�s: UNESCO, 2001). p. 4.

The express�on basic literacy �s v�tally relevant to those l�v�ng �n the th�rd world countr�es that cannot prov�de un�versal 
access to learn�ng. That �s why there �s an urgent human�tar�an need to support bas�c l�teracy �n many develop�ng countr�es. 
UNESCO currently est�mates that there are more than 770 m�ll�on �ll�terate adults6 �nclud�ng approx�mately 133 m�ll�on 
�ll�terate young people (aged 15 to 24),7 around the globe. In add�t�on, about 100 m�ll�on ch�ldren st�ll do not have access 
to educat�on and do not go to school.8 F�gure 6.2 dep�cts the geograph�c d�str�but�on of these populat�ons.

F�g. 6.2 number of adults with low literacy, 2000–2004 and children who are out of primary school, 2002
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Source: Un�ted Nat�ons Educat�onal, Sc�ent�f�c and Cultural Organ�zat�on. Literacy for Life: education for all Global Monitoring report 2006 (Par�s: UNESCO Publ�sh�ng, 2005) 

Such stat�st�cs prompted the launch of the Un�ted Nat�ons 
L�teracy Decade (UNLD)9 �n 2003. The Decade, wh�ch ends 
�n 2012, reflects a bel�ef �n educat�on as a fundamental 
human r�ght10 and a conv�ct�on that every person needs 
to have the opportun�ty to develop l�teracy sk�lls.  

The UN has �dent�f�ed spec�al themes for attent�on every 
two years throughout the Decade. These pr�or�t�es speak 
eloquently about the powerful �mpact bas�c l�teracy has 
on the human cond�t�on.  

than �ll�teracy. The reason �s that the global�zat�on  
of f�nanc�al and commod�ty markets, free trade, 
rap�d advances �n commun�cat�ons and �nformat�on  
technolog�es, and the emergence of knowledge-based, 
�nformat�on-�ntens�ve soc�et�es and econom�es have 
�ncreased the global appet�te for more soph�st�cated 
l�teracy sk�lls, st�mulat�ng �ncreased �nternat�onal 
compet�t�on for �nvestments �n h�ghly competent human 
cap�tal.

Because of these pressures, the concept of l�teracy has 
grown beyond bas�c read�ng and wr�t�ng to �nclude the 
ab�l�ty to apply vary�ng levels of analys�s, understand 
degrees of abstract�on, man�pulate symbols �n a more 
soph�st�cated style, apply theoret�cal knowledge 
and manage other complex l�fe sk�lls. Th�s has been 
accompan�ed by a focus on the l�nks between l�teracy and 
the ab�l�ty to funct�on soc�ally, culturally, econom�cally 
and pol�t�cally, as c�t�zens.11

Functional literacy �s the core concept �n the Internat�onal 
Adult L�teracy Survey (IALS) and the Adult L�teracy and L�fe 
Sk�lls Programme (ALL). IALS was developed to prov�de 
a d�rect assessment of the l�teracy sk�lls of populat�ons 
�n 24 jur�sd�ct�ons, look�ng at l�teracy �n three doma�ns: 
prose, document and quant�tat�ve l�teracy. IALS def�nes 
l�teracy as:

 
United Nations Literacy Decades themes 

L�teracy and gender: 2003–2004
L�teracy and susta�nable development: 2005–2006
L�teracy and health: 2007–2008
L�teracy and empowerment: 2009–2010
L�teracy and peace: 2011–2012

•
•
•
•
•

6.2.2 funCTional liTeraCy

In Canada, where pr�mary and secondary school�ng 
have long been compulsory and l�teracy rates (and the  
econom�c and soc�al demands to use l�teracy sk�lls) are 
relat�vely h�gh �n compar�son to other countr�es, the 
challenge �s to manage low or �nsuff�c�ent l�teracy rather 
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12 Stat�st�cs Canada and OECD. Literacy Skills for the Knowledge Society: Further results of the international adult Literacy Survey (Ottawa and Par�s: 1997). p. 14.
13 Human Resources and Sk�lls Development Canada and Stat�st�cs Canada. Building on our Competencies: Canadian results of the international adult Literacy and Life Skills 

Survey (Ottawa: M�n�stry of Industry, 2005). pp. 13–14.
14 UNESCO. Literacy—Multiple Meanings and Dimensions, Educat�on Sector Pos�t�on Paper (Unpubl�shed). pp. 2–3.
15 Ib�d.,  p. 8.
16  Canada. House of Commons. “Ra�s�ng Adult L�teracy Sk�lls: The Need for A Pan-Canad�an Response,” report of the Standing Committee on human resources Development 

and the Status of persons with Disabilities (Ottawa: Commun�cat�on Canada Publ�sh�ng, 2003). p. 28.

 “ … the ability to understand and employ printed 
information in daily activities at home, at work, and in 
the community—to achieve one’s goals and to develop 
one’s knowledge and potential.”12

The Adult L�teracy and L�fe Sk�lls Survey (ALL) �ncludes a 
fourth doma�n called problem solv�ng, wh�ch �t descr�bes as:

“…. the integration of the knowledge and skills measured 
by the literacy and numeracy domains and their application 
to new situations. it also implicates basic logical tools 
needed to provide effective solution strategies to the 
problems presented in everyday life.”13

Funct�onal l�teracy �s �ncreas�ngly central to the nat�onal 
l�teracy strateg�es of many developed countr�es, 
part�cularly �n l�ght of the dynam�c relat�onsh�p researchers 
have found between l�teracy and �nd�v�duals’ ab�l�t�es to 
funct�on effect�vely �n the economy. 

6.2.3 plural liTeraCy

Plural l�teracy extends the funct�onal v�ew to �nclude more 
of the soc�al and cultural aspects of l�fe’s exper�ences. 
UNESCO �s us�ng �t for the L�teracy Decade, not�ng that:

“... a plural view of literacy recognizes that there are 
many literacy practices that are embedded in social, 
political, and cultural processes, personal circumstances 
and socio-economic structures.”14

Accord�ng to UNESCO, the fact that literacy is plural 
�mpl�es that people develop and use l�teracy for d�fferent 
purposes �n d�fferent c�rcumstances. Rather than v�ew�ng 
l�teracy as a f�xed set of gener�c sk�lls (as �n bas�c l�teracy) 
or as measurable techn�cal and l�fe sk�lls (as �n funct�onal 
l�teracy), the plural l�teracy concept explores the constantly 
chang�ng soc�al �mpl�cat�ons of acqu�r�ng, develop�ng and 
us�ng l�teracy sk�lls.15

Th�s plural v�ew of l�teracy prov�des �ns�ghts �nto Canada’s 
l�teracy challenges g�ven our cultural and l�ngu�st�c 
d�vers�ty. Canada �s an off�c�ally b�l�ngual (French and 
Engl�sh) and mult�cultural country (wh�ch supports the 
preservat�on of “Her�tage languages”) as well as be�ng 
home to over f�fty F�rst Nat�ons languages. A number 
of these Abor�g�nal languages are under threat of 
ext�nct�on.16 The l�ngu�st�c surv�val of Abor�g�nal languages 
�s one example of why plural l�teracy �s a central �ssue 
for Canad�ans. It ra�ses quest�ons that are �mportant for 
a w�de var�ety of �nd�v�duals, commun�t�es and cultures 
l�v�ng w�th�n our borders.

6.2.4 MulTiple liTeraCies

Another concept, multiple literacies, �s w�dely used �n 
Canada. Express�ons such as computer, env�ronmental, 
v�sual, med�a, econom�c and sc�ent�f�c l�teracy are 
commonly employed. Each one of these l�terac�es �s 
about the power to �dent�fy and decode, to evaluate and 
commun�cate. Each �ncludes the ab�l�ty to reflect on the 
mean�ng of symbols, on the feel�ngs and act�ons they 
generate, and on the effect they have on others. Mult�ple 
l�terac�es refer to the ab�l�ty to accompl�sh spec�f�c tasks 
�n response to external demands placed on us dur�ng our 
l�ves, l�ke changes �n technology or �n our own evolv�ng 
w�shes and asp�rat�ons.  

The not�on of mult�ple l�terac�es has �mpl�cat�ons for 
how broadly we v�ew l�teracy and �t certa�nly has proved 
relevant to learn�ng �n Canada. Many prov�nces have 
developed school curr�cula �n econom�c, computer, 
cultural and med�a l�teracy, for example. These programs 
flag the �mportance of acqu�r�ng subject- or technology-
related sk�lls. Educat�onal �nst�tut�ons �ncreas�ngly rely on 
computers for �nstruct�on and, of course, computer use 
�s a subject of �nstruct�on �tself and a cornerstone �n the 
emerg�ng f�eld of e-learn�ng.

It �s �mportant to acknowledge that these new perspect�ves 
on l�teracy somet�mes obscure the fact that other 
l�terac�es cannot be developed w�thout pr�or mastery of 
bas�c l�teracy.

6.2.5 CCl’s approaCh To liTeraCy

CCL’s th�nk�ng on th�s subject reflects the evolv�ng nature 
of l�teracy. The organ�zat�on starts from the prem�se that 
l�teracy, �n �ts fullest form, �s the foundat�on for learn�ng 
and has �mpl�cat�ons over a l�fet�me. That �s why CCL 
def�nes l�teracy and �ts relat�onsh�p to the organ�zat�on’s 
work �n these words:

“Literacy is interwoven through the full spectrum of 
CCL’s work, both in the term’s narrower sense—the 
reading, writing and numeracy skills needed to cope 
with everyday tasks—and in its broader, more nuanced, 
sense that recognizes the multiple literacies required to 
thrive in a knowledge economy.”  

A full apprec�at�on of what l�teracy means �s �mportant. 
It �s only when one understands l�teracy �n �ts var�ous 
man�festat�ons that r�gorous analys�s can be undertaken 
and effect�ve dec�s�ons made. 
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17   Counc�l of M�n�sters of Educat�on, Canada and Stat�st�cs Canada. education indicators in Canada: report of the pan-Canadian education indicators program 2005  

(Ottawa: Canada and Stat�st�cs Canada, 2005). Table B2.3. Ava�lable at www.statcan.ca. 
18    Coulombe, Serge, and Jean-Franço�s Tremblay. “Publ�c Investment �n Sk�lls: Are Canad�an Governments Do�ng Enough,” the education papers (Toronto: C.D. Howe Inst�tute, 

October 2005). Commentary No. 217. “Spec�f�cally, a country’s l�teracy scores r�s�ng by one percent relat�ve to the �nternat�onal average �s assoc�ated w�th an eventual 2.5 
percent relat�ve r�se �n labour product�v�ty and a 1.5 percent r�se �n GDP per head. These effects are three t�mes as great as for �nvestment �n phys�cal cap�tal. Moreover, the 
results �nd�cate that ra�s�ng l�teracy and numeracy for people at the bottom of the sk�lls d�str�but�on �s more �mportant to econom�c growth than produc�ng more h�ghly sk�lled 
graduates.” p. 2.

6.3 The literacy facts of life 
The relevance of l�teracy to Canad�ans can be traced back to fundamental 
cons�derat�ons such as econom�c self-�nterest, fa�rness and value for money.

L�teracy, and the publ�c pol�c�es that relate to l�teracy, are l�nked to econom�c 
self-�nterest because l�teracy �s an �nd�spensable tool for �nd�v�duals and 
nat�ons to compete successfully �n the rap�dly emerg�ng global knowledge 
economy. Because Canada earns �ts l�v�ng by trad�ng w�th others, sk�ll-
based barr�ers to compet�t�veness and product�v�ty growth are of concern 
to econom�c pol�cy. 

Much of publ�c pol�cy, and the debate regard�ng publ�c �nvestment �n 
learn�ng sk�lls �n Canada, are focussed on ra�s�ng our levels of post-secondary 
educat�on and support�ng �nnovat�on and research. In 2002, governments 
spent $64.5 b�ll�on on all levels of educat�on, wh�ch represented 14.7% of 
total publ�c expend�tures.17 

F�gure 6.3 dep�cts the percentage of publ�c expend�ture on health, elemen-
tary and secondary educat�on, and post-secondary educat�on from 1989 to 
2006. Wh�le educat�on spend�ng �s cons�derable, �t �s s�gn�f�cantly outstr�pped 
by expend�tures on health care.

F�g. 6.3 Percentage of public expenditure on health, elementary, 
secondary and post-secondary education, 1989–2006
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The chart also �nd�cates that between 1997–1998 and 2001–2002 comb�ned, 
federal, prov�nc�al/terr�tor�al and mun�c�pal government expend�tures on 
educat�on grew by 10% at the post-secondary level but by only 3% at the 
elementary–secondary level.

Increases �n pr�vate expend�tures have followed the same pattern. In 2001–
2002, pr�vate expend�tures had r�sen to $10.7 b�ll�on, a 19% �ncrease s�nce 
1997–1998, and almost four t�mes the �ncrease �n publ�c expend�tures. Of 
th�s amount, $3.3 b�ll�on was spent at the elementary–secondary level and 
$7.4 b�ll�on at the post-secondary level.

Whether �mpl�c�tly or expl�c�tly, th�s 
focus on educat�on generally, but 
post-secondary educat�on �n part�cular, 
rests on untested assumpt�ons about 
what w�ll dr�ve econom�c growth �n the 
future, spec�f�cally about the relat�ve 
�mpact that d�fferent types of sk�lls 
w�ll have on the relat�ve econom�c 
performance of econom�es. The 
arguments for h�gher l�teracy levels 
�n the workforce, and for government 
�nvestments �n adult l�teracy generally, 
are rooted �n the grow�ng real�zat�on 
that �n a global economy where 
markets for cap�tal, technology and 
knowledge are themselves global, the 
l�teracy sk�lls possessed by the average 
worker may be what determ�nes wh�ch 
countr�es ach�eve the h�ghest rates of 
econom�c growth.18 

The ev�dence suggests that Canada’s 
cont�nued econom�c success w�ll 
depend upon ra�s�ng the average 
worker’s level of l�teracy and on 
reduc�ng the proport�on of adults w�th 
relat�vely low sk�lls. It also suggests that 
l�teracy and post-secondary educat�on 
are complementary and that both 
y�eld the return on �nvestment that 
dr�ves much of government, bus�ness 
and �nd�v�dual dec�s�on-mak�ng.

L�teracy �s l�nked to fa�rness because 
of �ts �mpact on employment, �ncome, 
health and soc�al part�c�pat�on on the 
part of �nd�v�duals. Those w�th h�gh 
l�teracy levels can take full advantage 
of all the opportun�t�es that Canada has 
to offer, wh�le those w�th low l�teracy 
levels have greater d�ff�culty access�ng 
or fully explo�t�ng those opportun�t�es. 
Because the negat�ve effects of low 
l�teracy are so pronounced �n Canada, 
pol�c�es des�gned to ra�se l�teracy sk�lls 
could play a central role �n reduc�ng 
soc�al �nequ�t�es �n �nd�v�dual health, 
educat�on, labour market and soc�al 
outcomes.
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19 The f�rst report, L�teracy, Economy and Soc�ety: Results of the F�rst Internat�onal L�teracy Survey, had data on Canada, Germany, Sweden, the Netherlands, Poland, Sw�tzerland and 

the Un�ted States. Add�t�onal est�mates for Northern Ireland, Great Br�ta�n, Austral�a, New Zealand and Ireland appear �n L�teracy Sk�lls for the Knowledge Soc�ety: Further Results 
of the Internat�onal Adult L�teracy Survey. Eleven add�t�onal countr�es were �ncluded �n L�teracy for the Informat�on Age: F�nal Results of the Internat�onal Adult L�teracy Survey. A 
separate report on IALS data for Canada was publ�shed �n Read�ng the Future: A Portra�t of L�teracy �n Canada.

20  Human Resources and Sk�lls Development Canada and Stat�st�cs Canada. Building on our Competencies: Canadian results of the international adult Literacy Survey (Ottawa: 
November 2005). Catalogue No. 89-617-XIE.

21   Stat�st�cs Canada and the Organ�sat�on for Econom�c Co-operat�on and Development. Literacy Skills for the Knowledge Society (Ottawa and Par�s: 1997). p. 14.
22 Stat�st�cs Canada and Organ�sat�on for Econom�c Co-operat�on and Development. Learning a Living: First results of the adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (Ottawa and Par�s: 2005).
23   Stat�st�cs Canada and Human Resources and Development Canada. reading the Future: a portrait of Literacy in Canada (Ottawa: 1996). Table 1.3, p. 22. 
24   Stat�st�cs Canada and Organ�sat�on for Econom�c Co-operat�on and Development. Learning a Living: First results of the adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (Ottawa and Par�s: 2005).
25   Stat�st�cs Canada and Human Resources and Sk�lls Development Canada. Building on our Competencies: Canadian results of the international adult Literacy Survey  

(Ottawa: November 2005). Catalogue No. 89–617–XIE.
26 Ib�d., p. 13.

L�teracy �s connected to value because �t �mproves the 
eff�c�ency of our consumer markets, part�cularly w�th regard 
to publ�c goods and serv�ces such as educat�on and health. 
A case can also be made for publ�c �nvestment �n l�teracy as 
a way to reduce the demand for publ�c goods. Prov�d�ng 
health and educat�onal serv�ces to a fully l�terate populat�on 
�s cons�derably cheaper than the alternat�ve. Canad�an 
taxpayers would get better value for the�r tax expend�tures 
and could reduce tax rates w�thout sacr�f�c�ng programs 
that support our qual�ty of l�fe.

6.3.1 hoW We sTaCk up

Thanks to the international adult Literacy Survey or IALS19 
and the 2003 international adult Literacy and Life Skills 
Survey (IALSS)20 we have a fa�rly comprehens�ve p�cture of the 
l�teracy sk�lls Canad�ans possess. In th�s overv�ew of l�teracy 
�n Canada mater�al �s drawn from both of these documents.

IALS, the f�rst of these surveys, assessed the l�teracy sk�lls of 
people aged 16 to 65 �n 24 countr�es �n the per�od between 
1994 and 1998. IALS measured three types of l�teracy21:

Prose literacy—the knowledge and sk�lls needed to 
understand and use �nformat�on from texts, �nclud�ng 
ed�tor�als, news stor�es, poems and f�ct�on
Document literacy—the knowledge and sk�lls 
requ�red to locate and use �nformat�on conta�ned �n 
var�ous formats l�ke tables, graphs, schedules, charts, 
forms, and maps
Quantitative literacy—the knowledge and sk�lls 
requ�red to apply ar�thmet�c operat�ons to numbers 
embedded �n pr�nted mater�als such as balanc�ng a 
cheque-book or complet�ng an order form

Each type of l�teracy was measured on a 500-po�nt scale, 
broken �nto f�ve levels of sk�ll (level one be�ng the lowest, 
level f�ve the h�ghest). The Organ�sat�on for Econom�c 
Co-operat�on and Development (OECD) cons�ders IALS 
level three to be the m�n�mum level of l�teracy requ�red to 
part�c�pate fully �n modern soc�et�es and econom�es.22  

Of the 24 countr�es �n IALS, Canada ranked f�fth on the 
prose l�teracy scale beh�nd Sweden, F�nland, Norway and 
the Netherlands. Canada placed �n the m�ddle of the pack 
on the quant�tat�ve and document l�teracy scales. The Un�ted 
States and the Un�ted K�ngdom scored lower than Canada.  

•

•

•

In Canada, 41.4% of adults were at levels one and two on 
the prose scale (below the OECD threshold of level three). 
There was a s�m�lar percentage on the document (18% on 
level one and 25% on level two) and on the quant�tat�ve 
scales (17% level one and 26% level two).23   

A new �nternat�onal report called the Adult Literacy and Life 
Skills Survey (ALL) was released �n May 2005,24 present�ng 
the f�rst round of results on the l�teracy prof�c�ency of the 
adult populat�ons of the Un�ted States, Sw�tzerland, Norway, 
Italy, Canada, Bermuda and the Mex�can State of Nuevo 
Leon. Th�s 2003 survey tested more than 23,000 Canad�ans 
out of an adult populat�on (aged 16 and over) that had 
grown to 21,360,683.  

The Canad�an component of the ALL �s the international 
adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (IALSS). Its results 
appeared �n November 2005.25 IALSS prov�des us w�th the 
most recent p�cture of the l�teracy sk�lls of Canad�ans and 
�t bu�lds on the or�g�nal IALS research and def�n�t�ons. The 
newer survey was expanded to prof�le the sk�lls of adults 
along four scales: problem solv�ng, numeracy, prose l�teracy 
and document l�teracy. Only the prose and document scale 
were �dent�cal �n the two stud�es and so can be compared. 
Th�s means that any progress observed between the two 
surveys can only be measured on these two scales.   

The old IALS quant�tat�ve l�teracy scale was renamed 
numeracy and altered to �ncrease �ts rel�ab�l�ty. Consequently, 
the 2003 f�nd�ngs are not d�rectly comparable w�th the 
1994 results. In add�t�on, a new problem solving scale was 
created. S�nce �t was not part of the 1994 survey, there �s 
no bas�s for compar�son �n th�s doma�n e�ther.  These two 
doma�ns are def�ned as follows:

Numeracy—the knowledge and sk�lls requ�red to apply 
ar�thmet�c operat�ons, e�ther alone or sequent�ally, 
to numbers embedded �n pr�nted mater�als, such as 
balanc�ng an account, f�gur�ng out a t�p, complet�ng 
an order form or determ�n�ng the amount of �nterest 
on a loan from an advert�sement

Problem Solving—goal-d�rected th�nk�ng and act�on 
�n s�tuat�ons for wh�ch no rout�ne solut�on procedure �s 
ava�lable; the understand�ng of the problem s�tuat�on 
and �ts step-by-step transformat�on, based on plann�ng 
and reason�ng26 

•

•
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IALSS revealed that, dur�ng the n�ne-year per�od between the two stud�es, Canada’s average l�teracy scores rema�ned 
substant�ally the same. The average prose scale score was 278.8 �n 1994 and �ncreased by only two po�nts to 280.8 �n 
2003. In 1994, 41.4% of work�ng-age Canad�an adults were at levels one and two on the prose scale, scor�ng lower than 
the level-three �nternat�onal standard. In 2003, the percentage of the populat�on at levels one and two on the prose 
scale was v�rtually unchanged, at 41.9%.  

F�gure 6.4 presents the 2003 data for Canada on the four IALSS scales: prose, document, numeracy and problem 
solv�ng. Those below the l�ne scored at levels one and two wh�le those above the l�ne were at levels three, four and f�ve. 
Every country surveyed had a l�teracy problem, even the h�ghest-scor�ng country, Sweden, where 28% of adults were at 
the lowest levels (prose scale one and two). 

F�g 6.4 distribution of skill levels in Canada, 2003 
Percentage of populat�on at each sk�ll level, ages 16–65
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F�gure 6.5 shows that wh�le the percentage of Canad�ans at levels one and two rema�ned unchanged, overall Canada’s 
average prose l�teracy scores �mproved over the n�ne-year per�od between the two surveys.  

F�g 6.5 Change in average prose skill level 
Average prose score for populat�on, ages 16–65, 1994 versus 2003
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In 2003, 58% of Canad�an adults scored above level three on the document 
l�teracy scale. These are people who met or exceeded the �nternat�onal 
standard. By �solat�ng just those adults who were employed, the score 
�ncreases to about 62%. Th�s �s a secure base upon wh�ch to bu�ld sk�lls for 
the knowledge economy.

Even though the percentage scores have not changed apprec�ably, there 
were some sh�fts �n l�teracy results when expressed �n populat�on terms 
rather than as percentages.   

F�gure 6.5 dep�cts l�teracy sk�ll levels �n Canada �n 1994 and �n 2003. There were 
18.5 m�ll�on work�ng-age Canad�ans �n 1994, a f�gure that rose to 21.4 m�ll�on 
by 2003. The fact that 58% were at level three and above �n both the 1994 and 
the 2003 surveys m�ght suggest that there was no change. Th�s unchanged 
percentage masks the real�ty that the number of people at these levels rose from 
10.8 m�ll�on �n 1994 to 12.4 m�ll�on �n 2003, up by 1.6 m�ll�on. 

However, the number of people w�th low l�teracy (levels one and two) 
�ncreased from 7.7 m�ll�on to 8.9 m�ll�on, a r�se of 1.2 m�ll�on. That means 
that we have been ach�ev�ng l�teracy �mprovements at a rate slower than 
populat�on growth. That has to change �f Canada �s to address �ts l�teracy 
challenges effect�vely. As F�gure 6.6 shows, the number of adults at level 
one rema�ned at 3.1 m�ll�on. The number at level two �ncreased s�gn�f�cantly, 
from 4.6 m�ll�on to 5.8 m�ll�on.

F�g. 6.6 distribution of skill levels, IAlS and IAlSS 
Percentage of populat�on by prose l�teracy level and populat�on 
s�ze, ages 16–65, 1994 and 2003
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Th�s chart also reveals that all of the growth �n h�gher level l�teracy sk�lls 
came at level three, r�s�ng from 36.4% of the adult populat�on (aged 16 to 
65) �n 1994 to 38.6% �n 2003. However, Canada’s performance at levels four 
and f�ve decreased �n percentage terms from 22.3% to 19.5 %. Th�s decl�ne 
may seem �ns�gn�f�cant, but the downward trend �s troubl�ng because a 

knowledge economy cannot r�sk the 
loss of h�ghly sk�lled workers.

As noted, those below level three are 
people whose sk�lls are cons�dered 
�nsuff�c�ent for a knowledge-�nten-
s�ve economy and soc�ety. An 
exam�nat�on of what has happened to 
the populat�ons scor�ng below level 
three on the two surveys reveals some 
�nterest�ng facts.  

As reported earl�er, �n 1994, 41.4% of 
adult Canad�ans were below level three 
on the prose scale. At that t�me they 
numbered about 8 m�ll�on. However, 
ow�ng to populat�on growth, by 2003 
the 41.9% at levels one and two on the 
prose scale now represented close to 
9 m�ll�on Canad�ans. Three prov�nces, 
Br�t�sh Columb�a, Quebec and Ontar�o,  
have, �n total, 7 m�ll�on of the 9 m�ll�on 
people w�th low l�teracy. 

Interest�ngly, the number of people 
at level one on the two surveys—3.1 
m�ll�on—was unchanged. Because 
the overall populat�on grew, the 
percentage of the populat�on at level 
one decl�ned from 16.6% to 14.6%. 
Over the same per�od, the number 
of people at level two �ncreased both 
�n percentage terms (from 24.8% to 
27.3%) and �n absolute numbers (from 
4.6 m�ll�on to 5.8 m�ll�on).

It �s �nstruct�ve to rev�ew how Canada’s 
l�teracy levels compare to those of our 
compet�tors. As the follow�ng chart 
shows, Canada’s average l�teracy level 
�s relat�vely h�gh, wh�le st�ll fall�ng short 
of the very l�terate Nord�c countr�es. 
It �s because Canada has a relat�vely 
w�de range of scores compared 
to many countr�es, as �llustrated �n 
F�gure 6.7, that l�teracy has such a 
profound �mpact on �nd�v�dual health, 
labour market, educat�onal and soc�al 
outcomes �n Canada.  
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F�g. 6.7 distribution of literacy scores 
Mean scores w�th .95 conf�dence �nterval and scores at 5th, 25th, 75th, and 95th percent�les on the prose 
l�teracy scale, 1994–1998, 2003
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6.3.2 hoW The level of skill is expeCTed To Change

It �s also useful to employ the ava�lable data to reflect on how the level and d�str�but�on of sk�ll ava�lable to the Canad�an 
economy m�ght change over the med�um term �n response to var�ous sk�ll flows, �nclud�ng:

the sk�lls of youth graduat�ng from our secondary schools
the educat�on and sk�lls that �mm�grants br�ng to the country
the sk�lls ga�ned through exper�ence and adult learn�ng

On the br�ght s�de, the average l�teracy level of Canada’s youth �s among the h�ghest �n the world. F�gures 6.8A, B and 
C show where Canad�an 15-year-olds, by prov�nce and nat�onally, placed �nternat�onally �n tests of the�r prof�c�ency �n 
read�ng, mathemat�cs and problem solv�ng. It �s worr�some, however, that there are not enough young people com�ng 
�nto the workforce to be able to �ncrease the overall proport�on of adults w�th h�gh sk�lls.  

•
•
•
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F�g. 6.8A: International and provincial comparisons of reading skills, 15-year-olds, 2003
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F�g. 6.8B: International and provincial comparisons of mathematics skills, 15-year-olds, 2003

 Brazil
Tunisia

Indonesia
Mexico

Thailand
Uruguay

Turkey

Greece
Portugal
Italy

Russian Federation
Latvia

United States
Spain

Poland
Hungary
Luxembourg

Norway
Slovak Republic

Germany
Ireland

Austria
Sweden
France

Denmark

Iceland

Czech Republic

New Zealand
Australia

Macao-China
Switzerland

Belgium

Japan
Liechtenstein

Netherlands
Korea
Finland

Hong Kong-China

Newfoundland and Labrador

Prince Edward Island

Serbia and Montenegro(Ser.)

Alberta

British Columbia
Quebec

Canada
Ontario

Manitoba

Saskatchewan

Nova Scotia

New Brunswick

300 400 500 600
Average score

95% Confidence 
interval

Estimated 
average score

Source: Programme for Internat�onal Student Assessment (2003)



lEARnInG And lITERACY: CAnAdA’S CHAllEnGES

94

F�g. 6.8C: International and provincial comparisons of problem-solving skills, 15-year-olds, 2003
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Less comfort�ng �s the fact that roughly 20% to 40% of Canad�an youth fa�l to acqu�re the level of sk�ll bel�eved to be 
essent�al to future econom�c and soc�al success. F�gure 6.9 presents the results of a l�nkage of the PISA data to Br�t�sh 
Columb�a’s read�ng standard. Canad�an students from prov�nc�al jur�sd�ct�ons such as Alberta and Br�t�sh Columb�a 
perform qu�te well wh�le those from the Atlant�c prov�nces perform less well.   F�nland outperforms Canada, but all other 
countr�es on the chart, �nclud�ng the Un�ted States, do less well.

F�g. 6.9: The performance of students on british Columbia’s reading standards   
Percentage of 15-year-olds from var�ous jur�sd�ct�ons atta�n�ng Br�t�sh Columb�a’s read�ng standards, 2000
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F�g. 6.10 Comparison of distributions by proficiency level, recent immigrants,  
established immigrants versus Canadian-born adults 
Percentages by prose sk�ll level, recent �mm�grants (≤ 10 years),  
establ�shed �mm�grants (> 10 years) and Canad�an-born adults, ages 16–65, Canada, 2003   
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(Ottawa and Par�s: 2005)

Even more worr�some, as F�gure 6.10 makes clear, �s that a s�gn�f�cant proport�on of Canada’s �mm�grants do not have 
suff�c�ent prose l�teracy sk�lls �n our off�c�al languages. The same �s true for the�r numeracy sk�lls. Th�s l�m�ts the�r c�v�c 
part�c�pat�on and access to econom�c opportun�ty.

F�g. 6.11  Comparisons of participation in adult education and training, ages 16–65, 1994–1998
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F�gure 6.11 shows that the number of Canad�ans tak�ng adult learn�ng courses, and the durat�on of tra�n�ng programs, 
both fall below those of many of our key compet�tors such as the U.S., the U.K., the Scand�nav�an countr�es, New 
Zealand and Sw�tzerland.

In add�t�on, Canad�ans have remarkably d�fferent opportun�t�es to part�c�pate �n job-related adult learn�ng, some 
prov�nces spread�ng small numbers of hours over large numbers of people, wh�le others offer large numbers of hours to 
far fewer part�c�pants. F�gure 6.12 prov�des a graph�c compar�son of the d�fferences between and among prov�nces �n 
terms of both part�c�pat�on �n tra�n�ng and �ntens�ty or durat�on of tra�n�ng. Newfoundland and Labrador, for example, 
prov�des fewer learners more hours of tra�n�ng than does Man�toba, wh�ch prov�des a smaller number of hours but offers 
tra�n�ng to more adult learners. 

F�g. 6.12 Comparisons of the incidence and intensity of adult education and training, ages 25–64, 2002
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The ava�lable ev�dence suggests that average l�teracy levels have not �mproved over the past decade. The phenomenon 
of erod�ng l�teracy sk�lls among adults den�es the labour market access to econom�cally valuable sk�lls and decreases the 
return on the publ�c’s �nvestment �n educat�on. 

F�g. 6.13: Skill loss in adulthood 
Change �n average sk�ll level for the cohort aged 16–65 �n 1994, Canada
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F�gure 6.13 reveals that a large number of adult Canad�ans over the age of 25 had, by 2003, lost a s�gn�f�cant proport�on 
of the sk�lls they had exh�b�ted �n 1994. G�ven what these sk�lls cost to acqu�re �n the f�rst place, and the potent�al 
benef�ts that would have accrued to these �nd�v�duals and the�r employers �f these sk�lls had not been eroded, the 
magn�tude of sk�ll loss �s cause for concern. (See Sk�ll Loss �n the text box.) 

 
skill loss

Literacy skill, as measured by IALS/ALL, decreases with increasing age among Canadian adults. As a 
group, younger Canadians have better literacy skills than their older counterparts. Canadians aged 26 to 
45 scored 20 points higher than those aged 46 to 65 on the 2003 ALL. As well, 53% of those in the older 
age group scored below the level considered adequate, while 38% in the younger group scored below 
this level. 
This age-related decrease in skill has two causes:

1. Generation Effects—Older generations had lower initial levels of skill when they entered the 
labour force. As Canadians become more highly educated, succeeding generations enter the 
labour force with higher and higher initial levels of skill.

2. Skill Loss—Some Canadians experience skill loss over the years following their entry into  
the workforce. As a result, some older Canadians have lower levels of skill than was previously  
the case.

Skill loss accounts for approximately 60% of the differences in Prose Literacy between 35- and 65-year-old 
Canadians. The remaining age-related differences can be attributed to generational effects (see Figure A).

fig. A: Age-related changes in literacy skill can be attributed to skill loss and generational effects
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F�g. 6.14 Change in the level and social distribution of skill 
Relat�onsh�p between respondents’ prose l�teracy scores and parents’ educat�on �n years, ages 16–65,  
1994 and 2003, Canada
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F�gure 6.14 �s perhaps even more troubl�ng because �t 
reveals that the 1994 to 2003 sk�ll loss �s concentrated 
�n adults from low soc�o-econom�c backgrounds, a fact 
that w�ll tend to re�nforce �ntergenerat�onal �nequal�ty �n 
econom�c and other outcomes.

6.3.3 Why isn’T More invesTed  
in adulT liTeraCy?  

Recent stud�es suggest that Canada does not �nvest 
suff�c�ently �n the development of l�teracy sk�lls �n the 
general populat�on.27 The recent OECD Themat�c Rev�ew 
of Adult Learn�ng28 made these observat�ons regard�ng 
l�teracy �n Canada:

…. in all provinces we visited, there seems to be 
inadequate provision for adult Basic education (aBe)—
that is, for the lowest levels of literacy instruction, at 
the functional equivalent of elementary and middle 
school reading and writing.  in all provinces, we heard 
of long waiting lists for aBe programs; for example, 
the lowest-level literacy programs in Saskatchewan (at 
grade equivalent levels 1–4) had waiting lists of six to 
nine months, and officials estimated that they could 
easily double enrolment in literacy programs. 

the federal government has reduced its support for basic 
literacy efforts, and now confines its activities largely to 
supporting pilot projects, convening interested groups, 
and fostering coordination. therefore, funding for 
aBe is largely provincial. however, as we have already 
pointed out, provinces vary in their ability to fund 

education of all types, and some of the lowest-income 
provinces—the Maritimes in particular—also appear 
to have the highest concentrations of adults with low 
literacy.

If l�teracy �s so �mportant to the th�ngs we value as 
Canad�ans, the obv�ous quest�on �s:  why �sn’t more 
�nvested �n adult l�teracy? Four related explanat�ons 
compr�se the answer and they underscore why the 
advancement of adult l�teracy �s the respons�b�l�ty of all 
sectors of soc�ety.

F�rst, unt�l the advent of adult l�teracy assessment �n the 
m�d-1980s, econom�sts d�d not have a means to determ�ne 
the �mpact of l�teracy sk�lls on long-term econom�c growth 
and soc�al �nequal�ty. As a result, econom�sts tended to 
adv�se governments to �nvest �n what Galbra�th called 
the familiar furniture of econom�c development: br�dges, 
ra�lroads, power plants and m�lls, and the l�ke.

Second, Canad�an econom�c pol�cy-makers have assumed 
that l�teracy was just a means for employers to allocate 
relat�ve success to d�fferent groups of �nd�v�duals (through 
h�gher wages) from a f�xed econom�c p�e. The h�gher the 
workers’ sk�lls, the greater the�r f�nanc�al reward. Unt�l 
recently we have not known that l�teracy actually makes 
the econom�c p�e b�gger. The ev�dence suggests that 
d�fferences �n average l�teracy levels between countr�es 
actually expla�n the major�ty (over 55%) of d�fferences �n 
long-term growth rates of GDP and labour product�v�ty 
among our most ser�ous econom�c compet�tors.29  

 
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
27 Coulombe, Serge, and Jean-Franço�s Tremblay. “Publ�c Investment �n Sk�lls: Are Canad�an Governments Do�ng Enough?” the education papers  (Toronto: C.D. Howe Inst�tute, 

October 2005). Commentary No. 217.
28   OECD. oeCD thematic review of adult Learning: Canada Country Note (Par�s: 2003). pp. 17–18. Ava�lable at http://www.oecd.org. Accessed Oct. 22, 2006.
29   See Coulombe, S., J.F. Tremblay, and S. Marchand. Literacy Scores, human Capital and Growth across Fourteen oeCD Countries (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada and HRSDC, 2004). 

Also, Coulombe, S. and J.F. Tremblay. human Capital and Canadian provincial Standards of Living (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada, 2006).
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F�g. 6.15 Earnings and literacy 
The standard�zed �mpact of l�teracy on wages, ages 25–55, 1994–1998 

 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

CANADA
United Kingdom

Finland
Norway

New Zealand
Australia

United States
Ireland

Portugal
Hungary
Denmark
Slovenia

Netherlands
Belgium (Flanders)

Switzerland
Chile

Sweden
Czech Republic

Germany
Poland

Standardized regression weights X 100

Source: Stat�st�cs Canada and OECD. Literacy in the information age: final report of the international adult Literacy Survey (Ottawa and Par�s: 2000) 

F�g. 6.15 shows the �mpact that l�teracy sk�lls have 
on �nd�v�duals’ wages. Canada’s results show, more 
dramat�cally than �n any other country surveyed to date, 
the connect�on between l�teracy sk�lls and workers’ 
earn�ngs. Although a sk�lls-to-wage rat�o th�s h�gh can be 
taken as a s�gn of an eff�c�ent labour market, the s�ze of 
the l�teracy sk�lls effect �n Canada ra�ses ser�ous concerns 
about those �n our economy w�th low l�teracy sk�lls. Adults 
w�th h�gher l�teracy sk�lls have more stable employment, 
wh�le those w�th low sk�lls work fewer weeks on average 
and exper�ence more per�ods of unemployment.30

Th�rd, econom�c theory suggests that those who benef�t 
from �nvestments �n sk�lls should be the ones to pay 
for ga�n�ng those sk�lls, lead�ng some to advocate that 
�nd�v�duals and f�rms—rather than governments—should 
bear the costs for ra�s�ng l�teracy sk�lls.

Fourth, governments have tended to assume that the 
cost of do�ng noth�ng was low. The emp�r�cal ev�dence 
suggests, however, that the cost of �nact�on �s h�gh. 
The global supply of l�teracy sk�ll �s �ncreas�ng rap�dly, 
allow�ng develop�ng countr�es to compete w�th countr�es 
l�ke Canada on the qual�ty and pr�ce of products and 
serv�ces. The emergence of global markets and supply 
cha�ns means that changes �n the terms of trade have an 
�mmed�ate �mpact on compet�t�veness.   

Th�s puts �ncreased pressure on Canad�an bus�ness to 
�ncrease product�v�ty. Product�v�ty growth w�ll depend to 
a large extent on the rate at wh�ch Canad�an f�rms adopt 
more knowledge-�ntense technolog�es of product�on and 
work organ�zat�on, wh�ch, �n turn, are rel�ant upon hav�ng 
a sk�lled and l�terate workforce. However Canad�an f�rms 
generally have assumed that the publ�c educat�on system 
would meet the�r sk�ll needs—someth�ng that �s no longer 
the case ow�ng to low b�rthrates. 

6.4 The scope of Canada’s literacy challenges
Th�s sect�on looks at l�teracy from the perspect�ve of four 
of the f�ve CCL funct�onal areas: Abor�g�nal learn�ng, 
early ch�ldhood learn�ng, adult learn�ng and workplace 
learn�ng. In do�ng so �t �dent�f�es one major or def�n�ng 
l�teracy �ssue for each of these facets of l�felong learn�ng. 
The f�fth CCL funct�onal area—health and learn�ng—�s 
the subject of the follow�ng sect�on of th�s report.

6.4.1 aBoriginal liTeraCy

The future of Abor�g�nal l�teracy revolves around 
the relat�onsh�p between Abor�g�nal languages and 
Canada’s two off�c�al languages. The Royal Comm�ss�on 
on Abor�g�nal Peoples put the quest�on th�s way: “Is 
b�l�ngual�sm real�st�cally susta�nable (�n Abor�g�nal 
commun�t�es), or does �t lead �nev�tably to ass�m�lat�on by 
the dom�nant languages?”31 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
30 Green, Dav�d A., and W. Cra�g R�ddell. Literacy and the labour market: the generation of literacy and its impact on earnings (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada). Unpubl�shed.   
31 Canada. Royal Comm�ss�on on Abor�g�nal Peoples. report of the royal Commission on aboriginal peoples, Vol. 3, Chapter 6, Section 2.3 (Ottawa: Canada Commun�cat�ons 

Group, 1996). p. 1. Also Rob�ns, H., and Eugen�us M. Uhlenbeck, eds. endangered Languages (Oxford: Berg Publ�shers, 1991). pp. 157–176. 
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A qu�ck rev�ew of Canada’s Abor�g�nal languages reveals that there are 641 F�rst Nat�ons or Ind�an32 commun�t�es made 
up of 52 nat�ons or cultural groups speak�ng 11 d�st�nct language fam�l�es, w�th between 53 and 70 languages �n these 
fam�l�es.33 The Inu�t speak several d�alects w�th�n Inukt�tut, and the Mét�s speak a var�ety of languages, such as Cree, 
Oj�bwa, Ch�pewyan and M�ch�f.34   

In demograph�c terms, Canada’s Abor�g�nal commun�ty �s grow�ng rap�dly. As F�gure 6.16 shows, one-th�rd of the 
Abor�g�nal populat�on (33.2%) �s aged 14 or younger, wh�le for the general populat�on that f�gure �s 18.9%, or less than 
one �n f�ve. More than  half (50.5%) of Abor�g�nal people are under 25 years of age, wh�le �n the general populat�on less 
than one-th�rd are that young.   

F�g. 6.16 distribution of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal population by age group, 2001
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The Royal Comm�ss�on on Abor�g�nal Peoples went d�rectly 
to the heart of the matter, argu�ng that language �s the 
pr�nc�pal �nstrument by wh�ch culture �s transm�tted from 
one generat�on to another. “It �s the way by wh�ch members 
of a culture commun�cate mean�ng and make sense of the�r 
shared exper�ence.”35 The Comm�ss�on concluded:

“For aboriginal people, the threat that their languages 
could disappear … is a threat that their distinctive world 
view, the wisdom of their ancestors and their ways of 
being human could be lost as well. and, as they point 
out, if the languages of this continent are lost, there is 
nowhere else they can be heard again.”36 

These passages frame the cr�t�cal l�teracy �ssue faced by 
Abor�g�nal leaders and publ�c pol�cy-makers: “How to 
prov�de access to Abor�g�nal language l�teracy (wr�tten 
express�on) and oracy (spoken express�on) �n a way 
that preserves and enhances Abor�g�nal languages and 
cultures wh�le ensur�ng that Abor�g�nal Peoples have 
access to French- or Engl�sh-language l�teracy to enable 
them to part�c�pate as fully as they may w�sh �n Canada’s 
soc�ety and economy?”  

Th�s �s a tough quest�on w�th no easy answer. It �s central 
to the long-stand�ng debate about wh�ch should have 
pr�or�ty �n Abor�g�nal commun�t�es, Abor�g�nal language 
l�teracy or off�c�al language l�teracy. The Stand�ng 
Comm�ttee on Human Resources Development and the 
Status of Persons w�th D�sab�l�t�es37 and the Assembly of 
F�rst Nat�ons38 have both suggested that many Abor�g�nal 
people feel strongly that Engl�sh (or French) should be 
taught as a second language after ch�ldren have learned 
the�r Abor�g�nal mother tongue. Th�s �s because mak�ng 
the sound–letter matches �n one’s mother tongue �s the 
key to the eff�c�ent acqu�s�t�on of l�teracy. 

Real�z�ng th�s goal �s becom�ng �ncreas�ngly d�ff�cult, as 
the earl�er sect�on on Abor�g�nal culture and language 
suggests. The use of a language �n the home �s an 
�mportant determ�nant of the surv�val of that language. 
The relat�onsh�p between mother tongue ab�l�ty and 
the actual use of a language �s an �mportant �nd�cator of 
language v�tal�ty. A decl�ne �n Abor�g�nal language use 
�n the home can only make �t more d�ff�cult to hand that 
language on to the next generat�on.39

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
32   Legally speak�ng, Sect�on 35 (1) of Canada’s Constitution act, 1982, spec�f�es that Abor�g�nal Peoples are the “Ind�ans, Inu�t and Mét�s peoples of Canada.” Ava�lable at http://

laws.just�ce.gc.ca/en/const/annex_e.html#II. See also, Canada. House of Commons. “Ra�s�ng Adult L�teracy Sk�lls: The Need for a Pan-Canad�an Response,” the report of the 
Standing Committee on human resources Development and the Status of persons with Disabilities (Ottawa: House of Commons, June 2003), p. 28.

33 Canada. report of the royal Commission on aboriginal peoples, Vol. 3, Chapter 6, Sect�on 2.2. See also House of Commons. “Ra�s�ng Adult L�teracy Sk�lls: The Need for a Pan-
Canad�an Response,” p. 28.

34 Canada. report of the royal Commission on aboriginal peoples, Vol. 1, Chapter 2, p. 1 and Vol. 3, Chapter 6, Sect�on 2.2,  p.28.
35 Canada. report of the royal Commission on aboriginal peoples, Vol. 3, Chapter 6, Sect�on 2.2. 
36   Canada. report of the royal Commission on aboriginal peoples, Vol. 3, Chapter 6, Sect�on 2.1.
37   Canada. House of Commons. “Ra�s�ng Adult L�teracy Sk�lls: The Need for a Pan-Canad�an Response,” p. 31.
38   Assembly of F�rst Nat�ons. “Break�ng the Cha�ns: F�rst Nat�ons L�teracy and Self-determ�nat�on,” report of the assembly of First Nations Language and Literacy Secretariat  

(Ottawa: March 1994). p. 4. 
39 Canada. Report of the Royal Comm�ss�on on Abor�g�nal Peoples, Vol. 3, Chapter 6, Sect�on 2.2.
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The stat�st�cs tell a dramat�c tale. In the 2001 census, 74.7% of Abor�g�nal people, roughly three out of every four, sa�d 
that they speak only Engl�sh �n the home wh�le an add�t�onal 3.8% sa�d that they speak French exclus�vely. About 20% 
report that they speak an Abor�g�nal language at home, however most also speak Engl�sh or French. Only 63,145 (6.5%), 
or just over one �n 20, responded that they speak only an Abor�g�nal language at home.

F�gure 6.17 prov�des a dep�ct�on of the percentages of Abor�g�nal people who speak an Abor�g�nal language �n the 
home, by age group—those 14 years and younger and those 15 years and older. It �s tell�ng that the percentages of 
Abor�g�nal language speakers �n the home are lower among the younger of the two groups. Th�s suggests that the 
process of �ntergenerat�onal language transfer �s break�ng down among urban Abor�g�nals—F�rst Nat�ons and Mét�s—as 
a result of factors such as �ncreased mob�l�ty, urban�zat�on and populat�on d�spers�on. Th�s �s not the case for the Inu�t, 
who are less urban�zed and less mob�le.

F�g. 6.17 Proportion of Aboriginals using an Aboriginal language at home, by identity, 2001
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As more and more Abor�g�nal people cla�m an off�c�al 
language as the�r mother tongue, the long-term prospects 
for Abor�g�nal language l�teracy and the surv�val of some 
Abor�g�nal languages are not prom�s�ng. There are 
except�ons. Inukt�tut, Cree and Oj�bway are st�ll strong 
w�th more than 20,000 people speak�ng each of them.40   
Inukt�tut �s strongest, w�th a major�ty of Inu�t adults—about 
70%—say�ng that they could carry on a conversat�on �n 
Inukt�tut. Almost as many adults (65%, see F�gure 6.17) 
sa�d they speak �t regularly at home.41

Notw�thstand�ng these few except�ons, the language 
quest�on has profound �mpl�cat�ons for most of Canada’s 
Abor�g�nal Peoples. They, l�ke many nat�ve cultures around 
the world, have found that the adopt�on of a language 
l�ke Engl�sh—and the culture and values that come w�th 
�t—to create jobs and generate �nvestment, comes at a 
h�gh cultural cost.  

The extent of th�s cost has sparked �ntense debate about 
the protect�on of nat�ve cultures and ways of l�fe �n the 

face of pressures caused by the forces of global�zat�on 
and free trade, wh�ch �ncreas�ngly demand the use of a 
standard language across the world.42 Th�s plays out �n 
Canada �n the struggle between the cultural �mperat�ve of 
Abor�g�nal language l�teracy and the econom�c �mperat�ve 
of Engl�sh or French language l�teracy.

Th�s �ssue �s made all the more d�ff�cult by the fact 
that Abor�g�nal l�teracy research as a f�eld of academ�c 
endeavour �s �n �ts �nfancy �n Canada.43 There �s l�ttle 
strong ev�dence of a systemat�c approach to research44 

on Abor�g�nal l�teracy �ssues, and l�teracy pract�ce �s 
also underdeveloped and under funded.45  A two-day 
consultat�on on L�teracy Research �n Canada held �n 
2004 �dent�f�ed s�x pr�or�t�es.  Key among them was the 
�mportance of �n�t�at�ves contr�but�ng to a strengthened 
research commun�ty among Abor�g�nal l�teracy 
pract�t�oners and researchers.46

The lack of research �nto Abor�g�nal language l�teracy 
sk�lls �s a ser�ous obstacle to the development of l�teracy 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
40 Stat�st�cs Canada. “Abor�g�nal-�dent�ty Populat�on Us�ng an Abor�g�nal Language at Home Compared w�th the�r Knowledge of an Abor�g�nal Language, for Selected Languages 

w�th 2,000 or More Speakers,” aboriginal peoples of Canada: a Demographic profile (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada: 2001). Catalogue No. 96F0030XIE2001007. p. 21.
41   Abor�g�nal Peoples of Canada: A Demograph�c Prof�le, 2001, p. 16
42 Lankshear, Col�n. Literacy and the New Work order (London: Nat�onal Inst�tute of Adult Cont�nu�ng Educat�on, 1998). pp. 1–8.
43   Canada. House of Commons. “Ra�s�ng Adult L�teracy Sk�lls:  The Need for a Pan-Canad�an Response,” p. 31.
44   St. Cla�r, Ralf.  Building a Community:  reviewing National Literacy Secretariat research Support 1998-2003 (Ottawa: Nat�onal L�teracy Secretar�at, 2004). p. 27.
45   For �nformat�on on program del�very, see Sabour�n, Beverly Anne, and Peter Andre Globensky. aboriginal Literacy in Canada: Sustaining the Language of Literacy  (Ottawa: 

Nat�onal L�teracy Secretar�at).
46 For �nformat�on on th�s consultat�on, see: “Part�c�pant Recommendat�ons and Observat�ons,” NLS March 24–26 Conference, Nat�onal L�teracy Secretar�at (Ottawa: September 

2004). Also, St. Cla�r, Ralf. research Guidelines for the National Literacy Secretariat 2004–2009, Draft (S�mon Fraser Un�vers�ty: Sept. 24, 2004).  p.8.
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pol�c�es and programm�ng for these 
languages. Wh�le the Canad�an 
component of ALL prov�ded the 
f�rst d�rect assessment of the off�c�al 
language l�teracy sk�lls of Abor�g�nal 
peoples, no d�rect assessments of 
Abor�g�nal language l�teracy �n Canada 
are currently under way or planned.

6.4.2 early Childhood liTeraCy

The fam�ly �s the most powerful and 
�mportant sett�ng for the development 
of early ch�ldhood l�teracy. Fam�ly 
l�teracy encompasses all of the 
members of a fam�ly, regardless of the�r 
ages, and the manner �n wh�ch they 
develop and use the�r wr�t�ng, read�ng, 
computat�on, commun�cat�on and 
problem-solv�ng sk�lls to accompl�sh 
var�ous tasks �n the�r da�ly l�ves.47   
L�teracy acqu�s�t�on and development 
occur �ntergenerat�onally, to the 
benef�t of both ch�ldren and adults. 

The key to early ch�ldhood l�teracy �s 
the extent to wh�ch fam�l�es �n the�r 
home env�ronments act�vely encour-
age the development of language and 
l�teracy sk�lls. If a fam�ly th�nks l�teracy 
and learn�ng are �mportant, that fam�ly 
value w�ll �nfluence the att�tudes, 
cho�ces and act�ons of the ch�ldren. 
The ev�dence suggests that l�terate 
fam�ly env�ronments make a pos�t�ve 
d�fference to how well ch�ldren learn �n 
school, wh�ch can affect the path they 
pursue �n later l�fe.48 

Research �nto the �nteract�on of 
mothers and the�r ch�ldren dur�ng 
preschool years concludes that the 
qual�ty and quant�ty of language to 
wh�ch ch�ldren are exposed has a d�rect 
�nfluence on the rate of growth of a 
ch�ld’s vocabulary and use of language 
structures. Th�s research also suggests 
that �ncreas�ng the qual�ty of parental 
l�teracy can have benef�c�al long-term 
effects on the language development 
of ch�ldren.49

Not all ch�ldren develop at the same rate, as F�gure 6.18, wh�ch represents 
the growth of the vocabular�es of ch�ldren up to 26 months of age clearly 
demonstrates. It �s worth not�ng the d�fferences �n vocabulary development 
between the sexes at th�s early stage of l�fe. The chart also �llustrates why �t 
�s not surpr�s�ng that when ch�ldren reach school age there can be s�gn�f�cant 
d�fferences �n the�r verbal sk�lls and l�teracy prof�c�ency. The ev�dence suggests 
that these effects are mostly attr�butable to soc�al�zat�on, part�cularly w�th�n 
the fam�ly.50 Parents w�th h�gher levels of educat�on and l�teracy are �n a better 
pos�t�on to bu�ld a strong foundat�on for l�teracy and learn�ng �n the�r ch�ldren.51  

F�g. 6.18 The growth of vocabulary 
Vocabulary s�ze �n words, by sex, by age �n months 

12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26
Child’s age (months)

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800
V

o
ca

b
ul

ar
y 

si
ze

 (w
o

rd
s)

Males
Average trajectory

Females

Source: Huttenlocher, J., et al. “Early Vocabulary Growth: Relat�on to Language Input and Gender,” 
Developmental psychology, Vol. 27 (2) (March 1991). pp. 236–248  
Note: Each l�ne �n the chart represents the f�nd�ngs for one ch�ld. 

The value of fam�ly l�teracy ra�ses �mportant quest�ons about the extent to 
wh�ch one can talk about the l�teracy of ch�ldren d�vorced from cons�derat�ons 
of the l�teracy of the adults car�ng for them. G�ven that IALSS results �nd�cate 
that roughly 9 m�ll�on adult Canad�ans have l�teracy sk�lls below the norm 
represented by level three, anyone concerned about the l�teracy of Canad�an 
ch�ldren and the�r read�ness for school�ng ought also to be concerned about 
the l�teracy of the�r parents.

CCL’s Lessons �n Learn�ng �ssue ent�tled “How Parents Foster Early L�teracy”52 

expla�ns the �mportance of l�teracy �n the home and suggests a number of 
act�v�t�es that parents and careg�vers can use to foster vocabulary and language 
development, phonolog�cal awareness, comprehens�on, understand�ng of 
narrat�ve structure, book awareness and �nterest, an understand�ng of pr�nt 
concepts and funct�ons, as well as letter and word recogn�t�on.

6.4.3 adulT liTeraCy

H�gher adult l�teracy sk�lls benef�t the economy and soc�ety overall. Even 
small changes �n the l�teracy sk�lls of a populat�on can have a profound effect 
on a nat�onal economy; and a 1% r�se �n l�teracy levels can result �n a 1.5% 
�ncrease �n GDP per cap�ta, and a 2.5% �mprovement �n labour product�v�ty. 
Importantly, �ncreased labour product�v�ty was the most �mportant dr�ver 
of econom�c growth among most �ndustr�al�zed countr�es over the past 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
47 Un�ted States. Department of Educat�on and Off�ce of Educat�onal Research and Improvement (OERI). “Summary of the Research Des�gn Sympos�um on Fam�ly L�teracy,” 

Family Literacy: Directions in research and implications for practice (Wash�ngton: January 1996). Ava�lable at www.ed.gov/pubs/FamL�t/�ntro.html. Accessed Nov. 30, 2006.
48 For a general d�scuss�on of the relat�onsh�p between parental sk�lls and those of the�r ch�ldren see Haveman, R. and B. Wolfe. Succeeding Generations and the effects of 

investment in Children (New york: Russell Sage Foundat�on, 1994).
49 ibid., p. 62.
50   Scarr, S., R.A. We�sberg. “The Influence of Fam�ly Background on Intellectual Atta�nment,” american Sociological review, Vol. 43, pp. 674–692. Also, Husén, T., and A.C. 

Tu�jnman, “The Contr�but�on of Formal School�ng to the Increase �n Intellectual Cap�tal,” educational researcher, Vol. 20 (7). pp. 17–25. 
51 Stat�st�cs Canada and OECD. Literacy Skills for the Knowledge Society (Ottawa and Par�s: Stat�st�cs Canada and OECD, 1997). p. 29.
52   Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng. “How Parents Can Foster Early L�teracy,” Lessons in Learning (Ottawa: 2006). Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca.
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decade.53 H�gher l�teracy sk�lls are also 
assoc�ated w�th h�gher levels of health, 
more eff�c�ent educat�on systems, 
h�gher levels of soc�al and democrat�c 
part�c�pat�on and lower cr�me rates. 
G�ven these soc�o-econom�c benef�ts �t 
seems obv�ous that we need to ensure 
suff�c�ent attent�on �s pa�d to the l�teracy 
needs of adults.

There are groups of adults who are 
at part�cular r�sk because of the�r low 
l�teracy sk�lls. These are:

adults who have not completed 
secondary school and who are not 
currently �n school
adults who have completed 
secondary school, but who have 
not pursued further educat�on or 
tra�n�ng
adults w�th further educat�on or 
tra�n�ng who are employed �n the 
most rap�dly decl�n�ng sectors of 
the economy54

There has been a long-runn�ng debate 
�n Canada regard�ng where and how 
to �nvest �n l�teracy and learn�ng to 
ach�eve a max�mum return. There are 
those who bel�eve that �nvest�ng �n 
the school�ng of ch�ldren and youth 
�s requ�red to secure a l�terate nat�on. 
Educat�ng young people through 
to early adulthood, �t �s thought, 
w�ll launch them on the�r way to full, 
sat�sfy�ng and l�terate l�ves. 

Wh�le Canada’s students do relat�vely 
well �n �nternat�onal assessments, 
s�gn�f�cant percentages of 15-year-
olds—between 20% and 40%, depen-
d�ng on the prov�nce—fa�l to ach�eve 
the level of sk�ll bel�eved suff�c�ent to 
support a full and r�ch l�fe. Obv�ously, 
cont�nued �nvestments to �mprove the 
equ�ty of the formal educat�on system 
are necessary because �nvest�ng �n 
future generat�ons �s s�ne qua non for 
an advanced soc�ety and economy. But 
are �nvestments �n formal educat�on 
enough? 

•

•

•

Both IALS and IALSS conf�rmed that adult l�teracy �s not permanently f�xed 
by formal school�ng. Adult l�teracy levels are �nfluenced by what people do 
throughout the�r l�ves. People can lose sk�lls acqu�red �n the classroom by 
fa�l�ng to use them. Conversely, people can acqu�re add�t�onal l�teracy sk�lls 
through pract�ce, exper�ence and tra�n�ng even �f they have m�n�mal formal 
school�ng.55 “W�despread h�gh levels of adult l�teracy are the result of what 
adults do, not necessar�ly what students do.”56 

F�g. 6.19 Average document literacy scores, by age, Canada and 
Sweden
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A monograph by Constant�ne Kapsal�s based on the 1990s IALS results 
compares Canada’s l�teracy scores and pract�ces w�th those of Sweden.57  
Sweden stood f�rst on the IALS scales w�th the h�ghest scores overall. Not 
surpr�s�ngly, �t also had the lowest �nc�dence of low l�teracy sk�lls. Canada, on 
the other hand, ranked �n the m�ddle of the pack, w�th low l�teracy rates that 
were roughly double those of Sweden. Low l�teracy was def�ned as fa�lure to 
exceed level two on the IALS scales. F�gure 6.19 presents a dramat�c p�cture 
of the d�fferences between the Canad�an and the Swed�sh adult populat�ons. 
At every age, the Swedes perform h�gher �n d�rect l�teracy assessments.

Dr. Kapsal�s concluded that the reasons for these d�fferences �n scores are 
related to two key factors, one of wh�ch was educat�on. Most Swed�sh youth 
start the�r work�ng l�ves w�th at least a base level of l�teracy sk�ll, regardless of 
the�r educat�onal atta�nment. By contrast Canad�an youth, unless they have 
some form of post-secondary learn�ng, have a h�gh probab�l�ty of hav�ng low 
l�teracy sk�lls when they enter the work force.   

The second factor, and the one of pr�nc�pal �nterest here, �s that Swed�sh 
adults use the�r l�teracy sk�lls �n da�ly act�v�t�es more often than Canad�an 
adults do. For example, �n Sweden employed adults aged 26 to 65 are much 
more l�kely to part�c�pate �n l�felong learn�ng act�v�t�es (62%) than �n Canada 
(43%). Swedes are more l�kely to use publ�c l�brar�es (69%) than adults �n 
Canada (49%).

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
53 Coulombe, S., J.F. Tremblay, and S. Marchand. Literacy scores, human capital and growth across fourteen oeCD countries. (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada, 2004). Catalogue No. 

89-552-MIE.
54 Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng. adult Literacy: a Synthesis of the evidence  (Ottawa: Br�t�sh Columb�a M�n�stry of Educat�on, May 6, 2006). p. 4
55 Human Resources Development Canada and Stat�st�cs Canada. reading the Future: a portrait of Literacy in Canada (Ottawa: 1996). p. 27.
56   OECD and Stat�st�cs Canada. Literacy, economy and Society (Par�s and Ottawa: 1994). p. 113.
57   Kapsal�s, Constant�ne. Catching up with the Swedes: probing the Canada-Sweden Literacy Gap (Ottawa: Human Resources Development Canada, January 2001). Th�s 

comparat�ve study excluded �mm�grants to both countr�es and those over 65 years of age �n �ts analys�s.
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F�g. 6.20 literacy activities of employed adults
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Th�s chart makes the po�nt �n graph�c terms. The 
d�fferences between Canad�ans and Swedes �n terms 
of adult educat�on and tra�n�ng, and the use of publ�c 
l�brar�es are str�k�ng. So are the effects of h�gher l�teracy 
sk�lls such as �nvolvement �n volunteer�sm and the pursu�t 
of current events.

The compar�sons w�th Sweden are �nstruct�ve. Dr. Kapsal�s 
concludes h�s analys�s w�th th�s observat�on:

Lifelong learning is an area of relative weakness for 
Canada … what needs more recognition from all 
sectors of society is that there is a continuous need 
for maintaining and upgrading skills, much as an 
automobile needs regular maintenance or a computer 
requires upgrades.58

For add�t�onal �nformat�on on th�s subject see CCL’s 
Lessons �n Learn�ng art�cle ent�tled “Ra�s�ng the Score: 
Promot�ng Adult L�teracy �n Canada,” wh�ch expla�ns 
some of the key f�nd�ngs and conclus�ons from the Adult 
L�teracy and L�fe Sk�lls survey (ALL).59 

CCL has sponsored several thorough stud�es of adult 
l�teracy �n Canada. The f�rst called The State of the Field 
report: adult Literacy60 prov�des a themat�c overv�ew of 
the Canad�an research l�terature. CCL also prepared adult 
Literacy: a Synthesis of evidence for Br�t�sh Columb�a’s 
M�n�stry of Educat�on, wh�ch draws a number of lessons 
from a rev�ew of l�teracy pract�ces dur�ng the per�od from 
1985 to 2005.61

6.4.4 Work and liTeraCy

Th�s last po�nt about adult learn�ng leads to a d�scuss�on 
of one of the major work-related l�teracy �ssues Canada 
faces. It has trad�t�onally been assumed that �f Canad�ans 
are equ�pped w�th the r�ght k�nds of labour-market sk�lls, 
those sk�lls w�ll be �n demand and w�ll be used to the�r 
fullest potent�al w�th generous rewards. It has l�kew�se 
been assumed that the Canad�an economy produces jobs 
that can absorb the ava�lable supply of h�gh-qual�ty sk�lls.  

The IALS monograph, “Literacy utilization in Canadian 
Workplaces,”62 by Harvey Krahn and Graham Lowe, used 
IALS data to explore the extent to wh�ch the l�teracy sk�lls 
of work�ng Canad�ans match the sk�ll requ�rements of the�r 
jobs.   

The IALS survey quest�onna�re asked respondents to report 
how often they performed spec�f�c read�ng, wr�t�ng and 
mathemat�cal tasks on the job. One �n f�ve workers rarely 
or never read letters or memos, about one-th�rd rarely or 
never wrote memos or letters, and almost two out of f�ve 
sa�d that they rarely or never calculated pr�ces, costs or 
budgets. If workers do not perform even these bas�c tasks, 
Krahn and Lowe observed, �t �s unl�kely that more sk�lled 
l�teracy tasks w�ll be requ�red of them at work.

Krahn and Low’s rev�ew of the IALS results revealed that 
�n about 75% of cases there was a reasonable f�t between 
Canad�an workers’ l�teracy sk�lls and the sk�ll requ�rements 
of the�r jobs. However, they sa�d, the fact that the major�ty 
of workers have sk�lls that match the�r job requ�rements 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
58   Kapsal�s, Constant�ne. Catching up with the Swedes: probing the Canada-Sweden Literacy Gap (Ottawa: Human Resources Development Canada, January 2001). p. 34.
59 Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng. “Ra�s�ng the Score: Promot�ng Adult L�teracy,” Lessons in Learning (Ottawa: September 2005). Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca.
60   Qu�gley, B. Allan, Sue Fol�nsbee, and Wendy L. Kraglund-Gauth�er. State of the Field report: adult Literacy (Ottawa: Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng, May 2006). 
61   Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng. adult Literacy: a Synthesis of the evidence (Ottawa: Br�t�sh Columb�a M�n�stry of Educat�on, May 6, 2006). 
62 Krahn, Harvey, and Graham S. Lowe. Literacy utilization in Canadian Workplaces (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada and Human Resources Development Canada, 1998).
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should not prov�de any solace. The real�ty �s that there 
are lots of Canad�an workers w�th low l�teracy sk�lls �n 
low-sk�lled jobs and med�um-sk�lled workers �n med�um-
sk�lled jobs. 63   

S�nce low-sk�lled workers �n low-sk�lled jobs do not make 
for a compet�t�ve economy, the �mportance of h�gh-sk�lled 
jobs cannot be overstated. Th�s �s espec�ally so because 
publ�c d�scuss�ons of sk�lls gaps �n the Canad�an labour 
force usually �mply that the problem �s one of a shortage 
of sk�lled workers, not of sk�lled jobs.64 However, Krahn 
and Lowe found that more than one �n f�ve Canad�an 
workers are �n jobs that do not appear to make full use 
of the�r l�teracy sk�lls—�n the�r terms th�s const�tutes a 
l�teracy-sk�lls surplus.

The�r analys�s of IALS results also uncovered l�teracy-sk�lls 
def�c�ts. They found that about 700,000 Canad�ans w�th 
low prose l�teracy were �n jobs that demand h�gher l�teracy 
levels than they possessed. There were l�teracy def�c�ts on 
the other two l�teracy scales as well. These def�c�ts, they 
expla�n, have a negat�ve �mpact on the growth potent�al 
of the Canad�an economy.

These f�nd�ngs ra�se some perplex�ng quest�ons. The f�rst �s 
how to ra�se the l�teracy sk�lls of the general populat�on to 
�ncrease part�c�pat�on �n and attachment to the labour force. 
The second �s how best to deal w�th the sk�lls surplus problem 
(h�gh-sk�lled people �n lower sk�ll jobs). Every b�t as �mportant 
�s the th�rd d�mens�on of the puzzle, the sk�ll-def�c�t quest�on 
(lower sk�lled people �n h�gher sk�ll jobs). F�nally, there �s a 
need to attract more h�ghly sk�lled jobs to Canada.

Perhaps the most d�ff�cult, Krahn and Lowe note, w�ll be to 
engage employers, employees, un�ons and profess�onal 
organ�zat�ons �n f�nd�ng ways to upgrade the l�teracy 
and other sk�lls requ�rements of the current 2.5 m�ll�on 
jobs character�zed by a sk�lls surplus. As the authors 
concluded: 

“…. it is clear that discussions of public policy with 
respect to literacy must address this issue. to not do 
so is to ignore a problem with serious human-resource 
and productivity costs”.65

For an overv�ew of add�t�onal workplace learn�ng �ssues as 
well as some suggested workplace strateg�es, see the CCL 
Lessons in Learning art�cle ent�tled “Understand�ng the 
Need for Targetted Workplace Learn�ng Strateg�es.”66   

6.5 The importance of Literacy for life 
Literacy for life �s no mere slogan. As th�s report amply 
demonstrates, the presence or absence of l�teracy sk�lls can 
have a profound �mpact on the qual�ty of people’s l�ves. 
The same th�ng can be sa�d about personal health. The 
state of our phys�cal, mental, soc�al and emot�onal well-
be�ng all have a d�rect bear�ng on our capac�ty to fulf�l our 
a�ms and asp�rat�ons. Our health determ�nes how read�ly 
we can se�ze the opportun�t�es l�fe presents to us.

Th�s literacy for life d�scuss�on expla�ns how the two 
�ssues of health and l�teracy have become �nextr�cably 
connected �n the concept of health literacy. Th�s form of 
l�teracy reveals that read�ng and computat�onal sk�lls are 
essent�al to successfully nav�gat�ng the health cho�ces we 
all must make on a da�ly bas�s.   

There are many ways to �llustrate what health l�teracy 
means �n real terms. For example, nutr�t�on labell�ng on 
most pre-packaged food �tems became mandatory �n 
Canada �n December 2005, a step that was applauded 
by health-consc�ous Canad�ans. A recent study reported 
on �n the Globe and Mail67 found that the ab�l�ty to 
understand and �nterpret nutr�t�on labels was correlated 
w�th h�gh levels of read�ng and math sk�lls. Anyone who 

reads these labels knows how d�ff�cult �t �s to use th�s 
�nformat�on accurately and effect�vely.  

Wh�le leg�slated nutr�t�on labels are �ntended to help 
consumers ma�nta�n a healthy d�et, they are useful only �f 
the purchaser understands what the numbers mean and 
how to put the �nformat�on �nto healthy pract�ce. Th�s �s 
often made even more d�ff�cult by the way products are 
packaged. M�s�nterpret�ng nutr�t�onal �nformat�on can 
eas�ly cause even the best �ntent�oned among us to over-
�ndulge �n potent�ally harmful ways or to deny ourselves 
suff�c�ent quant�t�es of essent�al nutr�ents.

In her Globe and Mail art�cle, d�et�c�an and author Lesl�e 
Beck expla�ned how tr�cky �t �s to use these labels and why 
they requ�re us to read and calculate w�th sk�ll. Someth�ng 
as s�mple as serv�ng s�ze can tr�p people up, she says, us�ng 
the example of a 591 ml bottle of Trop�cana Fru�t Tw�ster. 
Its label states that a 250 ml serv�ng, less than half of the 
bottle, has 110 calor�es and 30 grams of sugar. But most 
people, she adds, don’t measure out 250 ml and leave 
the rest for later. Instead they dr�nk the ent�re contents: 
260 calor�es and 70 grams of sugar, wh�ch equals almost 
18 teaspoons. Obv�ously, l�teracy and numeracy sk�lls are 
requ�red to use nutr�t�onal �nformat�on properly to avo�d 
un�ntended health consequences.______________________________________________

63 Ib�d., p. 32.
64   Ib�d., p. 32.
65 Krahn, Harvey, and Graham S. Lowe. Literacy utilization in Canadian Workplaces (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada and Human Resources Development Canada, 1998). p. 28.
66   Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng. “Understand�ng the need for targetted workplace learn�ng strateg�es,” Lessons in Learning (Ottawa: February 2006). Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca.
67   Beck, Lesl�e. “Grocery Gauntlet: Separat�ng fat, fact and f�ct�on,” the Globe and Mail (Toronto: Oct. 4, 2006).  p. A13.
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6.5.1 liTeraCy and healTh

Accord�ng to the World Health Organ�zat�on’s 1948 
Const�tut�on: 

“health is a state of complete physical, mental, and 
social well-being and not merely the absence of disease 
or infirmity.”       

Educat�on has long been recogn�zed as one of the 
determ�nants of health. In other words, �nd�v�duals w�th 
more educat�on are more l�kely to be �n better health. 
G�ven the relat�onsh�p between educat�on and l�teracy �t 
�s not surpr�s�ng that persons w�th low levels of l�teracy 
are �n poorer health than those w�th h�gher l�teracy 
sk�lls.68 The Canad�an Publ�c Health Assoc�at�on (CPHA) 
acknowledges l�teracy �tself as an �mportant determ�nant 
of health, not�ng that l�teracy affects other health 
determ�nants such as level of �ncome and access to jobs, 
educat�on and soc�al supports.69 Not surpr�s�ngly, l�teracy 
and health w�ll be the focus of the Un�ted Nat�ons L�teracy 
Decade for the next two years.  

L�teracy can affect health �n both d�rect and �nd�rect ways. 
Low levels of l�teracy sk�ll—and a consequent �nab�l�ty 
to understand operat�ng �nstruct�ons and warn�ngs—
can lead to such d�rect results as the �ncorrect use of 
med�cat�ons, lack of compl�ance w�th med�cal �nstruct�ons, 
and r�sks to safety at home and �n the workplace.68,70 

A Man�toba rev�ew of l�teracy and health found that 
“d�ff�culty comprehend�ng precaut�ons on farm and 
recreat�onal mach�nery, such as all-terra�n veh�cles, water 
sleds, snowmob�les and farm equ�pment of all sorts, 
make rural l�fe more dangerous w�th consequent health 
�mpl�cat�ons.”71 The �nd�rect results of low l�teracy on 
health are more long term and can result �n problems 
later �n l�fe. Unhealthy l�festyles such as smok�ng, poor 
nutr�t�on and not enough phys�cal act�v�ty are assoc�ated 
w�th low levels of l�teracy. Ind�v�duals w�th low l�teracy sk�lls 
are more prone to stress and often have fewer cop�ng 
sk�lls. They typ�cally lack �nformat�on about health �ssues, 
are less aware of and less l�kely to use prevent�ve health 
serv�ces, are more l�kely to be hosp�tal�zed and have more 
trouble us�ng the health-care system effect�vely.68,70

6.5.2 WhaT is healTh liTeraCy?
Wh�le the term health l�teracy has been �n use for over 30 
years there �s no consensus about �ts mean�ng. Accord�ng 
to the World Health Organ�zat�on, 

health literacy represents the cognitive and social skills 
that determine the motivation and ability of individuals 
to gain access to, understand and use information in 
ways which promote and maintain good health. health 
literacy means more than being able to read pamphlets 
and successfully make appointments. By improving 
people’s access to health information and their 
capacity to use it effectively, health literacy is critical to 
empowerment.72

More recently the B.C. Health L�teracy Research Team 
def�ned health l�teracy as: 

health literacy is the degree to which people are able 
to access, understand, appraise and communicate 
information to engage with the demands of different 
health contexts in order to promote and maintain good 
health across the life-course.73 

Whatever the def�n�t�on, common threads run through 
the health l�teracy d�scuss�on. F�rst, health l�teracy bu�lds 
on other l�teracy sk�lls. Second, health l�teracy �s �mportant 
not only for �nteract�ons w�th the health-care system, but 
for mak�ng �nformed cho�ces as we l�ve our l�ves. Th�rd, 
health l�teracy goes beyond the health concerns of one 
�nd�v�dual to �nclude the ab�l�ty to advocate for a healthy 
commun�ty.  

A health-l�terate �nd�v�dual knows how to answer the 
quest�on: “How do I keep myself and my commun�ty 
well?” That may seem s�mple enough, but, as the 
nutr�t�onal labell�ng example demonstrates, the dev�l 
may be �n the deta�l. Keep�ng yourself healthy �nvolves 
act�v�t�es such as develop�ng a healthy l�festyle �n terms 
of d�et and exerc�se, �dent�fy�ng s�gns and symptoms of 
potent�al �llness to be ra�sed w�th health-care prov�ders, 
follow�ng recommendat�ons for screen�ng and d�agnost�c 
tests, understand�ng how much, how often and under 
what cond�t�ons med�cat�on �s to be taken and know�ng 
how to nav�gate the health-care system to get what one 
needs. L�teracy sk�lls are essent�al to be�ng able to carry 
out all these act�v�t�es successfully.

Accord�ng to CCL’s Survey of Canad�an Att�tudes toward 
Learn�ng, most Canad�ans are able to f�nd relevant health-
related �nformat�on and use a number of sources �nclud�ng 
the�r fam�ly doctor, the �nternet and books.74 However, 
more than half sa�d that they rece�ve confl�ct�ng �nformat�on, 
wh�ch suggests that people need to be able to thoroughly 
evaluate health �nformat�on from d�fferent sources to resolve 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
68   Publ�c Health Agency of Canada. “how does Literacy affect the health of Canadians?” (Ottawa: Publ�c Works and Government Serv�ces Canada, 1998). Ava�lable at  

www.phac-aspc.gc.ca. Accessed Oct. 16, 2006.
69 Canad�an Publ�c Health Assoc�at�on. Summary report: Working together to improve the literacy and health of Canadians (Ottawa: 2004). p. 13.
70   Rootman, Irv�ng, and Barbara Ronson. “L�teracy and Health Research �n Canada: Where Have We Been and Where Should We Go?” Canadian Journal of public health, Vol. 96, 

Supplement 2 (March–Apr�l 2005). pp. S62–S77.
71  Sarg�nson, RJ. Literacy and health: a Manitoba perspective (W�nn�peg, MB: L�teracy Partners of Man�toba, 1997).
72   World Health Organ�zat�on. Health Promot�on Glossary, WHO/HPR/HEP/98.1 (Geneva: 1998).
73   Kwan, Brenda, J�m Frank�sh, and Irv Rootman. the Development and Validation of Measures of “health Literacy” in Different populations (Vancouver: Inst�tute of Health 

Promot�on Research, Un�vers�ty of Br�t�sh Columb�a). To be publ�shed on www.�hpr.ubc.ca.
74   Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng. Survey of Canadian attitudes toward Learning: 2006 health-related Learning. (Ottawa: 2006). Ava�lable at www.ccl-cca.ca/scal/. Accessed on 

Oct. 12, 2006.
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such contrad�ct�ons. Aga�n, l�teracy sk�lls 
are an essent�al requ�rement for th�s k�nd 
of cr�t�cal th�nk�ng. It �s also �nterest�ng 
to note that more than half of the adult 
Canad�an populat�on, �nclud�ng those 
over 65 years of age, scored below level 
three on a health-l�teracy scale us�ng 
data from the IALSS. Th�s suggests 
that a large number of Canad�ans may 
have d�ff�culty understand�ng health 
�nformat�on.

6.5.3 healTh-liTeraCy skills are 
iMporTanT aT every age

Health-l�teracy sk�lls are sk�lls for l�fe. 
For example:

Parents need health-l�teracy sk�lls 
to ensure the�r ch�ldren rece�ve 
�mmun�zat�ons at the appropr�ate 
�ntervals, to prepare baby formula 
correctly and for adm�n�ster�ng 
correct doses of med�cat�on when 
the�r ch�ld �s �ll.
Teens need to learn how to f�nd 
and use health �nformat�on as they 
make the�r own dec�s�ons about 
what to eat, whether or not to 
smoke, dr�nk or take recreat�onal 
drugs, how to use contracept�on 
and pract�ce safe sex.
Workers need to be able to 
understand s�gns and manuals �n 
order to work safely.
Pat�ents need to understand the 
r�sks and benef�ts of treatment 
opt�ons to be able to g�ve 
�nformed consent.
Older adults need to be able to 
nav�gate the health-care system 
to get the serv�ces they need to 
l�ve well and �ndependently.

6.5.4 seniors—a healTh-
liTeraCy Challenge

Wh�le we do not yet have tools to 
measure all of the d�mens�ons of 
health l�teracy, as ment�oned, a 
health-l�teracy scale has been created 
us�ng the ALL survey. The �n�t�al results 
�dent�fy sen�ors as a spec�al group 
because of the�r absolute and grow�ng 
numbers, the�r use of the health-care 
system and the�r relat�vely low health-
l�teracy levels.  

•

•

•

•

•

Sen�ors are an �ncreas�ngly large proport�on of the Canad�an populat�on. In 
1971, only 8% of the populat�on was aged 65 and over, compared to 13.1% 
�n 2005 and a projected 23% to 25% by 2031.75 Most sen�ors l�ve �n the 
commun�ty, not �n �nst�tut�ons.  About half a m�ll�on of them prov�de unpa�d 
care to other sen�ors, wh�le 400,000 of them prov�de unpa�d ch�ld care.76 
Nonetheless, w�th an ag�ng populat�on comes an �ncrease �n the prevalence 
of chron�c d�seases and the challenges of manag�ng the care of the elderly, 
both from the perspect�ve of �nd�v�duals and soc�ety.

Sen�ors are heavy users of the health-care system and are more l�kely than 
younger Canad�ans to have consulted a doctor �n the past year. They also 
account for one-th�rd of all hosp�tal�zat�ons, a very h�gh number. N�ne out of 
10 sen�ors report tak�ng at least one med�cat�on, w�th more than one �n four 
sen�or women tak�ng f�ve d�fferent med�cat�ons �n the prev�ous month.77

F�g. 6.21 Health-literacy levels by age groups, Canada, 2003
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F�gure 6.21 makes the po�nt that the vast major�ty of older Canad�ans 
are not health l�terate. Only one �n e�ght persons over age 65 (12%) has 
health-l�teracy sk�lls at a level cons�dered adequate. Wh�le th�s may �n part 
be due to lower levels of formal educat�on among th�s group, even those 
who completed un�vers�ty have, on average, the sk�lls to carry out only the 
most bas�c tasks. Further, IALS and ALL showed that l�teracy sk�lls �n Canada 
decl�ne w�th age.    

Solut�ons to the def�c�t �n health l�teracy l�e not only �n �mprov�ng the sk�ll 
levels of �nd�v�duals, but also �n f�nd�ng better ways to commun�cate health 
�nformat�on to them.  Solut�ons range from prov�d�ng �nformat�on �n d�fferent 
formats, such as v�deos through to s�mpl�fy�ng �nstruct�ons through the use 
of clear or pla�n language. The Canad�an Publ�c Health Assoc�at�on (CPHA) 
prov�des a serv�ce to encourage and ass�st health profess�onals �n the use of 
pla�n language w�th pat�ents. 

G�ven the mult�-d�mens�onal nature of health l�teracy, other approaches 
such as educat�on and tra�n�ng, as well as commun�ty, organ�zat�onal and 
pol�cy development need to be encouraged and evaluated.70 Research 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
75  Stat�st�cs Canada. “Populat�on Project�ons 2005 to 2031,” the Daily (Ottawa: Dec. 15, 2005). Ava�lable at www.statcan.ca. Accessed on Oct. 18, 2006.
76   Publ�c Health Agency of Canada. Ag�ng and Sen�ors, webs�te. Ava�lable at www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/sen�ors-a�nes/. Accessed Oct. 17, 2006
77   Rotermann, M�chelle. “Sen�ors’ health care use,” Supplement to health reports, Vol. 16 (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada, 2006). Catalogue No. 82-003. pp. 33–44.
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and knowledge shar�ng about health 
l�teracy �s a major focus of CCL’s Health 
and Learn�ng Knowledge Centre. 

Improvements both �n the l�teracy sk�lls 
of �nd�v�duals and �n how health-care 
prov�ders commun�cate �nformat�on, 
benef�t everyone by help�ng us spend 
scarce health-care dollars more 
eff�c�ently and by help�ng all Canad�ans 
lead health�er and more product�ve 
l�ves.

6.5.5 liTeraCy for healThy 
living and for life

Health l�teracy prov�des an excellent 
example of how l�teracy �nfluences 
human act�v�ty. It �llustrates the �mport-
ant role these sk�lls play day-to-day. L�fe 
�s an accumulat�on of small dec�s�ons 
that, taken together, def�ne a person’s 
l�fe course. All of those dec�s�ons need 
to be well grounded. In fact they need 
to be l�terate dec�s�ons �f our l�ves are to 
be healthy, reward�ng and full.

It �s easy for pol�cy-makers and 
governments to overlook the non-
monetary benef�ts people can rece�ve 
from h�gh l�teracy sk�lls. Human cap�tal 
theory l�nks educat�on to econom�c 
outcomes, and the l�terature �s 
�ncreas�ngly r�ch �n explanat�ons of the 
econom�c results of enhanced l�teracy. 
However, to date there �s no w�dely 
accepted theory l�nk�ng educat�on, 
�nclud�ng l�teracy, to soc�al outcomes.78  
Th�s �s at a t�me when pol�cy-makers are 
turn�ng the�r attent�on to �ncreas�ngly 
�mportant �ssues such as mental and 
phys�cal health, act�ve c�t�zensh�p and 
soc�al cohes�on. Th�s �s lead�ng to 
an �ncreased demand for advanced 
research �nto the soc�al benef�ts of 
l�teracy to ensure a sound base to make 
h�gh-qual�ty publ�c pol�cy.   

In 2005, the OECD’s Centre for 
Educat�onal Research and Innovat�on 
(CERI) launched a project called 
Measur�ng the Soc�al Outcomes of 
Learn�ng (SOL).79 The SOL project �s 

des�gned to �nform econom�c and soc�al pol�cy that relates to educat�on and 
l�felong learn�ng. It �nvolves �n-depth �nvest�gat�ons �nto the nature of the l�nk 
between learn�ng and well-be�ng, and how such l�nkages, �f warranted, could be 
used as pol�cy levers to �mprove well-be�ng through educat�on and to ach�eve 
greater equ�ty �n the d�str�but�on of well-be�ng. Th�rteen countr�es, �nclud�ng 
Canada, are tak�ng an act�ve part �n the SOL project.

The follow�ng chart shows that part�c�pat�on �n voluntary commun�ty act�v�t�es 
�s h�ghly �nfluenced by l�teracy levels. Th�s �s one �llustrat�on of the soc�al effects 
of �ncreased l�teracy.

F�g. 6.22 literacy proficiency and community participation. 
Proport�on of the populat�on that part�c�pated �n voluntary 
commun�ty act�v�t�es at least once a month dur�ng the year 
preced�ng the �nterv�ew, ages 16–65, by prose l�teracy level, 
1994–1995
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UNESCO �s �nterested �n th�s f�eld as well. As part of the work comm�ss�oned 
to prepare the 2006 Educat�on for All (EFA) Global Mon�tor�ng Report (GMR) 
ent�tled Literacy for Life, UNESCO comm�ss�oned a ser�es of background 
stud�es �nclud�ng one that seeks to explore, �n a development sett�ng, the 
profound �nfluence of l�teracy on a range of broad soc�al outcomes.80 Authors 
John and Stuart Cameron set out a framework that exam�nes l�teracy as a set 
of d�fferent assets. They argue that because �t �s d�ff�cult to put a monetary 
value on many of the w�der benef�ts that accrue to l�teracy, pol�cy-makers 
tend to underest�mate the true value of an �nvestment �n the development 
of these sk�lls.

The livelihoods framework, they expla�n, �s a commonly used br�dge between 
econom�cs and w�der development stud�es. It �ncludes many non-monetary 
factors often �gnored �n more convent�onal cost-benef�t analyses. They note 
that th�s framework has also recently r�sen �n prom�nence among development 
agenc�es as a way to connect l�teracy to the w�der context of the l�ves and 
asp�rat�ons of the �mpover�shed. In the l�vel�hoods framework all households 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
78 Desjard�ns, R�chard, and Tom Schuller. “Introduct�on: Understand�ng the soc�al outcomes of learn�ng,” Measuring the effects of education on health and Civic engagement 

proceedings of the Copenhagen Symposium (Par�s: OECD, 2005). p. 11.
79   Organ�sat�on for Econom�c Co-operat�on and Development and Centre for Educat�onal Research and Innovat�on (CERI). Measuring the effects of education on health and Civic 

engagement: proceedings of the Copenhagen Symposium (Par�s: 2006). Ava�lable at www.oecd.org/dataoecd/23/61/37437718.pdf. Accessed on Oct. 25, 2006.
80   Cameron, J., and S. Cameron. “The Econom�c Benef�ts of Increased L�teracy,” education for all Global Monitoring report 2006 (Par�s: UNESCO, 2005). Ava�lable at http://

unesdoc.unesco.org/�mages/0014/001459/145957e.pdf.
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are seen as adopt�ng chang�ng patterns of natural, produced, human, f�nanc�al, 
and soc�al wealth �n order to create and susta�n the�r l�vel�hoods.   

The Camerons def�ne these forms of wealth �n these words:
The relat�vely mod�f�ed phys�cal env�ronment �s a reservo�r of natural 
wealth �mportant to human well-be�ng �n �tself and capable of self 
development.
Human act�v�ty �n the natural env�ronment can generate produced 
wealth, such as equ�pment and cook�ng utens�ls, that has a phys�cal l�fe 
and product�ve potent�al beyond �mmed�ate human consumpt�on. 
People can also develop the�r capab�l�t�es �nto sk�lls whose express�on 
over t�me as human wealth �s both means and end to long-term 
development. 
Some wealth �s held �n financial forms as money or near money, 
such as jewelry, due to propert�es of l�qu�d�ty and h�gh fung�b�l�ty 
(exchangeab�l�ty) w�th other forms of wealth.

•

•

•

•

Soc�et�es have collect�ve h�stor�es 
of bu�ld�ng trust, conf�dence and 
mutual secur�ty �nto relat�onsh�ps 
that const�tute a social wealth.81

The Camerons expla�n that th�s 
framework becomes a behav�oural 
theory when �t proposes that most 
people ut�l�ze such assets to reduce 
the�r vulnerab�l�ty and to �ncrease the�r 
levels of certa�nty as ways to susta�n 
themselves and the�r fam�l�es. The focus 
�n most mon�tor�ng of l�vel�hoods by 
l�teracy researchers �s on how l�teracy 
ga�ns �mprove a vulnerable person’s 
ab�l�ty to manage h�s or her affa�rs �n 
challeng�ng c�rcumstances.

•

6.6 The literacy imperative
There are econom�c and pol�t�cal reasons, w�th soc�al and 
cultural overtones, that suggest why Canada’s l�teracy 
challenge requ�res the attent�on of all sectors of soc�ety.

From an econom�c perspect�ve, the global supply of 
l�teracy sk�lls �s r�s�ng exponent�ally, so that countr�es 
l�ke Canada w�ll �nev�tably lose jobs to lower wage, but 
equally sk�lled, compet�tors.82 To rema�n compet�t�ve 
Canada must move up the knowledge and sk�ll food chain, 
ensur�ng that Canada’s workers have the advanced sk�lls 
requ�red to attract and keep h�gh-wage, fulf�ll�ng and 
stable jobs. Th�s econom�c �mperat�ve alone expla�ns why 
our compet�tors have chosen to �nvest s�gn�f�cant publ�c 
resources �n ra�s�ng l�teracy levels.  

Th�s econom�c �mperat�ve presents us w�th what are 
essent�ally tough pol�t�cal and soc�al cho�ces. Where to 
�nvest w�ll depend upon whether one �s try�ng to:

ra�se the average level of l�teracy sk�ll,
reduce the proport�on of adults w�th low sk�ll, or
reduce the level of soc�al �nequal�ty �n l�teracy.

The cho�ce of where to spend w�ll also depend upon what �t 
would cost to �ncrease the l�teracy sk�lls of d�fferent groups. 
L�ttle �s currently known about what �t would take to move 
d�fferent groups of learners up to level three on the IALS/
ALL scales, a fact that compl�cates the craft�ng of effect�ve 
l�teracy pol�cy. Notw�thstand�ng these uncerta�nt�es, the 

•
•
•

ex�st�ng ev�dence prov�des some �nd�cat�on of where 
�nvestment m�ght pay s�gn�f�cant d�v�dends.

F�rst, �t �s clear that Canada’s educators must f�nd a way 
to reduce the proport�on of students who fa�l to meet 
what educators themselves have def�ned as the m�n�mum 
level of sk�ll requ�red to part�c�pate and contr�bute fully. 
For example, as ment�oned earl�er, between 20% and 
40% of Canada’s 15-year-olds fa�led to meet the Prov�nce 
of Br�t�sh Columb�a’s graduat�on standard when �t was 
appl�ed across all prov�nces.83

Second, �t �s clear that �mprov�ng the outgo�ng qual�ty 
of the pr�mary and secondary educat�on systems w�ll not 
be enough. W�th b�rth rates at an all t�me low �n Canada, 
there are s�mply too few students, no matter how h�gh 
the�r l�teracy sk�ll level, to �mprove the overall l�teracy 
level of the Canad�an workforce.84 

Thus, �f l�teracy sk�ll levels are to be ra�sed, Canada �s 
faced w�th �nvest�ng �n four groups:

Canad�an-born workers who fa�led to acqu�re, or no 
longer have, level three sk�lls
�mm�grant workers whose l�teracy sk�ll levels are not 
commensurate w�th the�r educat�on levels85

those not work�ng whose l�teracy sk�ll poses a barr�er 
to f�nd�ng and keep�ng a job

Abor�g�nal adults

•

•

•

•
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81 Cameron, J. and S. Cameron. “The Econom�c Benef�ts of Increased L�teracy,” p. 5.
82   CIO. 2006 Global outsourcing Guide, Stephan�e Overby, ed. Ava�lable at www.c�o.com.  Accessed on Oct. 20, 2006. Also, yan, Be�l�ng. ”Demand for Sk�lls �n Canada: The 

Role of Fore�gn Outsourc�ng and Informat�on-Commun�cat�on Technology,” economic analysis (ea) research paper Series (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada, 2005). Catalogue No. 
11F0027MIE, No. 035.

83 Cartwr�ght, Fernando, et al. Linking provincial student assessments with national and international assessments (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada’s M�n�ster of Industry and the Br�t�sh 
Columb�a M�n�stry of Educat�on, 2003). Ava�lable at  www.statcan.ca. Accessed on Dec. 3, 2006.
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F�gure 6.23 shows that these groups d�ffer �n absolute s�ze (hence the d�fferences �n the c�rcumferences of the balloons 
on the chart), �n the�r average sk�ll levels as plotted on the left ax�s, and �n the proport�on of the group that has low 
l�teracy sk�lls as plotted along the bottom ax�s.  

F�g. 6.23 Average literacy scores by demographic groups and the proportion within the prose literacy level 1 
and 2, All 2003 
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Invest�ng �n Abor�g�nal workers would serve to �mprove 
the�r ab�l�ty to part�c�pate �n Canada’s labour markets 
and soc�al system. However, �t would do l�ttle to f�ll the 
overall sk�ll def�c�t because of the small numbers �nvolved 
(except perhaps �n the west, where they w�ll const�tute an 
�mportant source of net labour-force growth).

Invest�ng �n �mm�grants would help to unleash the�r 
full econom�c potent�al and ease the�r �ntegrat�on �nto 
Canad�an soc�ety. L�ke Abor�g�nal people �n Canada, there 
are too few �mm�grants to change the overall l�teracy sk�ll 
d�str�but�on rap�dly, except perhaps �n Toronto, Montreal 
and Vancouver, where they const�tute an �mportant 
source of the net labour-force growth.

Invest�ng �n those who are not currently work�ng w�ll 
prov�de �nd�v�duals w�th �mproved access to employment 
and all the benef�ts that th�s br�ngs, �nclud�ng a reduct�on 
�n the cost of prov�d�ng �ncome supports. However, 
w�thout an overall �nvestment �n the l�teracy sk�ll levels of 
Canad�an workers, progress toward Canada’s product�v�ty 
and compet�t�veness goals w�ll be l�m�ted.

It �s also clear that Canada must �nvest on the demand 
s�de to ensure that the economy can absorb the newly 
created l�teracy-sk�ll supply and to reduce the alarm�ng 

rate of sk�ll loss that erodes the stock of prev�ously 
funded l�teracy sk�lls. Faced w�th low and var�able l�teracy 
sk�ll levels, many of Canada’s employers have chosen to 
subst�tute technology, l�ke robot�cs, for human sk�lls, a 
response that, by marg�nal�z�ng people, ampl�f�es the 
magn�tude of workers’ sk�ll losses.

6.6.1 liTeraCy is an inTernaTional iMperaTive

As we grapple w�th quest�ons about how and where to 
�nvest �n l�teracy �n Canada, �t �s �mportant to reflect on the 
fact that l�teracy has assumed unparalleled �mportance �n 
a grow�ng number of countr�es, both among the wealthy 
and most developed, and among the poorest and least 
advanced.  

Dur�ng the Un�ted Nat�ons L�teracy Decade (UNLD),86 the 
world’s concerns about bas�c l�teracy are focussed on the 
34 least l�terate nat�ons of the world. There �s, of course, 
abundant ev�dence to support that pr�or�ty. F�fty-e�ght years 
after the Un�versal Declarat�on of Human R�ghts procla�med 
that every person has a r�ght to an educat�on,87one �n f�ve 
adults �n the world88 cannot read or wr�te at all.   

However, as �n Canada, even the r�chest and most 
powerful nat�ons face ser�ous l�teracy challenges. Unt�l 
relat�vely recently there was l�ttle publ�c awareness of 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
86   Un�ted Nat�ons General Assembly. united Nations Literacy Decade: education for all, Adopted and procla�med by General Assembly resolut�on 56/116 of January 2002  

(New york: 2002).
87   Un�ted Nat�ons General Assembly. the universal Declaration of human rights. Adopted and procla�med by General Assembly resolut�on 217 A (III) of Dec. 10, 1948  

(New york: 1948).
88   Adults are def�ned as those over the age of 15 years.
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the l�teracy problems of many adults 
�n the advanced countr�es. There was 
scant pol�t�cal or publ�c �nterest �n the 
consequences of poor l�teracy sk�lls 
for nat�onal or �nd�v�dual econom�c 
outcomes.89

That has changed. Now developed 
OECD countr�es are real�z�ng that 
low funct�onal l�teracy robs people 
of opportun�ty, l�m�ts the�r potent�al, 
and curta�ls the pol�t�cal and econom�c 
part�c�pat�on of �nd�v�duals. Together 
IALS and ALL, as well as the OECD’s 
Programme for Internat�onal Student 
Assessment (PISA) and the Internat�onal 
Assoc�at�on for the Evaluat�on of 
Educat�onal Ach�evement’s (IEA) 
Progress �n Internat�onal Read�ng 
L�teracy Study (PIRLS) have h�ghl�ghted 
the challenges occas�oned by low 
l�teracy and numeracy �n developed 
countr�es l�ke Canada.   

S�gn�f�cant steps are be�ng adopted 
�n many countr�es to address l�teracy 
and other sk�lls requ�rements. 
England offers perhaps the most 
str�k�ng example. In 2001, �n part 
because of �ts low performance �n the 
Internat�onal Adult L�teracy Survey, 
England launched Sk�lls for L�fe, a 
nat�onal strategy for �mprov�ng adult 
l�teracy and numeracy sk�lls. The U.K. 
government’s amb�t�ous Sk�lls for L�fe 
strategy, accord�ng to researcher Barry 
Brooks, �s founded on a des�re “to 
secure soc�al just�ce and employab�l�ty 
for every c�t�zen l�v�ng, learn�ng and 
work�ng �n England.”90     

Through �ts determ�nat�on to meet 
these goals, the Bla�r government has 
set demand�ng targets, clear t�mel�nes 
and spec�f�c m�lestones. The targets 
have been des�gned to �ncrease the 
number of adults w�th the sk�lls requ�red 
for employab�l�ty and progress�on to 
h�gher levels of tra�n�ng.  

The targets are focussed on the number of adults who ach�eve the k�nd of 
qual�f�cat�on that can be counted toward the ach�evement of the goal. Each 
learner �s counted only once on ga�n�ng the f�rst el�g�ble qual�f�cat�on. Entry-
level courses cons�dered as stepp�ng stones or prerequ�s�tes for Sk�lls for 
L�fe offer�ngs are not �ncluded �n the count. The goal �s to �mprove the bas�c 
sk�ll levels of 2.25 m�ll�on adults between 2001 and 2010, w�th m�lestones of 
750,000 �n 2004 and 1.5 m�ll�on �n 2007.91 As F�gure 6.24 suggests, England 
appears on course to meet �ts goals.

F�g 6.24 number of learners achieving at least one eligible Skills for life 
qualification, 2001–200592 

159

377

589

865

1,275

1,295

240

470

750

1,000

0

200

400

600

800

1,000

1,200

1,400

Progress to 
July 2001

Progress to 
July 2002

Progress to 
July 2003

Progress to 
July 2004

Progress to 
July 2005

Learners achieving at least one qualification - overall estimated

Learners achieving at least one qualification - confirmed

Target

N
um

b
er

 o
f 

le
ar

ne
rs

 (t
ho

us
an

d
s,

 c
um

ul
at

iv
e)

 
Source: Brooks, Barry. Skills for Life and Work: the Journey from policy through practice to progress and 
promise for all, Tr�bal CTAD (U.K: L�ncoln House, 2006)

Not�ng the tenac�ous pursu�t of these goals, Brooks descr�bes Sk�lls for L�fe 
as a “pol�t�cally dr�ven strategy that �s altru�st�c �n �ts �ntent�on, central�st �n 
�ts �mplementat�on and has been descr�bed as ruthless �n �ts determ�nat�on 
to secure �rrevers�ble change.”93 

A v�s�on of collaborat�on �n br�ng�ng about change �s art�culated �n “Work�ng 
Together,” the f�nal sect�on of the Sk�lls for L�fe strategy document:

the measures that we have set out in the strategy will mark a radical step 
forward in improving this country’s literacy and numeracy skills levels. We 
in government, our many partners and adult learners themselves must 
all work together to turn this strategy from a statement of our aims to a 
record of our achievements, so that our successes at the end of the 21st 
century will see our work as a major milestone on the road to the creation 
of a true lifelong learning society.94  

Sk�lls for L�fe has benef�tted from enormous publ�c fund�ng. In 2000, the 
Department for Educat�on and Employment was spend�ng £241 m�ll�on on 
l�teracy and numeracy prov�s�on. When the strategy was launched �n 2001, 

______________________________________________
89   Shalla, V., and Schellenberg, G. the Value of Words: Literacy and economic Security in Canada (Ottawa: Stat�st�cs Canada and Human Resources Development Canada, 1998). p. 9.
90   Brooks, Barry. Skills for Life and Work: the journey from policy through practice to progress and promise for all, Tr�bal CTAD, (U.K: L�ncoln House, 2006). pp. 1–2.
91   OECD. Draft Country Background report: adult Basic Skills and Formative assessment practices in england. (Par�s: OECD). p. 10. Ava�lable at http://www.oecd.org/

dataoecd/40/42/37406270.pdf.
92   Brooks, Barry. Skills for Life and Work, p. 1. Ava�lable at www.dfes.gov.uk.
93   Ib�d., p. 2.
94   Brooks, Barry. Skills for Life and Work, paragraph 145. Ava�lable at www.dfes.gov.uk. 
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the government �dent�f�ed £1.5 b�ll�on to �mplement the 
strategy over the f�rst three years. In 2002 the govern-
ment comm�tted an add�t�onal £1.6 b�ll�on to del�ver the 
strategy to 2007.95 Wh�le a f�gure for the f�nal per�od to 
2010 has not been announced, speculat�on �s that �t w�ll 
be of the same order of magn�tude as the two earl�er 
comm�tments for a total of about £5 b�ll�on. 

John Healey, the former M�n�ster of Sk�lls and now the 
F�nanc�al Secretary �n Her Majesty’s Treasury, descr�bed 
the government’s comm�tment to the Sk�lls for L�fe strat-
egy as “a marathon, not a spr�nt,”96 wh�ch underscores 
the understand�ng that a long-term and susta�ned effort 
�s requ�red to ach�eve results.

Ireland faced a s�m�lar challenge when the Ir�sh f�nd�ngs 
of the Internat�onal Adult L�teracy Survey were publ�shed 
�n 1997, turn�ng adult l�teracy �nto an �ssue of urgent 
nat�onal concern. The Nat�onal Adult L�teracy Programme 
(NALP) was establ�shed w�th fund�ng of IR£73.8 m�ll�on 
from 2000 to 2006. In announc�ng the strategy, the 
Ir�sh government noted that h�gh levels of l�teracy and 
numeracy are prerequ�s�tes for part�c�pat�on �n a modern, 
knowledge-based economy.97 

Other nat�ons have moved to �ncrease the l�teracy capac�ty 
of the�r populat�ons. On Oct. 12, 2006, Austral�a’s Pr�me 
M�n�ster, the Hon. John Howard, announced Sk�lls for 
the Future, a f�ve-year package of sk�ll �n�t�at�ves worth 
AU$837 m�ll�on. 

Part of the newly announced program �s a fund of $408 
m�ll�on focussed on people aged 25 years and over 
w�thout h�gh-school equ�valency. Plans call for the use of 
30,000 vouchers per year dur�ng the f�ve-year �n�t�at�ve. 
The vouchers, valued at up to AU$3,000, w�ll pay for 
“accred�ted l�teracy/numeracy and bas�c educat�on 
courses,” and w�ll be allocated to:

unsk�lled workers w�sh�ng to acqu�re qual�f�cat�ons, 
�ncome support rec�p�ents, such as parents and 
careg�vers return�ng to the workforce, who w�ll 
face act�ve job-search requ�rements �n the next two 
years, 
unemployed job seekers �n rece�pt of �ncome 
support and part�c�pat�ng �n the Job Network who 
are undertak�ng an act�ve job search, and 
people not �n the labour force, e�ther voluntar�ly or 
because of careg�v�ng respons�b�l�t�es, who �ntend 
to seek work after ach�ev�ng the�r qual�f�cat�on. 

•
•

•

•

In mak�ng these announcements the Austral�an pr�me 
m�n�ster sa�d:

Many adults fall short of functional levels of literacy and 
numeracy, which are now essential for just about all 
jobs, and certainly all jobs that involve the operation of 
computers and digital technology. 

Because many australians left school or arrived in 
australia without the levels of english literacy and 
numeracy necessary to gain qualifications, they miss 
out on the opportunity to move into more skilled jobs. 
this leaves them vulnerable to economic change and 
australia misses out on their full potential.98 

These countr�es have much �n common w�th Canada. 
They are all open soc�et�es that earn the�r l�v�ng trad�ng 
�n the global knowledge economy. As such, they are 
exposed to sh�fts �n trade and to �ncreases �n the supply 
of econom�cally product�ve sk�lls l�ke l�teracy. As well, 
they acknowledge fac�ng l�teracy challenges, espec�ally 
among the�r adult populat�ons.

L�teracy �s �ncreas�ngly becom�ng an �mperat�ve for 
soc�et�es, econom�es and governments �n many nat�ons 
of the world. In th�s context we need to explore these 
and other models to �nform Canada’s approach to �ts 
l�teracy challenges.  

6.6.2 addressing Canada’s liTeraCy 
Challenges

Canada’s l�teracy challenges w�ll not be met w�thout 
the act�ve �nvolvement of all sectors of soc�ety. Wh�le 
governments can prov�de leadersh�p and resources, 
they cannot solve these problems on the�r own. The 
comm�tment and efforts of fam�l�es and �nd�v�duals, and 
of the pr�vate and non-governmental sectors are also 
requ�red.

6.6.2.1 What governments can do
All levels of government have respons�b�l�ty for some 
p�ece of Canada’s l�teracy challenge. S�nce the prov�nces 
and terr�tor�es have a respons�b�l�ty for educat�on and 
tra�n�ng, they obv�ously have a role to play. So do c�t�es, 
w�th the�r control over commun�ty resources, such as 
l�brar�es and schools. Because the federal government 
has an econom�c and soc�al development mandate, and 
l�teracy has an �mpact on qual�ty and performance �n both 
of those doma�ns, �t clearly has �nterests as well. 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
95   Department for Educat�on and Sk�lls. Skills for Life: the National Strategy for improving adult Literacy and Numeracy Skills—Focus on Delivery to 2007 (Nott�ngham, England: 

Government of England, 2003).
96   Brooks, Barry. Skills for Life and Work, p. 18. Ava�lable at www.dfes.gov.uk.
97   Department of Educat�on and Sc�ence. Learning for Life: White paper on adult education (Dubl�n: Government Publ�cat�ons, July 2000). p. 22.
98   The Hon. John Howard, Pr�me M�n�ster of Austral�a. Skills for the Future, Ministerial Statement to parliament  (Commonwealth of Austral�a, October 2006). Ava�lable at  

www.pm.gov.au/news/speeches/speech2175.html. Accessed Oct. 20, 2006.
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The real�ty �s, of course, that respons�b�l�ty for l�teracy 
rests at every level of government �n a federal state. But 
sort�ng out who should do what, for whom, and w�th 
wh�ch resources, �s a quest�on yet to be clearly answered 
�n Canada. That �s why one of the major conclus�ons of 
a parl�amentary stand�ng comm�ttee report was to call 
on the federal government to work w�th the prov�nces 
and terr�tor�es to create a “comprehens�ve pan-Canad�an 
l�teracy strategy.”99 

Governments �n Canada can have a s�gn�f�cant �mpact on 
three aspects of l�teracy.  The f�rst and most obv�ous role for 
governments �s on the supply s�de of the l�teracy equat�on. 
They can f�nance, bu�ld and run schools that have as a key 
goal the h�gh-qual�ty prov�s�on of l�teracy sk�lls. In general, 
supply-s�de �nvestments focus on �ncreas�ng the quant�ty, 
qual�ty, eff�c�ency or equ�ty of teach�ng and learn�ng. They 
can �nclude �n�t�at�ves �n curr�culum development or teacher 
tra�n�ng to �ncrease the effect�veness and eff�c�ency of the 
educat�onal process. 

Second, governments can �ntervene on the demand s�de, 
by �nst�tut�ng pol�c�es and programs that serve to �ncrease 
the econom�c and soc�al demand for l�teracy sk�ll.  

Demand-s�de �ntervent�ons range from soc�al market�ng 
that encourages �nd�v�duals to use the�r sk�lls, to accelerated 
tax wr�te-offs for f�rms purchas�ng sk�ll-r�ch technology.

Demand-s�de �ntervent�ons can also �nclude strateg�es 
that reduce l�teracy demand or compensate for low sk�ll 
levels. For example, pla�n language programs try to make 
read�ng mater�als access�ble to a broader range of readers. 
The verbal adv�ce prov�ded by publ�cly f�nanced doctors 
and nurses can also be thought of as a h�gh-cost way to 
compensate for the low l�teracy sk�lls of adults who, �f they 
had h�gher l�teracy sk�lls, would have been better able to 
access health �nformat�on and adv�ce themselves.

Th�rd, governments can �ntervene to �mprove markets for 
l�teracy sk�lls. The most fam�l�ar market for l�teracy sk�ll �s 
the labour market, wh�ch rewards l�teracy sk�ll by offer�ng 
stable, h�gh-pay�ng employment to the h�gh-sk�lled, wh�le 
the low-sk�lled are often only able to f�nd �nterm�ttent low-
pay�ng jobs.  Governments can �mprove the eff�c�ency of 
labour markets �n a number of ways, �nclud�ng support�ng 
credent�al�ng and test-based select�on systems to �dent�fy 
those w�th l�teracy �ssues, and �nvest�ng �n systems that 
help employers, governments and un�ons �dent�fy and f�ll 
the�r human-resource development needs.

Canada’s educat�on systems can also be thought of 
as marketplaces that favour and reward l�teracy sk�ll. 

Governments can �mprove the eff�c�ency and equ�ty of 
educat�onal systems by test�ng for l�teracy when learners 
are adm�tted to programs—to ensure that they get the 
developmental ass�stance they requ�re—and by evalu-
at�ng the system to ensure �t �s reach�ng �ts l�teracy 
goals.

Canada’s health and soc�al systems can be thought of as 
a th�rd marketplace, one that offers open access to adults 
w�th h�gh l�teracy sk�lls and reduced access to those w�th 
low sk�lls. Governments can �mprove the eff�c�ency of 
health markets by, for example, �nvest�ng �n �mprov�ng 
the flow of health �nformat�on between the health-
care prov�der and the pat�ent, and offer�ng tele-health 
serv�ces.  

Wh�le �t can be argued that �t �s benef�c�al that Canada’s 
var�ous markets reward sk�ll, those benef�ts may be 
eroded �f programs that serve to create temporary 
employment and to prov�de �ncome support have the 
effect of reduc�ng �ncent�ves for �nd�v�duals to seek 
l�teracy tra�n�ng.  Governments can address th�s by clearly 
s�gnall�ng the employment and wage benef�ts assoc�ated 
w�th acqu�r�ng h�gher l�teracy sk�lls, prov�d�ng rel�able 
means to d�agnose l�teracy requ�rements, and ensur�ng 
access to h�gh-qual�ty l�teracy tra�n�ng.  

Governments also can employ pla�n-language pr�nc�ples 
and var�ous text formats (large pr�nt or Bra�lle for 
example) when commun�cat�ng w�th the publ�c. 
S�m�larly, �nvestments �n l�brar�es m�ght be thought of 
as s�multaneously �ncreas�ng the demand for read�ng, 
�mprov�ng the supply of l�teracy sk�lls, and reduc�ng soc�al 
�nequal�t�es by �ncreas�ng access to read�ng mater�als for 
the d�sadvantaged.

Governments can show leadersh�p by work�ng �n concert 
to deal w�th these �ssues. The l�nk between l�teracy and 
econom�c growth suggests that new �nvestment �n ra�s�ng 
l�teracy rates would pay for �tself through �ncreased tax 
revenues and enhanced product�v�ty.

Some government �nvestments can serve mult�ple goals 
s�multaneously. For example, a supply-s�de �nvestment 
�n ra�s�ng adult l�teracy levels through the prov�s�on of 
tra�n�ng can accompl�sh a number of th�ngs:

�mprove labour product�v�ty d�rectly by allow�ng 
workers to apply more sk�ll-�ntense product�on 
technolog�es
�mprove labour product�v�ty �nd�rectly by reduc�ng 
the number of days lost to workplace �llness and 
acc�dent
reduce the cost of treat�ng workplace �njur�es

•

•

•

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
99   Canada. House of Commons. “Ra�s�ng Adult L�teracy Sk�lls: The Need for A Pan-Canad�an Response,” report of the Standing Committee on human resources Development 

and the Status of persons with Disabilities (Ottawa: Commun�cat�on Canada Publ�sh�ng, 2003).
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reduce the cost of �ncome replacement for 
workplace �llness and acc�dent 

reduce the level of human suffer�ng assoc�ated w�th 
work-related �njury and d�sease

reduce the level of demand on health serv�ces

6.6.2.2 What employers can do
Employers can play several roles to advance l�teracy sk�lls 
�n the workplace. Employers can �nfluence the demand 
for l�teracy sk�ll by select�ng technolog�es of product�on, 
as well as work organ�zat�on and work processes that are 
l�teracy-sk�ll r�ch, requ�r�ng workers to use the�r l�teracy 
sk�lls. Th�s would also �nfluence the supply of sk�ll s�nce 
�t would reduce the level of sk�ll loss assoc�ated w�th low 
levels of use.

F�rms can also �ncrease the supply of l�teracy sk�ll by 
prov�d�ng a work env�ronment that �s generally conduc�ve 
to learn�ng, that offers a means for workers to assess 
the�r learn�ng needs, �nclud�ng l�teracy, and that supports 
l�teracy educat�on. F�rms can also �nfluence the eff�c�ency 
and equ�ty of markets for l�teracy sk�ll by adopt�ng select�on 
processes that test for l�teracy and that offer less-sk�lled 
workers access to tra�n�ng programs to �mprove the�r sk�ll 
levels.

6.6.2.3 What unions and the labour movement 
can do
Un�ons can help to create the cond�t�ons that w�ll allow 
Canad�an workers to reach the�r full potent�al as l�terate, 
�nformed and act�ve c�t�zens. 

Un�ons can advocate a worker-centred approach to the 
acqu�s�t�on of l�teracy and essent�al sk�lls. Th�s means 
promot�ng the l�teracy and learn�ng needs of the worker 
as a whole person respons�ble for fulf�ll�ng var�ous roles 
at work, at home, �n the un�on and �n the commun�ty. 
One effect�ve techn�que that has been used �n the 
Un�ted K�ngdom, Germany and Sweden �s to have a 
des�gnated person (�n the U.K. the pract�ce �s to �dent�fy 
a un�on representat�ve) to act as a learn�ng advocate 
for employees, to ensure that the�r tra�n�ng needs are 
�dent�f�ed and met.

Un�ons can also use clear language �n all aspects of 
the�r commun�cat�ons and programm�ng to help un�on 
members part�c�pate more fully �n the l�fe of the un�on.

•

•

•

6.6.2.4 What other social institutions can do
Other soc�al �nst�tut�ons, �nclud�ng advocates and non-
governmental organ�zat�ons, can take the l�teracy levels 
of the�r cl�ents �nto account and acknowledge the central 
role that l�teracy plays �n creat�ng �ndependent and 
engaged c�t�zens. Remed�es for poverty—the result of not 
be�ng able to f�nd and keep employment and to be pa�d 
a reasonable wage—depend cr�t�cally upon l�teracy, for 
example. Soc�al �nst�tut�ons can also ass�st �n �dent�fy�ng 
the l�teracy needs of the�r cl�ents, who often do not 
recogn�ze or acknowledge the�r l�teracy shortcom�ngs, 
wh�ch has �mportant repercuss�ons for pol�cy-mak�ng and 
frontl�ne pract�ce. 

6.6.2.5 What educators can do
The most obv�ous th�ng that educators can do �s to ensure 
that all ch�ldren graduate from our educat�onal systems 
w�th the l�teracy sk�lls that they w�ll need to part�c�pate 
fully econom�cally and soc�ally. Educators must also f�nd 
ways to ensure that l�teracy programs attract and reta�n 
adult learners.   

It �s �mportant, too, that educators accept that people 
learn �n places outs�de of the classroom, and that as 
educators they can play an �mportant role by contr�but�ng 
to people’s capac�ty to create l�teracy- and learn�ng-r�ch 
env�ronments �n the home, �n the commun�ty and �n the 
workplace. Creat�ng these env�ronments �s essent�al �f we 
are to ach�eve the goal of graduat�ng students who are 
learners for l�fe, able to ma�nta�n or even enhance the�r 
l�teracy sk�lls throughout adulthood.

6.6.2.6 What individuals can do
Ind�v�duals can �nfluence the supply and demand for sk�lls 
by part�c�pat�ng �n l�teracy �nstruct�on and by adopt�ng a 
l�festyle that values and uses read�ng sk�lls regularly so 
that, at the very least, they can reta�n the level of sk�ll they 
acqu�red �n school.

Ind�v�duals can also �ncrease the eff�c�ency of markets for 
sk�ll by reflect�ng on the�r own and the�r fam�ly’s learn�ng 
needs and by act�ng to meet those needs. They can help 
to create l�teracy- and learn�ng-r�ch env�ronments �n the 
home, workplace and commun�t�es.

6.6.2.7 What CCL will do
The m�ss�on of the Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng �s to 
�mprove l�felong learn�ng across the country by:
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�nform�ng Canad�ans about the state of learn�ng �n 
Canada;

foster�ng qual�ty research on learn�ng;

fac�l�tat�ng ev�dence-based dec�s�ons about learn�ng 
through knowledge exchange to ensure that success 
stor�es are shared and repeated; and

becom�ng Canada’s author�tat�ve resource on 
learn�ng �ssues.

L�teracy �s one of CCL’s crosscutt�ng themes and l�teracy 
�ssues are the focus of several current and forthcom�ng 
�n�t�at�ves des�gned to prov�de Canad�ans w�th a greater 
understand�ng of l�teracy and essent�al sk�lls �ssues.

CCL publ�cat�ons w�ll descr�be the l�teracy act�v�t�es of 
CCL’s knowledge centre forums, explore developments 
�n l�teracy research and pract�ce, and analyze notable 
domest�c and �nternat�onal l�teracy pol�cy �n�t�at�ves. The 
�ntersect�on of l�teracy �ssues w�th the other four CCL 
crosscutt�ng themes—gender, culture, e-learn�ng and 

•

•

•

•

French m�nor�ty-language sett�ngs—w�ll be reflected as 
well �n annual reports on these themes.

In add�t�on CCL w�ll cont�nue to explore what works 
�n l�teracy and to share what �t d�scovers �n �ts regular 
electron�c publ�cat�on Lessons in Learning. Hav�ng already 
publ�shed several �ssues on l�teracy, CCL knows that these 
reports st�mulate �nterest and act�on based on prom�s�ng 
pract�ces.

CCL also �ntends to expand Canad�ans’ apprec�at�on 
of the �mportance of l�teracy through �ts research 
mob�l�zat�on program, and through strateg�c partnersh�ps 
to encourage CCL’s partners to embed l�teracy as a 
fundamental element of the�r work on learn�ng. F�nally, 
CCL’s knowledge exchange forums w�ll cont�nue to 
promote d�alogue about and act�on on l�teracy �ssues. 
CCL recogn�zes the value of engag�ng all sectors of 
soc�ety �n l�teracy solut�ons, and works w�th pol�cy-makers, 
educators, employers, un�ons and non-governmental 
organ�zat�ons to f�nd ways to advance l�teracy �n Canada.

6.7 no time for complacency

6.7.1 WhaT Canada needs To knoW 
Successful act�ons depend on sound �ntell�gence. S�nce 
the tools to measure l�teracy sk�lls rel�ably for ent�re 
populat�ons have only recently become ava�lable, what 
we know about l�teracy problems, and the�r causes 
and consequences, �s st�ll qu�te l�m�ted.   Based on the 
�nformat�on and analys�s conta�ned �n th�s report �t �s 
poss�ble to �dent�fy a number of broad l�teracy-related 
�ssues that requ�re further research.   

A compar�son of the IALS and ALL stud�es shows that the 
loss of l�teracy sk�lls �n the Canad�an populat�on between 
1994 and 2003 was of a magn�tude large enough to 
offset the sk�ll ga�ns from �ncreas�ng educat�onal qual�ty 
and part�c�pat�on. Th�s should be reason enough to make 
l�teracy a publ�c pol�cy pr�or�ty. To deal w�th th�s problem 
we need a better understand�ng of the soc�al and 
econom�c forces that underl�e th�s sk�ll loss. We certa�nly 
know the effects. Sk�ll loss depr�ves �nd�v�duals of the 
econom�c and soc�al benef�ts that would be assoc�ated 
w�th the�r or�g�nal sk�ll level. At the aggregate level, sk�ll 
loss serves to reduce the return on the publ�c’s �nvestment 
�n educat�on and depr�ves the economy of sk�lls �t could 
use to create h�gh-sk�lls jobs.  

We also need a clearer understand�ng of the l�nk between 
l�teracy sk�ll and health, and how �ncreased l�teracy levels 
m�ght reduce both the demand for health serv�ces and 
the costs of treatment. Low levels of health l�teracy l�m�t 
an �nd�v�dual’s access to pr�nted health �nformat�on wh�le 
a lack of bas�c l�teracy sk�lls concentrates �nd�v�duals 
�n occupat�ons that have the h�ghest r�sk of �llness and 
acc�dent. As well, because Canada’s labour, educat�on 
and health markets select and reward l�teracy so h�ghly, 
low-sk�lled �nd�v�duals are subject to h�gher levels of 
chron�c stress that can have deb�l�tat�ng effects on the�r 
health because elevated blood cort�sol levels �mpa�r the�r 
�mmune systems. 

We need to understand the role that essent�al sk�lls play 
�n foster�ng product�v�ty growth. Of part�cular concern 
�s how the average level and d�str�but�on of l�teracy and 
numeracy sk�ll �nfluences �nnovat�ons �n work processes, 
technology and products at the level of the f�rm, 
part�cularly the rate at wh�ch f�rms and �nd�v�duals acqu�re 
and apply �nformat�on and commun�cat�ons sk�lls and 
technolog�es (ICTs). 
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If we had better �nformat�on on the d�rect econom�c 
benef�ts of h�gher l�teracy to bus�ness, such as lower 
absentee�sm and acc�dent rates, lower recru�tment and 
retent�on costs, h�gher product�v�ty, greater worker 
flex�b�l�ty and adaptab�l�ty, more f�rms m�ght be w�ll�ng to 
�nvest �n ra�s�ng the l�teracy sk�lls of the�r workers.  

We need a better understand�ng of the mechan�cs of 
�nter-generat�onal transfer of l�teracy sk�ll, of the role 
of parents and schools �n foster�ng l�teracy and of ways 
to reduce the proport�on of ch�ldren leav�ng the system 
w�thout adequate sk�lls. S�nce the ev�dence suggests 
that many ch�ldren arr�ve at school w�thout the necessary 
sk�lls to learn how to read, educat�onal systems need to 
�dent�fy these ch�ldren �n order to help them enhance 
the�r l�teracy sk�lls �n ways that are appropr�ate to the�r 
learn�ng styles and needs.

We also need to know what the character�st�cs of d�fferent 
groups of adult l�teracy learners �mply for the content and 
cost of remed�al �nstruct�on, and whether they have the 
f�nanc�al resources to pay for such �nstruct�on themselves. 

We must exam�ne the barr�ers to learn�ng faced by adults 
w�th low l�teracy to d�scover why they do not �nvest  
the t�me, effort and money requ�red to �mprove the�r sk�ll 
levels.

F�nally, we need to prof�le the character�st�cs of the 
l�teracy f�eld just as we would w�th any sector cons�dered 
�mportant to our econom�c future. L�ttle �s known about 
the qual�f�cat�ons of Canada’s adult l�teracy �nstructors, 
about the character�st�cs of people currently part�c�pat�ng 
�n remed�al programs, about how much �s be�ng spent by 
�nd�v�duals, f�rms or governments on l�teracy tra�n�ng, or 
about the eff�c�ency and effect�veness of the programs 
themselves. 

These are knowledge gaps that can be f�lled �f we truly are 
comm�tted to deal�ng w�th Canada’s l�teracy challenges.

6.7.2 noW is The TiMe for aCTion

The message of th�s l�teracy feature �s that the presence 
or absence of l�teracy sk�lls affects people �n cruc�al 
ways. It shapes the qual�ty of the�r l�ves and �nfluences 
l�fe chances. A person’s l�teracy affects the�r educat�on 
and tra�n�ng opportun�t�es, attachment to the labour 
force, access to h�ghly sk�lled and h�ghly pa�d jobs, and 

overall qual�ty of l�fe. It �s �ncreas�ngly ev�dent that the 
acqu�s�t�on, ma�ntenance and enhancement of l�teracy 
sk�lls are �nd�spensable goals for every Canad�an.

Not only �nd�v�duals are affected. H�gh rates of l�teracy are 
an �mperat�ve for democrat�c soc�et�es as well. Soc�et�es 
need h�ghly l�terate c�t�zens, able to absorb and use 
complex �nformat�on to part�c�pate �n �ntell�gent publ�c 
pol�cy debates and to make effect�ve, �nformed electoral 
cho�ces. Those w�th h�gh rates of l�teracy show an �ncrease 
�n act�ve c�t�zensh�p, such as h�gher rates of volunteer�sm 
and g�v�ng.

Modern technology-�ntens�ve and knowledge-based 
econom�es requ�re h�gh l�teracy sk�lls for surv�val. In our 
h�ghly compet�t�ve world the product�v�ty and wealth of 
econom�es �ncreas�ngly r�ses or falls on the qual�ty of the 
sk�lls that labour forces possess. Workers, espec�ally h�ghly 
l�terate ones, affect how product�ve econom�es become 
and how successfully they attract h�ghly sk�lled jobs 
and �nvestments �n human cap�tal format�on. Canada’s 
cont�nued econom�c success depends on ra�s�ng average 
l�teracy levels and on reduc�ng the proport�on of adults 
w�th relat�vely low sk�ll levels.

The �mportance of l�teracy for governments �s also very 
clear. Governments need to f�nd econom�cally eff�c�ent 
ways to reduce soc�al �nequal�ty �n �nd�v�dual health, 
educat�on, labour-market and soc�al outcomes. Many 
of these �nequal�t�es can be traced back to low l�teracy 
sk�lls and to �nadequate access to l�teracy tra�n�ng for 
out-of-school youth and for adults. To address �nequal�ty, 
governments need to �nvest �n l�teracy. Th�s w�ll reduce 
the demand for and the cost of publ�c support serv�ces. 
For example, prov�d�ng health and educat�onal serv�ces 
to a fully l�terate populat�on �s cons�derably cheaper than 
the alternat�ve. Canad�an taxpayers real�ze better serv�ce 
qual�ty for the�r tax expend�tures.

There �s no quest�on that l�teracy �s h�gh on the �nter-
nat�onal agenda. The reasons are �nescapable. L�teracy 
really matters �n every country for soc�al, cultural, 
pol�t�cal and econom�c reasons. Countr�es that �gnore 
the �mperat�ve of develop�ng l�teracy sk�lls to the h�ghest 
level poss�ble do so at the�r per�l. A soc�ety that fa�ls to 
adopt pol�c�es and pract�ces that balance both l�teracy 
demand and supply �s not only wast�ng �ts resources on 
�neff�c�ent solut�ons, but also jeopard�z�ng the prosper�ty 
and qual�ty of l�fe of �ts next generat�on of c�t�zens. 
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The State of Learn�ng �n Canada �s the f�rst comprehens�ve overv�ew of 
the Canad�an learn�ng landscape, from early ch�ldhood and school-based 
educat�on through to formal and �nformal learn�ng by adults—�n the home, 
at work and �n the commun�ty. It also exam�nes learn�ng �ssues part�cular to 
Abor�g�nal peoples �n Canada and prov�des a spec�al focus on the state of 
l�teracy �n Canada.

The follow�ng �s a synthes�s of the pr�nc�pal observat�ons from each of the 
report’s four ma�n chapters and of the spec�al feature on l�teracy.  

early Childhood learning

Learn�ng �n early ch�ldhood �s cruc�al, not just to prepare 
ch�ldren for school, but to equ�p them for l�fe.

In the f�rst few years of ch�ldhood, the development of 
bas�c sk�lls such as language, sensory process�ng and 
movement lays the foundat�on for more complex sk�lls 
later �n l�fe. Ch�ldren’s bra�ns develop �n a ser�es of stages 
that are espec�ally well adapted for spec�f�c types of 
learn�ng. If learn�ng �s not acqu�red at the r�ght stage, �t �s 
more d�ff�cult for the ch�ld to catch up later.

Early ch�ldhood learn�ng compr�ses four major 
development areas: phys�cal, cogn�t�ve, language and 
commun�cat�on, and emot�onal and soc�al. Ideally, 
�nd�cators would measure the progress of Canad�an 
ch�ldren �n all four areas, from the prenatal per�od 
(�nclud�ng factors affect�ng the health of the baby’s 
mother as well as the baby �tself) to the t�me the ch�ld 
reaches school age. 

Desp�te laudable efforts at the reg�onal and prov�nc�al 
levels to collect �nformat�on on early learn�ng, there are 
few comprehens�ve data to chart progress across all of 
Canada and all stages of early ch�ldhood.

However, we do know that s�gn�f�cant proport�ons of 
ch�ldren r�sk be�ng left beh�nd at an early age. Th�s �s true 
of ch�ldren �n all soc�o-econom�c group�ngs, but ch�ldren 
grow�ng up �n lower �ncome fam�l�es face the greatest r�sk 
of developmental delays.

Research demonstrates that the qual�ty of ch�ld care has 
a s�gn�f�cant �mpact on early development. More than 
half of all young ch�ldren �n Canada are cared for outs�de 
the home, yet OECD compar�sons reveal that Canada 
tra�ls other �ndustr�al�zed countr�es �n �ts level of publ�c 
comm�tment to early ch�ldhood serv�ces. 

SuMMARY And fuTuRE dIRECTIonS

Making progress
Wh�le the �mportance of the early years to overall success 
�n l�fe has been well documented, more research �s needed 
to ga�n a greater understand�ng of how Canad�an ch�ldren 
are do�ng �n all areas of development. In part�cular, there 
�s a need to:

support the expans�on of prov�nc�al and reg�onal 
efforts to develop research tools, collect data 
and report on early ch�ldhood learn�ng and 
development
cont�nue to learn from ex�st�ng prov�nc�al and 
reg�onal data, as well as pan-Canad�an sources such 
as the Nat�onal Long�tud�nal Survey of Ch�ldren and 
youth
develop a set of pan-Canad�an �nd�cators to mon�tor 
the progress of early learn�ng, from the prenatal 
per�od through to the school years 

•

•

•

7.1 Chapter Summaries
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learning in sChool

What ch�ldren learn �n school—and how they ‘learn 
to learn’—are of paramount �mportance. These �ssues 
�nfluence a ch�ld’s potent�al for success �n formal 
educat�on. But more than that, school-based learn�ng 
lays the foundat�on for further learn�ng, prosper�ty and 
success throughout l�fe.

And wh�le success �n school �s of great value to the 
�nd�v�dual, �t also carr�es benef�ts for soc�ety as a 
whole. There are r�s�ng expectat�ons that schools 
produce graduates w�th the sk�lls, knowledge and c�v�c-
m�ndedness needed to solve many of the econom�c and 
soc�al challenges fac�ng Canada. 

Ind�cators suggest that Canada �s do�ng relat�vely well �n 
some areas of school-based learn�ng, but there �s room 
for �mprovement. 

For example, the �nternat�onally adm�n�stered PISA 
tests show that the sc�ence, mathemat�cs, read�ng and 
problem-solv�ng sk�lls of Canad�an 15-year-olds are 
above the OECD average, but tra�l scores �n F�nland and 
several other countr�es. Desp�te a steady �mprovement 
�n recent years, Canada’s h�gh-school dropout rate �s 
also h�gher than that of many other OECD countr�es. 

Moreover, many school-aged ch�ldren do not learn 
healthy hab�ts or behav�ours. Canad�an ch�ldren are less 
phys�cally act�ve than ever before and ch�ldhood obes�ty 
rates have ballooned �n recent years. School safety �s also 
�n quest�on, as Canad�an ch�ldren are more l�kely to be 
bull�ed than ch�ldren �n most other OECD countr�es.  

Other �nd�cators show that Canad�ans are l�kely to 
graduate from school w�th an �nadequate understand�ng 
of Canad�an pol�t�cs and h�story. Th�s may be contr�but�ng 
to decl�n�ng voter turnout and c�v�c part�c�pat�on among 
Canad�an adults. 

The data also �nd�cate that Canada �s among the world 
leaders �n post-secondary atta�nment and compared to 
other �ndustr�al�zed nat�ons, we have a larger proport�on 
of students choos�ng college or vocat�onal programs.

Making progress
Ind�cators suggest that Canada �s do�ng relat�vely well �n 
some areas of school-based learn�ng, but there �s room 
for �mprovement �n the follow�ng areas:

ensure that schools offer safe and healthy learn�ng 
env�ronments, where students learn and pract�se 
healthy behav�ours that w�ll serve them well for the 
rest of the�r l�ves  
understand and �ncrease h�gh-school retent�on 
rates, part�cularly for at-r�sk groups  such as boys 
and students l�v�ng �n rural areas 
ensure that youth graduate w�th at least a bas�c 
understand�ng of the�r country’s h�story, and the�r 
own r�ghts and respons�b�l�t�es �n a democracy
prepare young Canad�ans w�th the sk�lls and 
credent�als that w�ll be �n demand �n Canada’s 
grow�ng economy
promote the development of more pan-Canad�an 
�nformat�on about post-secondary educat�on, 
part�cularly �n relat�on to the qual�ty of educat�on 
and the read�ness of youth for h�gher learn�ng

•

•

•

•
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adulT learning

We know that ongo�ng learn�ng br�ngs econom�c, soc�al 
and health benef�ts throughout a person’s l�fe. And yet 
for many Canad�ans, part�c�pat�on �n learn�ng act�v�t�es 
decl�nes markedly after the school years.

Adult l�teracy has not �mproved �n the past decade and 
two of every f�ve Canad�ans adults lack the l�teracy sk�lls 
needed to succeed �n a knowledge-based economy. 
Moreover, the l�teracy sk�lls of many Canad�ans decl�ne 
through adulthood, leav�ng all too many sen�ors w�th 
sk�lls barely above the level needed to fully part�c�pate �n 
today’s world.

Health l�teracy—the ab�l�ty to understand and 
commun�cate the �nformat�on needed to atta�n and 
susta�n good health—appears to be part�cularly low �n 
Canada. Indeed, more than half of all adults demonstrate 
�nadequate health-l�teracy sk�lls. The proport�on �s even 
h�gher among older Canad�ans. Th�s �s a worr�some trend 
because sen�ors are more l�kely than younger Canad�ans 
to be �n poor health, and to use med�cat�ons w�th 
compl�cated labels and other health serv�ces requ�r�ng 
more advanced l�teracy sk�lls.

Workplace tra�n�ng has proven benef�ts for product�v�ty, 
wh�ch �s a key dr�ver of Canada’s econom�c compe-
t�t�veness. But Canada lags beh�nd other countr�es �n 
employer-sponsored tra�n�ng. In fact, the people most 
l�kely to benef�t from job-related tra�n�ng, �nclud�ng older 
workers and �nd�v�duals w�th less educat�on, are generally 
less l�kely to rece�ve �t. 

There’s grow�ng ev�dence as well that Canad�ans are 
not suff�c�ently engaged �n learn�ng �n the�r commun�t�es 
or the�r personal l�ves. Th�s type of �nformal learn�ng, 
wh�ch can be ga�ned by volunteer�ng, jo�n�ng groups 
and organ�zat�ons, and pursu�ng hobb�es and �nterests, 
contr�butes to commun�ty development and cohes�on.  

On the other hand, more and more sen�ors are becom�ng 
�nternet users, wh�ch suggests that new technolog�es are 
broaden�ng access to learn�ng opportun�t�es across the 
l�fespan.

Making progress
To support l�felong learn�ng, there �s a need to:

�dent�fy ways to �mprove and regularly mon�tor 
adult l�teracy sk�lls
undertake further research on health l�teracy and �ts 
�mpact on personal health
ra�se awareness among health pract�t�oners and 
others about the l�m�ted health l�teracy sk�lls of 
Canad�ans
help employers and employees overcome barr�ers 
to work-related learn�ng, such as the perce�ved lack 
of money and t�me for tra�n�ng
promote commun�ty engagement as a form of 
l�felong learn�ng, espec�ally for people who are more 
l�kely to be excluded, such as recent �mm�grants, 
sen�ors and the d�sabled

•

•
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aBoriginal learning

F�rst Nat�ons, Mét�s and Inu�t peoples have a long trad�t�on 
of l�felong learn�ng, wh�ch �s v�ewed as a way to ach�eve a 
healthy balance between the sp�r�tual, emot�onal, phys�cal 
and �ntellectual d�mens�ons of l�fe.  

Today, many Abor�g�nal people face econom�c, soc�al and 
system�c barr�ers to full part�c�pat�on �n l�felong learn�ng.  
Desp�te these challenges, the educat�onal outcomes of 
Abor�g�nal people have shown marked �mprovements �n 
recent years. 

Unfortunately, most research �n recent decades has 
focussed on the educat�onal def�c�ts of Abor�g�nal people, 
h�ghl�ght�ng the gaps between the learn�ng outcomes of 
Abor�g�nal people and non-Abor�g�nal Canad�ans. The 
hol�st�c nature of Abor�g�nal learn�ng across the l�fespan 
�s often not recogn�zed �n current research and overlooks, 
for example, the �mportant contr�but�ons that �nformal 
and trad�t�onal knowledge br�ng to Abor�g�nal learners. 

Learn�ng �s most l�kely to be successful when �t �nvolves 
parents, fam�l�es, Elders and other commun�ty members, 
and respects Abor�g�nal trad�t�ons and values. 

Taken together, the ev�dence to date suggests the 
need to broaden our understand�ng of how “success” �s 
measured for Abor�g�nal learners.  

Making progress
To gauge progress �n strengthen�ng learn�ng outcomes 
among Abor�g�nal Peoples, there �s a need to:

�dent�fy new �nd�cators of Abor�g�nal learn�ng that 
reflect the l�felong learn�ng goals and values of F�rst 
Nat�ons, Mét�s and Inu�t peoples
collect more rel�able data on all aspects of Abor�g�nal 
learn�ng
develop better approaches to understand�ng and 
shar�ng effect�ve pract�ces �n Abor�g�nal learn�ng
enhance or create mechan�sms to strengthen 
knowledge of Abor�g�nal languages and cultures, 
wh�le also �mprov�ng l�teracy �n Engl�sh or French

•

•

•

•
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liTeraCy and learning: Canada’s Challenges

Making progress
Address�ng Canada’s l�teracy challenge �s too large an 
�ssue for any government or �nterest group act�ng alone. 
Because l�teracy �s woven throughout all aspects of 
econom�c, soc�al and cultural l�fe, �t �s an all-encompass�ng, 
complex and shared respons�b�l�ty. Mov�ng forward, here 
�s what Canad�ans can do:

governments can d�splay leadersh�p �n mak�ng 
l�teracy a pr�or�ty crosscutt�ng �ssue w�th�n the�r 
respect�ve jur�sd�ct�ons and �n the�r collaborat�ons 
w�th others. They can �ntervene on both the supply 
and demand s�des of the l�teracy �ssue by support�ng 
educat�onal and tra�n�ng �nst�tut�ons that promote 
the acqu�s�t�on of l�teracy sk�lls and by creat�ng 
pol�cy and programs that �ncrease the econom�c 
and soc�al demand for l�teracy. They can also adopt 
compensatory strateg�es, such as pla�n language 
publ�cat�ons, to ensure greater access�b�l�ty of 
publ�c serv�ces.
employers can organ�ze the work env�ronment �n a 
way that demands h�gh l�teracy (requ�r�ng workers 
to ma�nta�n or �mprove l�teracy sk�lls). In order to 
do so, workplaces must be conduc�ve to learn�ng 
and prov�de ample tra�n�ng opportun�t�es for 
employees.
labour unions can advocate for better l�teracy 
supports �n the workplace.
social institutions and non-governmental 
organizations can keep the l�teracy landscape top-
of-m�nd as they engage w�th governments and 
other �nst�tut�ons.
educators can ensure that all ch�ldren graduate 
from school w�th strong l�teracy sk�lls and hab�ts, 
and search for new ways to engage adults �n l�felong 
learn�ng.
individuals can part�c�pate more act�vely �n l�teracy 
sk�ll bu�ld�ng by adopt�ng a l�festyle that values 
read�ng, by engag�ng �n learn�ng as adults, and by 
recogn�z�ng and act�ng on the�r fam�l�es’ learn�ng 
needs.

•

•

•

•

•

•

Canada �s an advanced nat�on w�th a well-developed 
educat�on sector. yet more than four �n 10 adults score 
below the level of l�teracy cons�dered necessary to 
succeed �n today’s world.

The report’s spec�al feature on l�teracy expla�ns that the 
term l�teracy does not s�mply refer to an �nd�v�dual’s 
ab�l�ty to read and wr�te. In modern soc�ety, an adult must 
have a f�rm grasp of mult�ple l�terac�es (prose, number, 
document and problem-solv�ng sk�lls), and have the 
ab�l�ty to understand and evaluate �nformat�on �n many 
forms, del�vered through var�ous med�a. 

These l�teracy sk�lls are �mportant for the �nd�v�dual, 
the commun�ty and the country. For the �nd�v�dual, the 
benef�ts of l�teracy �nclude �mproved health, a h�gher 
qual�ty of l�fe, more access to tra�n�ng opportun�t�es and 
an �ncreased l�kel�hood of hold�ng better-pay�ng, more 
h�ghly sk�lled jobs.

The h�ghly l�terate are more l�kely to part�c�pate �n 
volunteer act�v�t�es and other forms of commun�ty 
engagement, wh�ch enhances soc�al cohes�on. They are 
also more l�kely to part�c�pate �n a technology-�ntens�ve, 
knowledge-dr�ven economy, wh�ch �s necessary for a 
healthy modern economy.

Canada cannot afford to be complacent about l�teracy. If 
we want to ma�nta�n our country’s �nternat�onal pos�t�on 
as an econom�c and soc�al success story, we must ra�se 
the overall l�teracy sk�lls of our adult populat�on, ensure 
the next generat�on acqu�res the sk�lls and hab�ts needed 
to succeed and, all the wh�le, foster a des�re to learn 
throughout our l�ves.

Other countr�es—England, Ireland, Austral�a among 
them—are aggress�vely pursu�ng nat�onal l�teracy 
programs, many w�th notable success. If Canada �gnores 
the �mperat�ve of �mprov�ng adult l�teracy, we do so at 
our per�l.
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Successful learning is holistic, weaving together intellec
tual, spiritual, physical and social growth and development. 
This report, in conjunction with CCL’s Composite Learning 
Index, underscores the interdependence of learning and 
success in the economic and social spheres.

At a time of fierce global competition, rapid technological 
change, an increasingly diverse population and an aging 
society, lifelong learning for all Canadians is the key to 
Canada’s future prosperity and success. 

Canada is making progress in many aspects of lifelong 
learning. But more work is needed. Here are some ways 
in which different groups can help strengthen Canada’s 
culture of lifelong learning:  

Parents and caregivers
Parents and caregivers need to support early 
childhood development by taking an active role 
in early health and learning. The focus must be 
on optimal prenatal health and effective learning 
opportunities for all children. The simple act of 
reading to children, for example, can foster a strong 
foundation for learning.
Schoolaged children need to be active and healthy 
in order to reach their full learning potential. Regular 
exercise and healthy breakfasts help children learn. 
Healthy behaviours learned at an early age can 
enhance health later in life.

Educators
Working with students and parents, educators 
should focus on means to help youth finish high 
school.
Educators need to ensure that schools are safe, 
healthy and inclusive environments.
Schools should help children learn about and 
practise healthy behaviours that will stay with them 
throughout their lives.

Employers
Employers need to support staff training that extends 
beyond instruction on specific tasks. Training should 
include opportunities to maintain and update crucial 
skills, such as literacy and numeracy.
Workrelated learning should be available to all 
employees, including older and lesseducated 
workers who are often passed over for training.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Canadians and governments
It is important for highquality early childhood care 
and activities to be available to all preschoolers, 
whether they are cared for inside or outside the 
home.
The many and persistent barriers to greater adult 
literacy must be addressed.
More research and knowledge exchange is needed 
across the spectrum of learning issues. Without 
sound research and data, Canada may be unable to 
identify and address future learning challenges in a 
timely manner.
The definition of learning success for Aboriginal 
peoples must be broadened so as to reflect 
Aboriginal priorities, values and experiences.
Support for Aboriginal languages is needed in 
order to preserve many ancestral languages from 
extinction. 
All Canadians must come to see learning as a 
continuous, seamless and lifelong process.

•

•

•

•

•

•

 
Germany, Finland and Japan are among 

the countries that have taken the need for 
lifelong learning to heart. For instance, 
Finland’s 1997 strategy, called “The Joy 

of Learning,” outlines concrete actions to 
promote learning throughout life. Japan, 

meanwhile, established a Lifelong Learning 
Policy Bureau, which is responsible for the 
overall coordination of policies promoting 

lifelong learning. 

7.2 Future Directions 
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Measur�ng performance �s an essent�al f�rst step toward 
�mprovement. The Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng, w�th the 
gu�dance and expert�se of our f�ve spec�al�zed knowledge 
centres, w�ll cont�nue to measure Canada’s progress �n 
develop�ng a culture of l�felong learn�ng.

In part�cular, we w�ll develop and apply su�table �nd�cators, 
track changes, compare Canada’s performance w�th that 
of other countr�es, and study other exemplary models of 
learn�ng. 

The data we collect w�ll be analyzed and publ�shed �n 
three pr�nc�pal forms:

1. The state of learning in Canada

 Every w�nter, CCL w�ll release an updated ed�t�on 
of the State of Learning in Canada, wh�ch w�ll 
present and analyze the latest �nd�cators of learn�ng, 
determ�ne where progress has been made and where 
we cont�nue to fall short, and �dent�fy the gaps that 
rema�n �n our understand�ng of the �ssues. Each year 
th�s report w�ll also �nclude a spec�al feature on a 
part�cular cross-cutt�ng theme or �ssue.

2. The Composite Learning Index

 Publ�shed each spr�ng, the Compos�te Learn�ng Index 
(CLI) presents data on the progress of learn�ng w�th�n 
spec�f�c commun�t�es, as well as Canada as a whole. 
The CLI comb�nes a set of �nd�cators encompass�ng 
the var�ous facets of learn�ng, and then generates 
a score for Canada and for �nd�v�dual commun�t�es. 
These scores reveal the extent to wh�ch Canad�an 
commun�t�es have the learn�ng cond�t�ons needed for 
econom�c and soc�al success.

3. Thematic reports

 CCL w�ll release a ser�es of reports that exam�ne 
spec�f�c themes or �ssues related to learn�ng across 
the l�fespan. Wh�le the State of Learning furn�shes 
an overv�ew of Canada’s progress �n the f�eld of 
learn�ng, the themat�c reports w�ll prov�de a more �n-
depth analys�s, w�th deta�led examples of effect�ve or 
emerg�ng pract�ces.

 Through these reports, and through a w�de range 
of research and knowledge exchange act�v�t�es, 
the Canad�an Counc�l on Learn�ng hopes to fulf�l �ts 
v�s�on of be�ng a catalyst for l�felong learn�ng across 
Canada.

7.3 Measuring Progress
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