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State of Learning in Canada: Toward a Learning Future
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Learning has limitless
dimensions

State of Learning 2008:
broadening our Understanding

Learning lies at the very core of human potential.
It fosters our ability to think, create and solve problems.
It enables us to envision and embrace the kind of lives we
want for ourselves and our children. Beginning in early
childhood and continuing throughout the adult years,
learning is fundamental to our experience of being human
and shapes virtually every aspect of our lives.

The Canadian Council on Learning (CCL) recognizes
the need to build a learning society in which individuals
can develop their potential and contribute more fully to
their communities. State of Learning in Canada: Toward
a Learning Future provides an overview of how well
Canadians are equipped as learners to meet the demands
of the future.

Learning occurs in all sites of human endeavour—in
the home, at the workplace and in the community. It
encompasses a complementary mix of formal and informal
learning, which develops skills and abilities essential for
success in the knowledge economy.

Research clearly demonstrates that learning and training are
more critical than ever. Shifting workforce demographics,
rapid advancements in technology and increased global
competitive pressures are transforming not only our society,
but our understanding of the nature and purpose of learning.
In an increasingly globalized world, advances in the production
of new knowledge occur at an unprecedented rate.

As this report emphasizes, we can no longer afford to
view the purpose of education and learning primarily as
the preparation of young people for the labour market.
Nor can we compartmentalize learning in each stage of life
without recognizing critical intersections that connect the
ages and stages. Learning is not a commodity with a fixed
end-point, but rather a continuous, individualized process.
Learning trajectories across the life course are as complex,
unpredictable and nonlinear as individuals’ lives. Success
or failure at any given stage can have repercussions over
the long term.

Lifelong learning:
maximizing potential,
enhancing opportunities
Lifelong learning is associated with a wide range of
economic and non-economic benefits. It has the potential
to maximize the talents and skills of individuals, and
contribute to higher productivity, improved health,
longer lives and a greater likelihood of community and
civic engagement. Learning begets learning, which in turn
enhances opportunities to achieve personal aspirations
and societal goals.
The skills and knowledge that Canadians bring to their
families, their workplaces and their communities play an
important role in determining our economic success and
our overall quality of life. Healthy, productive and engaged
citizens living in socially stable communities represent a
competitive advantage in dynamic economies and societies.
Similarly, internationally mobile, skilled workers are
attracted to communities that are safe, culturally vibrant,
and that accommodate diversity.
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While most Canadians receive a solid foundation of
formal education, many lack sufficient competencies to
succeed in an increasingly complex and uncertain future.
Employers seek employees with a more sophisticated
array of capabilities, beyond the basic job requirements.
These skills include: decision-making, teamwork, problem
solving, entrepreneurship, leadership, information and
communication technology (ICT) skills, the ability to
communicate effectively and a desire to learn.
There are signs that systemic and emerging weaknesses
threaten our continued success.
Though Canada leads Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries with
the highest proportion of adults aged 25 to 64 (60%) with
university or college or trades attainment, one-quarter of
Canadian adults have only a high-school education or less.
Nine million adults (42%) between the ages of 16 and 65 lack
the literacy skills considered essential in today’s economy
and society, and recent projections suggest that over the
next decade, the situation will not improve, particularly in
light of an aging population.
With the prospect of workforce and skills shortages caused
by the pending retirement of the Baby Boom generation,
combined with continuing low fertility levels and fewer
youth entering the labour market, learning across the life
course is now more critical than ever.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Although our formal education is of enviable quality,
Canadians could benefit from a wider range of learning
opportunities in order to sustain economic well-being and
achieve greater social equity. Too many Canadians are at risk
of not fulfilling their potential, creating the conditions for a
cumulative learning deficit and diminished quality of life in
the years to come.

Achieving our goals: the need
for a longer-term perspective

Creating favourable
conditions for lifelong
learning: three priority issues
To build a dynamic, forward-thinking country we need to
foster favourable conditions for building a learning society.
These include nurturing a strong foundation for learning;
providing for smooth transitions between the ages and
stages; and providing ongoing opportunities for individuals
to learn throughout the life course.

Learning has the potential to achieve greater social equity
and to bring us closer together as a country. Unless all
segments of society have an equal opportunity to partake
in lifelong learning, Canada’s capacity to mature and
prosper will be hampered. The commitment we make to
create a learning society will also, in large part, determine
our capacity to lead on the world stage. A country of
informed and engaged global citizens is more willing and
able to confront critical issues of our time, such as global
poverty, environmental issues and conflict.

A Strong Foundation for Learning

Other countries, including the United Kingdom, Finland,
the Netherlands, Sweden, Japan and Australia, have
recognized and seized upon the importance of lifelong
learning and are devising ambitious strategies to help their
citizens become lifelong learners. Canada does not have
a lifelong learning system in place, nor a plan to transform
the rhetoric of lifelong learning into a coherent vision and
a plan for action.

Research has demonstrated that foundational skills—such
as pre-literacy—and positive attitudes toward learning
acquired early in life make later learning easier.

Canadian hopes for the future depend on the strength of
its learning sector and a range of complementary learning
opportunities that meet the needs of Canadians, regardless
of educational attainment, age, socio-economic status
or level of skills. Given our high educational attainment
rate, Canada can respond to emerging challenges from
a position of strength. We have a skilled, talented and
well-educated citizenry. Our economic and labour-market
performance is strong. But with the challenges of the
future, we need a coordinated effort to recognize and seize
as many learning opportunities as possible—a road map
to the future we envision for our children and generations
to come.
The achievement of our potential requires that Canadians
understand the challenges and rewards of building a
learning society, and commit themselves to lifelong
learning. We need a long-term perspective on learning
that reflects the needs and aspirations of Canadians now
and in the future.

To participate fully in the workforce and to contribute
fully as members of their communities and of society,
individuals must have a solid foundation of essential skills,
such as literacy and numeracy. However, the process of
learning and skills acquisition begins not with compulsory
education, but in early childhood when human abilities
and motivation are shaped by families and learning
environments within the community.

Smooth Transitions and Flexibility
The critical learning intersections that connect the ages and
stages are as unpredictable and nonlinear as individuals’
lives. These transitions can take place through all phases of
life, but particularly among young people on the threshold
of adulthood.
Young adults often experience a number of daunting
transitions as they leave high school and make their way
toward post-secondary education (PSE) and the labour
market. While some enter the labour market immediately,
others go directly into a PSE program, and still others dip
in and out of several options that include combinations of
work, study, travel and skills development.
Factors such as family background, previous learning success
and availability of resources (informational, monetary) can
influence the timing and quality of young adults’ decisions.
Smoothing the transitions between these key life events
(such as graduation from high school or university and
entering the workforce) by allowing for greater flexibility
could enable young people to gain the education and
training they want and need, when they need it.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Similarly, adult learners, who often face competing
demands of work and family, may oscillate between the
labour market, education and training. They, too, need a
flexible system responsive to their specific needs and to the
impact of life events (birth of children, loss of employment
and divorce) on their ability to pursue further learning.

A fifth chapter, called “Our Changing Environment, Our
Learning Future,” provides conclusions about the present
state of lifelong learning in Canada, examines how other
countries are working to foster a culture of lifelong learning,
and recommends priority areas to help us to achieve a society
that realizes the benefits of learning throughout life.

Ongoing Opportunities

1. Learning in the Early Childhood Years

Integrating the learning needs of individuals across the lifespan
requires opportunities in all areas of life—at school, in the
workplace, in the community and at home. Success will largely
depend on the extent to which society actively engages and
makes demands on the skills and knowledge of its citizens,
promotes the use of individuals’ competencies and encourages
them to think, act and be engaged throughout their lives.

Learning in the first five years of childhood has critical
implications for well-being and later success in school, at
work, and in the community—more so than learning in any
other stage of life. It is a time when young learners develop
attitudes about the value and purpose of learning, setting
the stage for lifelong learning in all aspects of their lives.
Not surprisingly, investments in early childhood learning
produce the highest social and economic returns.

All too often learning and education are perceived as the
domain of youth, yet ongoing opportunities are particularly
important during the adult years. There is a need to offer
a range of opportunities aimed at addressing the learning
needs of adults at all levels of skills development.
As the OECD observed in 2002, Canada would benefit from
a system that responds to the needs of individuals: enabling
them to be independent and autonomous learners; helping
them to understand when further education and training
would be useful; and making clear what steps they could
take to pursue available learning opportunities.

Summary of the State of
Learning 2008
This report takes a life-course approach by following, or
mapping, the diverse connections and learning trajectories
that can occur within and between each stage of life’s
learning journey.
Four chapters provide an overview of the state of learning
for Canadians at key stages in the life cycle:
1. Learning in the Early Childhood Years (ages 0–5);
2. Learning in the Elementary and Secondary School
Years (ages 6–18);
3. Learning in the Post-secondary Years (ages 18–27);
and
4. Learning in the Adult Years (25 and older).

Despite the well-known importance of early learning,
research indicates that 25% of Canadian children entering
school lack the foundation needed for successful acquisition
of literacy and numeracy skills. Research also suggests that
one child in four enters Grade 1 in Canada with learning
or behavioural difficulties that could affect future success
in school.
This lack of school readiness can set in motion a lifelong
chain reaction, in which the children who are at greater
risk of social and academic difficulties are also more likely
to drop out of high school, to have more difficulty finding
employment, to earn less and to be in worse health.
This trajectory represents an enormous loss of human
potential.
Although family and parental characteristics play key roles
in shaping children’s abilities and their attitudes toward
learning, all learning environments experienced in the
early years—whether in the home or in the community—
can profoundly affect learning abilities over the longer
term. Research shows that a stimulating and nurturing
environment will result in better physical, social, emotional,
cognitive and language development.
Most Canadian families depend on some type of formal
or informal child-care arrangement. In 2004–2005, 51%
of children under six were in non-parental child care.
However, there were fewer children in non-parental care
in 2004–2005 than in 2002–2003 (51% versus 54%).
The quality of child care can influence children’s physical/
motor, social/emotional and language/cognitive
development, all of which set the stage for learning in
the school years. Higher quality child care, regardless of
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
type, has been associated with children scoring higher on
language and achievement tests, having better social skills,
and displaying fewer behavioural problems. Yet all too
often, the importance of child care as a vital precursor to
formal learning is undervalued or unrecognized.
Regardless of the type of child care, parents and home
form the centre of children’s lives. Numerous studies
suggest that family and parental characteristics are strong
predictors of learning success.
The combination of strong, supportive family relationships,
a high level of parental involvement and high-quality child
care can compensate for adverse risks associated with low
income, lack of family resources and low parental education.
A cohesive, supportive, well-resourced neighbourhood can
also act as a protective factor.

The Challenge for Canada
The importance of early childhood learning and care
cannot be overstated. Both are vital for fostering positive
attitudes toward learning and for preparing children to
become engaged members of society.

2. Learning in the Elementary and
Secondary School Years

Children and youth who start without the foundation of a
strong home environment and formal education are more
likely to experience difficulty in accessing PSE or the labour
market, and may be less prepared to participate and
succeed in learning opportunities later in life. Students with
limited skills to be effective lifelong learners risk economic
and social marginalization.
Rapid technological change, global competitive pressures
and new patterns of work are demanding a more
sophisticated set of transferable skills, such as problem
solving, communications, decision-making, teamwork,
leadership, entrepreneurship and adaptability. The
development of these skills requires embracing a view
of learning that goes beyond the provision of formal
education.
Research suggests that informal learning makes an
important contribution to later success. The home
environment, the workplace and community organizations
(including religious and cultural institutions) are key sites
for fostering new competencies and reinforcing the strong
foundation acquired through formal education. Preparing
children and youth for adult life requires an effective
learning strategy that will target informal learning in these
sites, in tandem with formal learning in school.

Situated between early childhood and adulthood, between
dependence and independence, the elementary and
secondary school years are a critical stage of life. Learning
during early childhood sets the stage for success in the
school years, which in turn affects learning in the years
when young adults make the transition to PSE and the
workplace. The cumulative effect will determine the extent
to which these young individuals will become full-fledged,
adult citizens capable of contributing to the well-being of
their families, communities and society.

The Challenge for Canada

How young learners perform in mathematics, problem
solving, reading comprehension and other competencies
is a strong predictor of later performance. Students
who perform well in these areas are also more likely to
participate in PSE and in the knowledge economy.

Interest in science is fostered during the elementary and
secondary school years. Our performance in science during
these years is above average, but the number of university
science graduates is below average, a fact that could limit
advances in innovation, research and economic growth.
This also matters because a growing number of jobs today
call for the technical competence and complex problemsolving skills provided by science courses offered during
the formal years of education.

As in the earliest years, the family and the home
environment play an important role in successful learning.
Children of parents who read, who have positive attitudes
toward education, who pursue new skills and knowledge
throughout life, and who are engaged in their communities
are more likely to perform better in school, pursue further
education and be active community members.

Math, science and literacy skills are core competencies
linked to later achievements, such as participation in PSE,
better-paying jobs, and more stable employment.
The performance of young Canadians on international
tests in reading and math has been consistently high, but
other countries are making rapid advances. Although we
are doing well, simply maintaining the status quo may not
suffice if we are to sustain a competitive edge.

CANADIAN COUNCIL ON LE ARNING

|7

State of Learning in Canada: Toward a Learning Future
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Of particular concern is the transition from secondary
school to PSE or the labour market, a critical and often
difficult stage in the lifelong learning journey. Research
suggests that the transition period is lengthening and
becoming more complex, given the many potential paths
to choose from—school, travel and the increasing number
of career options.

3. Learning in the Post-secondary Years
Between 18 and 27 years of age, young adults gain greater
independence from family and make the first major
decisions of their adult lives, including decisions about
further education, participation in the labour market, and
personal lifestyle choices. Those experiences and choices
are built on a foundation of learning that will shape the
direction of their adult lives.
Research shows that young adults participate in postsecondary learning because of a number of factors,
including experience and success in compulsory education,
parental economic status, knowledge of PSE, literacy skills,
gender, ethnicity, employment experience and community
involvement.

While PSE attainment in Canada increased to almost
66% in 2006 among those aged 25 to 34, young adults
who do not pursue PSE are at risk of economic and social
marginalization. They are more likely to experience
low income, unemployment, poor health and less job
satisfaction than young adults who acquire further
education and skills.
University tuition costs have risen an average of 44% over
the decade ending in 2006. Student debt load has more
than doubled since 1990, representing an additional
economic barrier to PSE participation.
Though apprenticeship registrations and, to a lesser
degree, completions are growing, the under-representation
of women in apprenticeship programs is a source of
concern. Apprenticeship training provides an important
and effective route to the skilled workplace and is linked
to smoother school-to-work transitions, and lower levels
and fewer periods of unemployment. A key ingredient in
their success is the involvement of employers who are in a
position to match skills to job demands.

4. Learning in the Adult Years

The transition from school to work has become longer
and more complex, as PSE options, career choices and
skill requirements expand. Although Canada recognizes
the importance of smooth transitions, we lack an overall
school-to-work strategy that identifies the range of learning
options and that links PSE effectively to the workplace.

As this report demonstrates, the value and contribution
of learning is evident at all stages of life—and learning
in the adult years is no exception. Ongoing learning can
influence income, job satisfaction, political participation,
and health and well-being. It also enhances Canada’s
economic productivity and competitiveness.

The Challenge for Canada

Research on each life stage shows that learning begets
further learning. Beyond the crucial economic and personal
rewards are important social contributions. Adults are
influential role models—as learners and as active citizens—
for their children, co-workers, and their communities. Thus,
adult learning contributes to social capital and social
cohesion.

The economic and social benefits of pursuing further
education have been widely documented. A skilled
workforce is linked to higher productivity, innovation,
economic growth, as well as to stronger communities with
higher civic engagement and social cohesion. Individual
benefits include better wages and job satisfaction, fewer
periods of unemployment and improved health and quality
of life.
Skills and education are necessary for Canada’s improved
productivity and international competitiveness. Nearly
66% of the new job openings expected to occur over the
next decade will require PSE qualifications. Only 6% will be
available to those with less than a high-school education.
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The sites and modes of learning in the adult years are
diverse and complex. Research shows that although formal
learning is vital, informal learning—in the workplace, at
home and in the community—is also important and can
improve technical skills, impart specific knowledge and
develop the softer skills increasingly demanded by today’s
workplace. Yet informal learning and the significance of
its contribution are largely unrecognized by governments
and employers.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Similarly, recognition of adults’ prior learning and experience
needs to be broadened. In Canada, however, as in many
other countries worldwide, formal prior learning assessment
and recognition (PLAR) policies and supports are much
more widespread at the community college level than at
the university or secondary level. The implementation of
PLAR and its uptake by learners appears to be concentrated
in certain disciplinary areas, notably health sciences
(dietetics, nursing, pharmacy, optometry), human services
(early childhood education, social work), and business
education.

The Challenge for Canada
While Canada leads OECD countries with regard to PSE
attainment in the working-age population, one-quarter of
Canadian adults has only a high-school education or less.
In addition, 9 million Canadians between the ages of 16
and 65 lack the literacy skills considered essential in today’s
economy and society. Recent projections published by CCL
suggest that over the coming decades, the situation will not
improve, particularly in light of an aging population.
Low wages, unemployment, poverty and social exclusion
are the consequences for many individuals and their
families. The economic and social costs are profound: lost
productivity, weaker innovation and competitiveness,
poorer health and well-being, and higher social
expenditures.
An evolving global market and rapidly changing technologies
place a premium on workforce skills, both hard (technical
proficiency) and soft (such as problem solving, critical thinking,
leadership, communication skills and adaptability).
Continuous learning and training over the life course are
key to economic growth and social well-being. Countries
that recognize this are developing and implementing
innovative strategies to increase and broaden the range
of learning opportunities for their citizenry.

Furthermore, adult learning in this country remains underdeveloped, largely because we do not have a concerted,
comprehensive strategy to address the needs and
aspirations of the adult learner.

Conclusion
We need to formulate a road map of the future we envision
for our children and for generations to come. We need
a clear vision that will keep our sights on what matters
most—the development of our people.
Canada is working from a position of strength, but if we
are to build on our education system and expand learning
opportunities for Canadians throughout their lives, we
need to assess more fully our learning requirements and
find ways to address the challenges ahead.
Fostering a culture of lifelong learning requires effort and
a set of long-term objectives.
In our quest to be a catalyst for lifelong learning in Canada,
CCL plans to demonstrate the importance and value of
lifelong learning over the next three years, through our core
products, as well as through initiatives and collaboration
with key organizations.
Our five knowledge centres will support CCL’s work in the
areas of early childhood learning, health-related learning,
adult learning, Aboriginal learning and learning in the
workplace.
And through publications, such as State of Learning in
Canada, CCL will continue to monitor Canada’s progress
in learning and to provide Canadians with the most
current information about the most effective approaches
to learning.

Yet in Canada, research shows that rates of adult
participation in education and training activities have
stagnated. Those who most need learning opportunities
are, ironically, the least likely to obtain them. And all of
this is occurring against a backdrop that includes an aging
workforce, pending skills shortages and an increasingly
competitive and demanding workplace.
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CANADA’S OBJECTIVE

A Changing World

The federal government’s long-term plan for Canada,
Advantage Canada: Building a Strong Economy for
Canadians 2006, identified quality education as key to
developing a globally competitive country. The plan calls
for a workforce that aspires to be “the best educated,
most-skilled and most flexible” in the world. It commits
to create “new opportunities and choices” for people to
excel and achieve their potential.

Shifting demographics, rapid advancements in technology
and increased global competitive pressures are
transforming the way Canadians work, live and plan for the
future. These factors are also changing our understanding
of the nature and purpose of learning. The production of
new knowledge is occurring at an unprecedented rate.

The skills and knowledge that Canadians bring to their jobs,
and to our society, play an important role in determining our
economic success and our overall quality of life. However,
the benefits of learning extend well beyond the economic.
Research has shown that learning also enhances social
cohesion by fostering the human and social capital that results
in engaged citizens and vibrant communities.

Although most Canadians receive a solid foundation of
formal education, many may not acquire competencies
sufficient to succeed in an increasingly complex and
uncertain future. Employers seek employees with a more
sophisticated array of capabilities, beyond the basic job
requirements. These skills include: decision-making,
teamwork, problem solving, entrepreneurship, leadership,
information and communication technology (ICT) skills, the
ability to communicate effectively and a desire to learn.

Learning lies at the very core of human potential: it
fosters our ability to think, to create, to solve problems,
and to envision and embrace the kind of lives we want for
ourselves and our children. The process itself begins in
early childhood and continues throughout the adult years.
It is fundamental to our experience of being human, and
affects virtually every aspect of our lives.

Individuals are experiencing more changes in jobs and even
career paths over their working life. As the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
observed in 2007, “as firms respond to a more volatile
market and shorter product cycles,” the shelf-life of skills
is shortened, necessitating the continuous renewal and
updating of skills.1

Indeed, Canada seeks to build a society in which individuals
have the opportunity to make full use of their talents and
potential in order to succeed in the workplace, to become
better parents, more engaged community members and
more fulfilled as individuals. In short, it is about building a
learning society.

Our Education SECTOR Is
Successful But We Need
To Do More

Canadians also aspire to greater social equity. Learning has
the potential to bring us closer together as a nation. The
failure to include all segments of society will ultimately limit
Canada’s capacity to mature and prosper. The commitment
we make to creating a learning society will also, in large
part, determine our capacity to lead on the world stage. A
country of informed and engaged global citizens is better
able to confront the critical issues of our time, such as
global poverty, environmental degradation and conflict.
These are but a few reasons why we need to embrace the
important task of creating a learning society in Canada.
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Learning and training are more critical than ever in light of
impending workforce and skills shortages resulting from
the retirement of the Baby Boom generation and the
decreasing number of young people entering the labour
market. Canada’s labour force is projected to grow by less
than 5% over the next five decades.2
CCL’s State of Learning 2007 noted that Canada’s
investments in training and education have yielded a
number of positive outcomes. For example, Canada has
one of the world’s highest educational attainment rates.
According to 2006 Census of Canada data, six out of every
10 adults aged 25 to 64 had completed some form of
post-secondary education.3 The most recent data from the
OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment
(PISA) show that our 15-year-olds are performing well in
math and science, compared with 15-year-olds in other
countries.4

INTRODUCTION

However, there are signs that systemic and emerging
weaknesses threaten our continued success. While our
formal education is of a high standard, it alone cannot
provide Canadians with the range of learning opportunities
necessary for economic well-being and greater social
equity. Across all stages of the life course, too many
Canadians are at risk of not achieving their full potential,
creating the conditions for a cumulative learning deficit
in the years to come. The following brief snapshot of
lifelong learning in Canada suggests we have much to
accomplish:
• In 2004–2005, 51% of children under six were in
non-parental child care, compared to 49% of children
under six in parental care. There were fewer children
in non-parental care in 2004–2005 than in 2002–2003
(51% versus 54%).5
• The number of young people (aged 16 to 25) with
high literacy skills is projected to decrease over
the next decade. A recent study found that young
Canadians already have lower levels of literacy than a
decade ago.6
• Demographic projections indicate that post-secondary
education’s (PSE) traditional age group (18- to
24-year-olds) will peak in 2013 and decline over the
following two decades.7
• A study on PSE retention and attrition by the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation found that 20% to
25% of first-year students do not proceed to second
year, and an additional 20% to 30% leave PSE in
subsequent years.8
• More than four in 10 adults lack the reading and
writing skills needed to thrive in a competitive global
economy.9 The number of seniors with low literacy
skills will rise dramatically—from 3.3 million in 2006
to 6.2 million by 2031.10
• Internationally, Canada lags in employer-sponsored
training. Businesses in countries comparable to
Canada, such as Norway and Switzerland, are more
likely to offer training to their employees (57% and
54%) than Canada (45.5%).11

Understanding Lifelong
Learning
For more than 30 years, countries around the world have
engaged in a dialogue about the importance of lifelong
learning to individual and collective well-being. Yet, as the
Canadian Alliance of Education and Training Organizations
(CAETO) noted in 2003, “few phrases have enjoyed
the longevity and hopeful buoyancy within Canada’s
educational and social argot as that of lifelong learning.”12
Despite widespread agreement on the importance of and
need for skills, knowledge and education, the phrase
lifelong learning continues to slip effortlessly into our
discussion of education and learning, but is seldom used
with precision.13
Most countries, including Canada, consider lifelong
learning to equate with adult learning. While efforts to
upgrade the skills and knowledge of adults are necessary
and commendable, they demonstrate two fundamental
weaknesses in our approach to lifelong learning policy in
Canada:
• the tendency to be supply-oriented, with objectives
centred primarily on institutional mandates; and
• lack of recognition of the integral role of life-wide
learning from early childhood through the adult
years, and the variety of experiences that span the full
spectrum of formal and informal learning pathways
that shape people’s lives.
As the OECD ministers for education noted in 1996,14 a
comprehensive view of lifelong learning should encompass
four main features:
• a systemic view: all forms of learning are connected
and cover the entire lifecycle;
• centrality of the learner: the focus is on meeting the
needs of learners rather than on the supply side;
• motivation to learn is an essential foundation for
learning throughout life; and
• education policy has multiple objectives, including
personal development, knowledge development, and
economic, social and cultural objectives—all of which
may change over the course of an individual’s lifetime.
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Countries around the world have seized upon the potential
of lifelong learning and are devising ambitious plans to
implement it. The European Union’s Lifelong Learning
Programme, designed with a focus on education and
training, aims to make Europe “the most competitive and
dynamic knowledge-based economy.” The United Kingdom,
Finland, the Netherlands, Sweden, Japan, Australia and
other EU countries have initiated lifelong learning agendas,
some with clearly articulated targets. The United Kingdom,
for example, is implementing a plan to double literacy rates
to more than 90% by the year 2020.15

Lifelong Learning is Key to a
Successful Future
Canada’s hopes for future prosperity will depend not
only on the strength of our educational system, but on
our capacity to engage all groups of Canadians, from the
pre-school child to the older adult, in all types of learning
throughout their lives.
Lifelong learning is associated with a wide range of
economic and non-economic benefits such as higher
productivity, improved health, longer life spans, and greater
likelihood of community and civic engagement. For the
individual, lifelong learning emphasizes creativity, initiative
and responsiveness—attributes that contribute to greater
self-fulfillment, higher earnings and employment, and to
innovation and productivity. Lifelong learning delivers
results by promoting employability, active citizenship and
social inclusion.

Learning has Limitless
Dimensions
We can no longer afford to view the purpose of education
and learning primarily as the preparation of young people
for the labour market. Nor can we compartmentalize each
stage of life without recognizing critical intersections that
connect the ages and stages. Learning trajectories are as
unpredictable and non-linear as individuals’ lives, and one
stage in life will have a major influence on another. If we
continue to treat learning as a commodity with a fixed endpoint rather than as a continuous, individualized process,
then we risk jeopardizing our future economic and social
well-being.
We need a lifelong approach, which integrates the learning
needs of individuals across their lifespan. In order to build
a learning society in which individuals can develop and
contribute to their full potential, we need a perspective
that covers early childhood learning through to the adult
learning years, because (as studies suggest) success and
failure at one stage can affect subsequent stages with
lifelong repercussions.
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The creation of a society of lifelong learners is the
responsibility of individuals and of society as a whole.
A learning society is both a private and a public good.
Success will largely depend on the extent to which
society actively engages and makes demands on the skills
and knowledge of all its citizens, promotes the use of
individuals’ competencies, and encourages individuals to
think, act and be engaged.17

A Call to Action
Canada does not yet have a lifelong learning system in
place, nor a plan to transform the rhetoric of lifelong
learning into a coherent vision and a strategy for action.
Canadian hopes for the future depend on the strength
of an educational sector and a range of complementary
learning opportunities that meet the needs of Canadians
regardless of educational attainment, age, socio-economic
status or skills level.
To ensure a competitive advantage, Canada and Canadians
need to recognize and seize as many learning opportunities
as possible. Co-ordinated efforts will deliver the greatest
possible return, and address immediate priorities and signs
of emerging weakness.
We need to formulate a road map to the future we envision
for our children and generations to come. We need a clear
vision that will keep our sights on what matters most—
the development of our people. However, achievement
of our potential requires that Canadians understand the
challenges and rewards of building a learning society, and
commit themselves to lifelong learning for all.

State of Learning 2008 and the Lifelong
Learning Toolkit
The State of Learning 2008 lays the foundation for a culture
of learning by providing relevant information for policymakers, governments, educators and citizens that will help
Canadians achieve their full potential.
The Lifelong Learning Toolkit has four components:
• The State of Learning 2008 report
• “What We’ve Learned,” the 2008 update of key
learning indicators
• The Composite Learning Index
• CCL’s web-based product library

INTRODUCTION

Component #1: The State of Learning 2008 report
State of Learning 2008: Toward a Learning Future for
Canada provides an overview of how well equipped
Canadians are as learners to meet the demands of the
future. The report takes a life-course approach by
‘mapping’ the connections and identifying the diverse
learning trajectories that occur within and between each
stage of the lifelong learning journey.
The report describes the modes of learning (formal, nonformal and informal), the various sites in which learning
occurs (home, community, workplace), and identifies
the factors that influence success at any given stage in
the learning path. It conveys how individuals’ learning
trajectories are complex, unpredictable and non-linear, and
broadens the scope of the learning process beyond formal
education. It emphasizes that the provision of learning
is achieved through a blend of diverse approaches and
delivery systems that, ideally, are responsive to the needs
of the learner, rather than the needs of the system.
The report contains four chapters that provide an overview
of the state of learning of Canadians at various stages in
the life cycle. A chapter is devoted to each key stage, as
listed below:
• Learning in the early childhood years (ages 0–5);
• Learning in the elementary and secondary school
years (ages 6–18);
• Learning in the post-secondary years (ages 18–27);
and
• Learning in the adult years (25 and older).
The age range ascribed to each group is not definitive.
Data have been drawn from many sources and each source
may have used a different age range. The age ranges used
in the various studies and surveys are included as they
appear in each chapter.
Chapter 1: Learning in the Early Childhood Years
This chapter explores the importance of child-care
environments as sites of early childhood learning. It
describes the environmental factors within various childcare settings that affect children’s early development as
learners and as social beings, laying the foundation for
their success in later life.

Chapter 2: Learning in the Elementary and
Secondary School Years
This chapter explores the issue of how best to prepare
young Canadians for the demands of the future. It suggests
that although Canada’s youth generally receive a solid
foundation of formal education, many are not acquiring
necessary competencies—such as problem-solving or
critical-thinking abilities—during the school years. It
explores how complementary approaches to learning, such
as learning in the community, can reinforce foundational
skills, enhance general learning and foster important social
skills, such as community engagement.
Chapter 3: Learning in the Post-secondary Years
This chapter explores the many learning trajectories and
transitions by which young adults move from secondary
education to post-secondary education or the workplace.
It outlines how and why this process is no longer linear or
predictable, suggests the factors that determine success,
and explores how decisions made at this critical juncture
can affect young adults’ futures.
Chapter 4: Learning in the Adult Years
This chapter attempts to broaden our understanding
of the adult learner and of the limitations of current
learning opportunities for adults. It suggests that adults
must be viewed as a diverse group with widely different
aspirations and needs, varying levels of preparation and
differing degrees of constraints—all of which influence
their learning success. It explores how adults learn in a
range of settings, including in the home, at the workplace,
and in the community, and how the current post-secondary
education sector and workplace training need to respond
more fully to the specific needs and aspirations of adults.
A fifth chapter, called “The Changing Environment, Our
Learning Future,” provides conclusions about the present
state of lifelong learning in Canada, examines how other
countries are working to foster a culture of lifelong learning,
and recommends priority areas to help us to achieve a society
that realizes the benefits of learning throughout life.
The concluding chapter also identifies shortcomings in our
understanding, including data gaps, knowledge gaps and
action gaps. By identifying priority areas for improvement,
the observations are intended to provide the foundation
for a dialogue on the creation of a culture of lifelong
learning in Canada. How CCL will contribute toward a
learning future is also discussed in this final chapter.
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It should be noted that the State of Learning 2008 does
not include data and information regarding First Nations,
Inuit and Métis peoples across Canada. As concluded in
CCL’s 2007 report, State of Learning in Canada: No Time
for Complacency, existing information does not convey
a comprehensive picture of the state of First Nations,
Inuit and Métis learning in Canada. In January 2007, CCL
and its Aboriginal Learning Knowledge Centre launched
the “Redefining How Success is Measured in Aboriginal
Learning” initiative which responds to the urgent need
to broaden the current indicators to reflect the holistic,
lifelong nature of Aboriginal learning, and the values and
aspirations of Aboriginal communities.
Through partnerships and consultations with First Nations,
Inuit and Métis learning professionals, community
practitioners, researchers and governments, three draft
Holistic Lifelong Learning Models have been developed as
the basis for a national, holistic framework for measuring
lifelong learning of Aboriginal people.
A report on this initiative, Redefining How Success is
Measured in First Nations, Inuit and Métis Learning,
is available on CCL’s website at: www.ccl-cca.ca/
RedefiningSuccess.

Component #2: What We’ve Learned since 2007
This segment of State of Learning 2008 updates the
indicators from State of Learning in Canada: No Time for
Complacency (2007). The 2008 update provides further
insight into Canada’s progress in learning through newly
released or recently analyzed data corresponding to the
four domains presented in the 2008 State of Learning
report, as well as a section on Aboriginal learning.* “What
We’ve Learned” provides a quick reference on the state
of learning in Canada.

To reflect the full spectrum of lifelong learning, the
Composite Learning Index organizes its learning indicators
in four categories, or learning pillars: Learning to Know,
Learning to Do, Learning to Live Together and Learning
to Be.
The third annual release of the Composite Learning Index,
Measuring Canada’s Progress in Lifelong Learning, is
available at www.ccl-cca.ca/cli.

Component #4: CCL’s web-based product library
CCL and its five knowledge centres—Aboriginal Learning,
Adult Learning, Early Childhood Learning, Health and
Learning, and Work and Learning—have a growing online
library of publications that explore a range of issues
pertinent to advancing our understanding of learning in
Canada. CCL has also produced an online data warehouse
to provide educators, researchers, policy-makers and the
general public with easy, no-cost access to CCL research
data and other information.

Canada’s Time has Come
Canada needs a comprehensive approach to learning to
meet the challenges of the 21st century. CCL anticipates
that the Lifelong Learning Toolkit will provide a solid
foundation from which to chart our course as a society of
learners and a country to watch.

Component #3: Composite Learning Index
The Composite Learning Index (CLI) is the first index of
its kind in the world, providing an annual measure of
Canada’s performance in a number of areas related to
lifelong learning.
CLI is a valuable measurement tool that recognizes how
learning throughout a person’s life is critical to their
success, the success of the community and the success of
the country as a whole.

______________________________________________
* The indicators used in “What We’ve Learned” reflect an update of the available data that can provide a broader and more holistic picture of Aboriginal learning
and move toward the development of a national, holistic measurement framework. CCL continues to work with its partners to identify the indicators required
to assess Aboriginal learning through the development of an Aboriginal Learning Data and Information Strategy for Canada.
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WHAT WE’VE LEARNED SINCE 2007
State of learning 2008—
an update of the indicators

• post-secondary education;

The Canadian Council on Learning’s inaugural report, State
of Learning in Canada: No Time for Complacency (2007),
brought Canada’s learning landscape into focus by taking
a life-course approach to measuring the learning progress
of Canadians.

• Aboriginal learning.

Using a series of detailed indicators, the 2007 State of
Learning in Canada report examined many of the factors
that contribute to successful lifelong learning within five
key learning domains:

Timely and relevant information allows us to continue
monitoring Canada’s progress in learning, and advances
our efforts to establish clear learning objectives and identify
possible areas for societal action.

• adult learning; and

As a follow-up, this 2008 update of the indicators provides
further insight into Canada’s progress in learning through
newly released or recently analyzed data.

• early childhood learning;
• learning in school;

The Canadian Council on Learning
Who we are
The Canadian Council on Learning (CCL) is an independent,
not-for-profit corporation funded through an agreement
with Human Resources and Social Development Canada.

What we do
CCL is committed to improve learning outcomes for
Canadians and to foster the growth of a pan-Canadian
“learning architecture” by:
• informing Canadians about the state of learning;
• fostering quality research on learning;
• facilitating evidence-based decisions about learning
through knowledge exchange; and
• becoming Canada’s authoritative resource on
learning issues.

Monitoring Canada’s Performance
The importance of lifelong learning is widely acknowledged,
yet there is no comprehensive or pan-Canadian monitoring
of Canada’s performance in this area.
CCL is helping to close this gap in our understanding by:
• operating five knowledge centres in regions across Canada
that focus on critical learning themes: Aboriginal Learning,
Adult Learning, Early Childhood Learning, Health and
Learning, and Work and Learning;
• working with provincial and territorial governments
and non-government organizations (NGOs) to establish
networks, identify research priorities and support the
exchange of knowledge related to structured learning;
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• performing and commissioning research on learning-related
topics;
• developing the Composite Learning Index to measure
Canada’s performance in lifelong learning;
• supporting knowledge exchange activities such as
conferences, forums, expositions and roundtables;
• developing new networks for the exchange of information,
best practices and success stories;
• partnering with other organizations to pursue strategic
learning initiatives of mutual interest; and
• publishing annual reports on various learning themes, as well
as more regular reports.

Canadian Council on Learning Publications
The Canadian Council on Learning is committed to producing
a series of publications intended to help learning professionals,
policy-makers and individual Canadians understand the
challenges we face and the progress we are making in various
areas of lifelong learning across the country.
These publications include:
• Composite Learning Index (CLI)
• State of Learning in Canada
• Post-secondary Education in Canada
• Survey of Canadian Attitudes Toward Learning (SCAL)
• thematic reports on learning.

For more information, visit www.ccl-cca.ca

What We’ve Learned since 2007
Early childhood learning
To understand the state of early childhood learning
in Canada, we need to examine four main areas of
development: physical, cognitive, language and
communication, and emotional and social development.
Measurements of motor skills, vocabulary, emotional
control and social interactions, for example, tell us about
how Canadian children are developing and maturing. We
also need to know about the environmental factors that
influence early childhood learning. The most effective
measurements are those that, when repeated at regular
intervals, reveal trends.
Key indicators of early childhood learning:
• birth weight
• physical development
• cognitive development
• language and communications skills
-- receptive vocabulary
-- communication skills
-- read-to daily
• emotional and social development
-- physical aggression
-- indirect aggression
-- personal and social skills
• early childhood education and care.

Figure 1:
Infants with low birth weights, 2005, and the change in
proportion of infants with low birth weights, 1980 to 2005
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1. Data from 2003.
2. Data from 2004.

The link between low birth weight and risks to later
development and learning has been well established.
Infants born weighing less than 5.5 pounds are at a greater
risk of having poor health as infants and later in life. They
are also more likely to develop significant disabilities.

Source: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. Health at a
Glance 2007. Paris: 2007.

• Although the low birth weight rate has been fairly
constant for the past 25 years, it has increased slightly
in the last five. In 2005–2006, about one in 16 babies
(6.1%) born in Canadian hospitals was underweight,
up from 5.7% in 2001–2002.1

Physical Development
Physical development in the early years includes the
development of the body, the senses and motor
development—which affect exploration, play and
interaction with peers. These in turn influence cognitive,
language and social development.
• In 2004–2005, 87% of those five years old and younger
were considered to have average or above-average
fine motor skills. More boys (15%) were delayed in
their development than girls (11%).2
• No update was available for Gross Motor Skills.
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Table 1:
Comparison of fine motor skills in children 5 years and
under, in 2002–2003 and 2004–2005
2002–2003

2004–2005

4- to 5-year-olds

0- to 5-year-olds

Average or
above

Delayed

Average or
above

Delayed

Boys

85.6%

14.4%

84.6%

15.4%

Girls

91.1%

8.9%

88.8%

11.2%

Both sexes

88.3%

11.7%

86.7%

Figure 3:
Comparison of cognitive development in 4- and
5-year-olds in 2002–2003 and 2004–2005, by family
income, using Number Knowledge Assessment
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• In 2004–2005, the Who Am I? Test indicated that 19%
of children from low-income families were considered
to have delayed development, compared with 14% of
other children.3
• The Number Knowledge Assessment found that in
2004–2005, 28% of children from low-income families
showed delayed development, compared with 14% of
other children.4
Figure 2:
Comparison of cognitive development in 4- and 5-yearolds in 2002–2003 and 2004–2005, by family income,
using Who Am I? Test
Delayed

35%

25%
20%

13.6%
8.3%

11.2%

11.8%
21%

15%
10%

Advanced

20.7%

19.4%

30%

14.3%

14.8%

13.1%

19.4%

13.8%

2002–
2004–
2003
2005
Total

2002–
2004–
2003
2005
Above LICO*

2002–
2004–
2003
2005
Below LICO*

* Low income cut-off (LICO)
Source: Adapted from Statistics Canada. Special tabulation. National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth, Cycle 5, 2002–2003 and Cycle 6, 2004–2005.
Unpublished data.
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16.4%

2002–
2003

2004–
2005

28.4%
12.4%

12.1%

14%

13.8%

25.5%

5%
0%

Total

2002–
2004–
2003
2005
Above LICO*

2002–
2004–
2003
2005
Below LICO

* Low income cut-off (LICO)
Source: Adapted from Statistics Canada. Special tabulation. National
Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth, Cycle 5, 2002–2003 and Cycle 6,
2004–2005. Unpublished data.

Language and Communication Skills
Language is a crucial component of healthy child
development and has an impact on a child’s capacity to
read and write,5 socialize,6 and understand information and
situations.7

Receptive vocabulary
• In 2004–2005, 14% of children were in the delayed
range and approximately one-quarter of children from
low-income families were considered to have delayed
receptive vocabulary development, compared with
11% of other children.8

Communication skills
• Almost 90% of children had average or better
communication skills in 2004–2005. More boys (13%)
than girls (7.5%) exhibited delayed development.9

Read-to daily

5%
0%

6.8%

13.3%

Cognitive development involves mental processes such as
thinking and reasoning. The National Longitudinal Survey of
Children and Youth (NLSCY) uses two tests to assess cognitive
development among children aged four and five: the Who
Am I? Test assesses a child’s ability to conceptualize and
understand symbols, and the Number Knowledge Assessment
examines a child’s early comprehension of numbers.

Advanced
7.4%

30%

Source: Adapted from Statistics Canada. Special tabulation. National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth, Cycle 5, 2002–2003 and Cycle 6, 2004–2005.
Unpublished data.
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• 65% of children under the age of six were read to daily in
2004–2005, a slight decrease from 67% in 2002–2003. In
2004–2005, 57% of children in low-income families were
read to daily, compared with 67% of other children.10

What We’ve Learned since 2007
Figure 4:
Communication skills of preschool children, ages 3
and under, 2004–2005
100%

20%

7.5%

13%

Figure 5:
Emotional and social development of preschool
children, by gender, Canada, 2004–2005

10.3%

Boys

18%

Girls

Both sexes

16%

80%

14%
12%

60%

10%
92.5%

87%

89.7%

8%
6%

40%

4%
2%

20%

0%
0%

Boys

Girls
Average or above

(2- to 5-year-olds)
High physical
aggressiveness

(4- to 5-year-olds)
High indirect
aggression

(0- to 3-year-olds)
Delayed personal/
social development

Both sexes
Delayed

Source: Adapted from Statistics Canada. Special tabulation. National
Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth, Cycle 6, 2004–2005.
Unpublished data.

Emotional and Social Development
The emotional and social development of children includes
the ability to control emotions, integrate with peers, and
develop social and emotional bonds. A child’s social
and emotional development is measured by the level of
physical aggression, indirect aggression and personal and
social skills.

Physical aggression
• In 2004–2005, more boys (16%) than girls (12%)
between the ages of two and five showed high levels
of physical aggression.11

Indirect aggression
• The proportion of children aged four to five displaying
high degrees of indirect aggression decreased from
11% in 1994–1995 to 6% in 2004–2005.12

Personal and social skills
• The proportion of girls three years old and younger
demonstrating delayed development in personal and
social skills was 11.1%, compared with boys in the
same age group (17.9%) in 2004–2005.13

Source: Adapted from Statistics Canada. Special tabulation. National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth, Cycle 6, 2004–2005. Unpublished data.

Early Childhood Education and Care
The 2008 State of Learning in Canada explores early
childhood learning in the child-care environment.
CCL’s 2007 Report on the State of Early Childhood Learning
addressed these key indicators for Early Childhood
Learning and is available at www.ccl-cca.ca/CCL/Reports/
StateofLearning/EarlyChildhood.htm?Language=EN.

Learning in school
During the elementary and secondary school years, children
and youth develop the skills and knowledge they need
to become successful adults. These years form a critical
period in which children and youth develop attitudes about
the value and purpose of learning, and learn how to learn.
Learning in school sets the stage for lifelong learning, which
has an impact on all aspects of children’s adult lives.
School is a place where children need to feel safe and
secure. It is also a place to learn about good health and
responsible lifestyle choices, and to practise the social skills
that bring individuals and communities together.
Key indicators of learning in school:
• student skills
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develop basic skills in reading, mathematics, problem
solving and science. These skills are assessed for 15-yearolds through the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).

• citizenship education
-- political participation
-- political and historic knowledge
• student health and safety
-- general health
-- eating breakfast
-- overweight and obese
-- school safety and bullying

• According to the 2006 PISA, 15-year-olds in Canada
scored above OECD averages in three literacy areas:
reading, math and science. PISA 2006 represents the
first full assessment of science literacy around the
world. Canada’s science scores put it in the top seven
of 57 countries for 2006, significantly behind Finland
and Hong Kong-China, roughly at the same level as
Chinese Taipei and Japan, and significantly above
Australia, Germany and the United States.14

• student engagement

Student Skills
In elementary and secondary school, Canadian youth must
PISA results are discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.

Figure 6:
International comparisons of science scores (including Canadian provinces), 15-year-olds, 2006
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Note: The Canada average is 534 with a standard error of 4 points.
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Citizenship Education

Overweight and obese

Society and individuals benefit from an informed and engaged
citizenry. A grasp of history and politics helps young people
understand their rights and responsibilities as members of a
democracy. History and civic education in school is especially
important in a culturally diverse population because it unites
Canadians around a shared knowledge of their country.

• Data for the last decade show that approximately
25% of young Canadians, aged 17 and under, were
overweight or obese.22 In 2006, Canada had the
fifth highest rate among 34 countries in terms of the
proportion of overweight and obese children.23

Political participation
• Younger adults are less likely to vote than older adults.
The voter turnout rate of 37% for the youngest voters in
the 2004 election compares with an overall turnout rate
of 61%. Although there is a percentage turnout gap of 32
between the youngest and oldest voters,15 young adults
(to the age of 24) are 1.2 times more likely to engage in
non-voting political activity than older Canadians.16

Political and historic knowledge

School safety and bullying
• According to the UNA—Canada survey, 80% of 9- to
12-year-olds felt safe at school, and 80% felt safe going
to and from school in 2006–2007.24 Statistics Canada’s
Census at School 2006–2007 reported that 23% of
elementary and 15% of secondary school students
reported having been bullied one to three times in the
month prior to the survey.25
Figure 7:
Self-reported health of children aged 9–12, 2007

• A 2007 Dominion Institute quiz found that knowledge
of political history has declined over the past 10 years.
More than 80% of Canadians aged 18 to 24 failed the
quiz’s basic Canadian history exam.17

Good 24%

Very Good 36%
Excellent 24%

Student Health and Safety
Mental and physical health play a role in a student’s ability
to learn at school. Children learn better when they are
healthy and feel safe at school.

General health
• According to a 2007 study by the United Nations Association in Canada (UNA—Canada), 60% of Canadian
youth aged nine to 12 reported their health as either
“very good” or “excellent,” while just under one-quarter said their health was “good.” Very few rated their
health as “fair” or “poor.”18
• In 2005, 59% of teenagers aged 15 to 18 participated
in some form of sport, a decline from 77% in 1992.19
• In 2005, young people appeared to be more physically
active than older age groups, with 58% of males and 44%
of females aged 12 to 17 reporting levels of leisure-time
activity comparable to walking an hour a day or jogging
20 minutes a day. By comparison, 24% of men and 23% of
women aged 35 to 44 reported similar levels of activity.20

Eating breakfast
• Statistics Canada’s Census at School 2006–2007 study revealed that 90% of elementary school students eat breakfast compared with 82% of secondary school students.21

Fair 6%
Poor 1%
Source: White, Kathryn, Maria Sterniczuk, Gabriel Ramsay and Alison Warner.
Talking Back to Grownups: Healthy Children, Healthy Communities. Ottawa:
United Nations Association in Canada, 2007.

Figure 8:
Percentage of Canadians 12 and older who are
physically active in their leisure time, 2005
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Source: Statistics Canada. “Physically active Canadians.” Health Reports 18, no. 3
(Ottawa: August 2007). Catalogue no. 82-003-XWE.

CANADIAN COUNCIL ON LE ARNING

| 21

STATE OF LEARNING IN CANADA
Toward a Learning Future
Student Engagement
A higher proportion of young people who reported high
social and academic engagement during high school
attended post-secondary education (PSE).
• In 2005, more than 20% of youth who attempted a
bachelor degree in university reported being very
engaged in high school, compared with 7% of those
who did not pursue PSE. This figure increased to 31%
for students who undertook graduate studies.26
Table 2:
Post-secondary attendance of 24- to 26-year-olds in
2005, by high-school activities (percentage)
Participation rate
Never
attended
PSE

Attended
PSE

Type of institution attended
Attended
university

Attended
college/
CEGEP

Attended
other PSE

General high-school engagement (%)
Not very
engaged

39

61

36

38

27

Engaged

19

81

49

34

17

Very
engaged

10

90

66

26

8

Post-secondary education
The term post-secondary education (PSE) refers to
academic, technical and vocational courses and programs
beyond secondary school levels and provided by colleges,
Collège d’enseignement général et professionnels (CEGEP),
universities and university colleges. While most of these
institutions are public, some are private. Graduates
from PSE programs receive diplomas, certificates or
undergraduate or graduate degrees.
While the pursuit of knowledge is a worthy goal in itself,
many people undertake PSE primarily for employment
purposes. As the majority of occupations today require
higher skill levels, the ability to meet labour-market
demands is critical to Canada’s competitiveness and
economic performance. Knowledge is now the currency
of the global economy, making a skilled and adaptable
workforce a vital component of a productive and
prosperous country.

Not very
engaged

39

61

35

39

26

A growing number of jobs are going unfilled for lack of
qualified candidates with PSE. Employers are reporting
labour and skills shortages in numerous fields, including
engineering, health professions, high technology and many
of the highly skilled trades. PSE institutions play a vital role
in addressing such gaps.

Engaged

19

81

50

34

17

Key indicators of PSE:

Very
engaged

12

88

64

26

10

• attainment in PSE
-- university enrolment
-- participation in and graduation from PSE
-- apprenticeship training

Academic high-school engagement (%)

Social high-school engagement (%)
Not very
engaged

37

63

38

38

24

Engaged

19

81

50

33

17

Very
engaged

12

88

60

30

10

Source: Shaienks, Danielle, and Thomasz Gluszynski. Participation in
Postsecondary Education: Graduates, Continuers and Drop Outs, Results
from YITS Cycle 4. Ottawa: Statistics Canada, November 2007. Catalogue no.
81-595-MIE2007059.

CCL’s annual Survey of Canadian Attitudes toward
Learning (SCAL) provides a unique opportunity to gauge
the opinions, perceptions and beliefs of Canadians about
various aspects of learning in Canada.
The results of the CCL report 2007 Survey of Canadian
Attitudes toward Learning: Results for elementary and
secondary school learning indicate that Canadians hold
a complex set of attitudes toward structured learning in
Canada’s elementary and secondary schools. For more
information, visit www.ccl-cca.ca/CCL/Reports/SCAL/.
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• a skilled and adaptable workforce
• quality PSE
• access
• affordability and sustainability

Attainment in Post-secondary Education
Canada has had a positive record of improving the
educational attainment of its working population. Educational
expenditures that have been steadily increasing for almost
two decades have yielded strong results for those with PSE.
Continuing support for a high-level PSE sector will ensure
the sufficient and timely supply of highly skilled workers that
a successful economy demands.

What We’ve Learned since 2007

• Registrations for apprenticeship training programs
increased in all major trade groups in 2005. The
largest gains occurred in the building construction
trades.
• In 2005, total registrations in apprenticeship training
reached 293,835, a 9.7% increase over 2004, and the
biggest single-year increase since 1995.
• Completions of apprenticeship training have also
been on the rise, reaching a high of 20,555 in 2005, an
increase of 4.3% over 2004.
• In 2005, women accounted for 9.8% of total
apprentices, more than double the proportion (4.5%)
in 1992.

2006

2005

2004

2003

2002

2001

2000

1999

1998

1997

1996

1995

1994

1993

1992

5.8

Some post-secondary
Above bachelor's degree
Bachelor's degree
University degree
Post-secondary certificate or diploma
Source: Statistics Canada. Labour Force Survey. Ottawa: 2006.

Figure 10:
Number of apprentices, by registrations and
completions, Canada, 1991–2005
350,000
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• In 2005, 62% of all university undergraduate
completers were female and 38% were male—a
change from 1992, when 58% were female and 42%
were male.32

5%

10.9
8.9
7.5
3.3

1996

• Canadian universities granted a record 215,400 degrees,
diplomas and certificates in 2005, up 2.3% from 2004,
and an increase of more than 43,000 over the number
granted in 1998.31

10%

18.9
13.2

1995

• Among those who attended PSE since 1999, 75%
had graduated by 2005. Of those, 16% were pursuing
further studies. However, 15% had dropped out and
did not graduate.30

15%

21.8

1994

• Of these young people, 40% were attending university,
double the rate of 21% six years earlier (1999).
Participation in college, or CEGEP in Quebec, and
other post-secondary institutions, increased by three
percentage points, from 23% in 1999 to 26% in 2005.29

20%

1993

• Almost 80% of young adults aged 24 to 26 were
attending PSE in 2005, up two percentage points from
2003.

25%

1991

Participation in and graduation from PSE

29.9

30%

1992

• An estimated 1,047,700 students registered for
university classes in 2005–2006, an increase of 3%
from 2004–2005.28

35%

1990

• Canadian university enrolment is expected to grow
nationally by between 70,000 and 150,000 full-time
students over the next decade, according to a recent
report by the Association of Universities and Colleges
of Canada (AUCC).27

Figure 9:
Distribution of population by level of post-secondary
education, 15 and older, Canada, 1990–2006

1991

University enrolment

Source: Statistics Canada. “Registered apprenticeship training programs, 2005.”
The Daily (Nov. 15, 2007). Available at www.statcan.ca/english/dai-quo.

A Skilled and Adaptable Workforce
• There is unprecedented demand for post-secondary
graduates in the job market. In the decade leading up
to 2015, about two-thirds (65.9%) of all job openings
are expected to be in occupations that usually require
post-secondary education (university, college or
apprenticeship training) or in management, up slightly
from 63% over the previous 10-year period.34
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Quality PSE

Table 3:
Job openings by skill level, 2006–2016
Expansion
Demand
(Non-student)
Level
(000s)
Total skill level3

Retirements

Share

Rate
(AAGR1)

Level
(000s)

1,697

1.1%

3,801

2.4%

100%

170

1.2%

433

2.8%

11%

Management

• A 2003 study on retention and attrition by the Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation (CMSF) found that
20% to 25% of first-year students do not proceed to
second year. An additional 20% to 30% leave PSE in
subsequent years.35

Rate
(AAR2)

Access
• Canada has one of the highest educational attainment
rates in the world. According to the OECD (2007),
Canada placed second internationally in overall postsecondary attainment (ahead of Japan, the United
States and Australia) and seventh in the proportion of
citizens with a university degree, behind top-ranked
Norway, Israel and the United States.36

Occupations usually requiring:
University
education

445

1.6%

726

2.5%

21.3%

College education or apprenticeship training

560

1.1%

1,288

2.4%

33.6%

High-school
diploma

425

0.9%

1,035

2.2%

26.5%

Only on-the-job
training

97

0.6%

320

2.1%

7.6%

• Demographic projections indicate that PSE’s
traditional age group (18 to 24) will peak in 2013 and
decline over the following two decades.37

1. AAGR: average annual growth rate.

• The most significant barriers to access are
informational and motivational, both related
to perceptions about the costs and benefits of
PSE. These barriers were cited by 44% of survey
respondents as the reasons for not attending PSE.38

2. AAR: annual average retirement rates, which correspond to the ratio of
retirement level to employment for each forecast year.
3. Skill levels are based on the 2001 National Occupational Classification Matrix,
in which occupations are grouped according to the education and training
normally required.
Source: Lapointe, Mario, Kevin Dunn, Nicolas Tremblay-Côté, Louis-Philippe
Bergeron and Luke Ignaczak. Looking Ahead: A 10-year Outlook for the Canadian
Labour Market (2006-2015). Ottawa: Human Resources and Social Development
Canada, 2006, p. 56.

Figure 11:
Top barriers to post-secondary education
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Source: Berger, J., A. Motte and A. Parkin. “Barriers to Post-Secondary Education.” The Price of Knowledge: Access and Student Finance in Canada-Third Edition.
Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation. Montreal: 2007, p. 7.
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Affordability and Sustainability
Tuition fees, which are not learners’ only costs associated
with PSE, have increased on average at a faster rate than
that of inflation (as measured by the Consumer Price Index)
from 1990–1991 to 2006–2007.39
Figure 12:
Rates of increase in undergraduate tuition fees versus
inflation, Canada, 1990–1991 to 2006–2007
18%
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14%

Tuition fees
Consumer Price Index
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Adult learning
Adult learning refers to all education and training taken by
adults for professional or personal reasons within a lifelong
learning perspective.40 Adult learning can take many forms,
including returning to formal education, and non-formal
and informal learning activities—such as taking courses
for work or for pleasure, volunteering or participating in
community activities, or pursuing interests and hobbies.
Adult learning plays a critical role in enabling Canadians
to maintain the skills and knowledge needed to make
informed decisions and lead successful lives as workers,
citizens, and as members of families and communities. It
can occur in many contexts, including in the home, at the
workplace and in the community.
CCL’s examination of Canada’s workplace learning
revealed many challenges, including labour and skills
shortages in some regions of the country and sectors of the
economy. Many adults are not able to access the learning
opportunities they need to succeed in today’s economy
and to contribute to their communities.
Key indicators of adult learning:
• adult literacy

Note: Consumer Price Index annualized by taking averages from September to
August.
Source: Statistics Canada. Tuition and Living Accommodation Costs for Full-time
Students at Canadian Degree-granting Institutions. Ottawa: 2007

Strategies for Success, CCL’s second annual post-secondary
education report (2007), describes the conditions required
to move from challenges to solutions and proposes
strategies for success.
A lack of data hinders the ability to report on the state of
PSE in Canada. Strategies for Success proposes an approach
for gathering and utilizing the data required to fill the
information gaps about Canada’s PSE. Only with a solid base
of information will we know whether our investments in PSE
are meeting the needs of learners.

• health literacy
• work-related learning
• personal and community learning
o volunteering
o internet use

Adult Literacy
Literacy encompasses a spectrum of skills ranging from
basic literacy—knowing how to read and write—to multiple
literacies, which describe the ability to decode, identify,
communicate and evaluate information in many forms,
delivered through various media.
• The proportion of Canadian adults who lack the
literacy skills needed to succeed in today’s economy
has remained unchanged over the past decade.
• New research41 shows that the proportion of adults
whose skills fall below prose literacy Level 3 will
remain relatively unchanged over the coming decades,
with a projected decline of only one percentage point
in the proportion of adults (aged 16 and over) at this
level by 2031, from 48% to 47%.

CANADIAN COUNCIL ON LE ARNING

| 25

STATE OF LEARNING IN CANADA
Toward a Learning Future
• However, because of population growth, the absolute
number of low-skilled adults (below Level 3) will
increase from 12.4 million in 2006 to 15 million by
2031, an increase of 2.6 million.
• Canada invests heavily in formal education, an average
of 7% of gross domestic product (GDP) annually, and
now boasts one of the highest levels of educational
attainment in the world.42 However, findings from the
2003 International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey
(IALSS) and the 2003 Adult Literacy and Life Skills
Survey (ALL) suggest that significant levels of adult
literacy skills are being lost during later adulthood.

• The simple act of reading every day is associated with
improved health literacy scores: 38% higher for those
aged 16 to 65, and 52% higher for those aged 66 years
and older.45
Figure 14:
Factors predicting health literacy, ages 16–65
Literacy practices at home
Educational attainment
Family background
Informal learning by self study
Adult education and training

Figure 13:
Literacy levels of all Canadians in a population
projection from 2001 to 2031
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Note: Canadians of all ages, all education levels and all immigration status are
included in this projection.
Source: Canadian Council on Learning. Reading the Future: Planning to Meet
Canada’s Future Literacy Needs. Ottawa: 2008

Health Literacy
Many Canadians do not have the level of health literacy
needed to read nutrition labels, follow medication
directions, understand safety instructions, or make informed
and appropriate choices for their own healthy living. Health
literacy is a composite of skills, dependent on, but different
from, general literacy. To master health-literacy tasks,
adults usually need all three literacy skills—prose literacy,
document literacy and numeracy—simultaneously.43
• Daily reading is the strongest factor in predicting
higher levels of health literacy.44
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Source: Canadian Council on Learning. Health Literacy in Canada: A Healthy
Understanding. Ottawa: 2008

Work-related Learning
Work-related learning comprises the acquisition, upgrading
and updating of job-specific skills, as well as soft skills such
as communication, critical thinking and problem solving.
The learning can be formal or informal. Of particular concern
here is a group of individuals described as long-term nontrainees. These workers have not participated in any formal
job-related training for a period of four years and have little
intention of participating in the coming three years.
• In 2002, 2.2 million Canadian adult workers (16% of
the adult workforce) were considered long-term nontrainees, of which males comprised a larger proportion
(54%) than females (46%). More than half (56%) of this
group had no education above the secondary school
level while those with some post-secondary education
were less likely to be non-trainees (6.3%).46

What We’ve Learned since 2007
Figure 15:
Distribution of long-term non-trainees, by
age and education level, ages 25–64, 2003

• Individuals who are older, those with lower levels of
education and those living in households with lower
incomes were less likely in 2005 to have used the
internet.47

35

• Just over one-quarter (26%) of adult Canadians 18
years and older, about 6.4 million people, went online
during 2005 for education, training or school work.48
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Table 4:
Individuals using the internet for education
purposes, 2005

15
10

12.9

5
0
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Completed
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Age
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Average age
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Source: Valerie Peters. Working and Training: First Results of the 2003 Adult
Education and Training Survey. Ottawa: Statistics Canada, 2004.

Personal and Community Learning
The learning activities that adults engage in beyond
their formal education occur in a variety of contexts and
may include participation in interest courses, using the
internet to gain useful information, or volunteer work in
the community.

Volunteering
• CCL’s 2007 Survey of Canadian Attitudes toward
Learning (SCAL) found that 62% of adults, 18 and
older, report having volunteered at least once or
twice within the last year; and 16% report having
volunteered at least once a week during the
previous year.

Internet use
• In 2005, only 58% of residents living in rural areas and
small towns accessed the internet, well below the
national average. The urban-rural digital divide persists,
with urban residents almost 1.5 times more likely to use
the internet than rural and small-town residents.

Sex (% male)

50

49

49

Marital status
(% married)

43

62

55

Education
(% university degree)

33

26

7

Labour force
(% employed)

77

74

43

Family type (% with
children under age 18)

45

41

21

Location (% urban)

83

78

69

Household income
greater than $80,000

43

39

13

Source: Larry McKeown and Cathy Underhill, “Learning online: Factors
associated with use of the Internet for education purposes,” Education Matters:
Insights on Education, Learning and Training in Canada 4, no. 4 (October 2007),
Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 81-004-XIE.

Unlocking Canada’s Potential, CCL’s 2007 report on the
state of workplace and adult learning, describes a country
where training, which can be a powerful lever for workplace
productivity, is not a priority for many adults and countless
Canadian businesses.
The report compiles evidence that adults who learn and
upgrade their skills enjoy many benefits, from improved
job prospects to making better decisions, to increasing the
likelihood that their children will succeed in learning.
However, the report also notes that while much attention is
focussed on the one-third of employees who receive training,
there is little understanding of those who do not participate
in learning and training activities, particularly those who say
they are unlikely to do so in the future.
The report is available at www.ccl-cca.ca/CCL/Reports/
StateofLearning/UnlockingCanadasPotential.htm.
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Aboriginal learning

Key indicators of Aboriginal learning:

First Nations, Inuit and Métis Learning

• Aboriginal languages and cultures

To appreciate what is meant by Aboriginal learning, it is
important to understand that Aboriginal peoples in Canada
encompass hundreds of communities with diverse cultures,
languages and nation-based governance and treaty-related
rights. Aboriginal peoples in Canada comprise three main
groups: First Nations, Inuit and Métis.*

• community-based education
-- learning in the community
-- Aboriginal governance of learning
• post-secondary education and skills training
• adult literacy

More than one million people identified themselves as
Aboriginal in the 2006 Census, or 3.8% of the Canadian
population. The Aboriginal population increased by 45%
between 1996 and 2006, nearly six times the rate of
non-Aboriginal Canadians (8%). Almost half (48%) of the
Aboriginal population was below the age of 24.49

Aboriginal Languages and Cultures
Aboriginal language and culture play a pivotal role in
successful Aboriginal learning. However, as the 2006
Census reports,50 the number of Aboriginal language
speakers is declining.
• Approximately one in five Aboriginal people (21%),
more than 251,000 individuals, speaks and converses
in an Aboriginal language. This percentage is lowest
for children under the age of 14 (18%) and has been
declining steadily over the last decade.

The following indicators reflect a step toward the
development of a national, holistic measurement framework
that will redefine how we measure success in Aboriginal
learning (see Redefining How Success is Measured in
First Nations, Inuit and Métis Learning, on page 30).
CCL will continue to work with its partners to identify the
indicators required to assess Aboriginal learning through
the development of an Aboriginal Learning Data and
Information Strategy for Canada.

• However, knowledge of Aboriginal languages
remained steady over the last five years for First
Nations people living on reserve (51%) and Inuit (70%),
even among younger generations.
• In 2006, more Aboriginal people indicated they
could speak an Aboriginal language than reported
an Aboriginal language as their mother tongue,
suggesting that some are learning Aboriginal
languages as a second language.51

69.6

All ages
0–14
First Nations (on reserve)

All ages
0–14
First Nations (off reserve)

2.5

3.5

5.2

All ages

0–14
Métis

2001

All ages

0–14
Inuit

2006

Also referred to as “knowledge” of Aboriginal language.
Source: Statistics Canada. Census 2001 and Census 2006 (Ottawa)

†

______________________________________________

* The term First Nations is used to refer to Status and non-Status Indians. Status Indians are those who are registered as Indians under the Indian Act
and may or may not live on a designated Indian reserve. Non-status Indians are those who identify culturally with Indian people and/or an Indian
community but who are not registered as Indians under the Indian Act.
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Figure 16:
Ability to speak and converse† in an Aboriginal language, by age, 2001–2006
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Community-based Education

Post-secondary Education and Skills Training

Learning in the community—New indicator

Although more than 170,000 Aboriginal people had
completed a post-secondary education by 2001, nonAboriginal Canadians were 1.4 times more likely to possess
a post-secondary degree, diploma or certificate. Research
is needed to identify why post-secondary attainment rates,
specifically university attainment rates, are lower than that
of non-Aboriginal Canadians.

Learning through experience, including learning from the
land, Elders, traditions and ceremonies, is a widespread and
vital form of learning for Aboriginal peoples. Although data
on a wide array of experiential learning opportunities for
Aboriginal people are not available, the 2001 Aboriginal
Peoples Survey found that:
• 28% of Aboriginal children frequently participated in
a social club or group after school, 71% in a sports or
recreation program and 30% in an arts or music group.

• A 2005 survey of First Nations people living on reserve
found that 70% of young people aspire to complete a
post-secondary education.54 Only 32% attained a postsecondary degree in 2001.55

Aboriginal Governance of Learning

When asked why the participation rates are lower for First
Nations, 27% of young people and parents identified the
lack of financial resources as the predominant barrier.
Slightly smaller numbers felt that lack of encouragement,
problems with alcohol, drugs and pregnancy, and cultural
barriers were also significant.

Community-based Aboriginal learning is built on two key
principles—local governance, and parental and community
engagement.52 A 2003 survey of more than 1,400 First
Nations people living on reserve found that 71% agreed
that “providing the tools for good governance will improve
conditions for economic and social development.”53
• One in three (31%) said First Nations education
systems (school boards) should decide what is to be
taught and how, while 28% said such systems should
be in charge of determining minimum standards.

Figure 18:
First Nations living on reserve who identified barriers to
post-secondary education, 2002 and 2005
17

Lack the money

70.5

62.1

66

70%

71.6

80%

72.1

Figure 17:
Aboriginal children, aged 14 and younger, who
participate in community programs after school and
at least once a week, 2001
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8
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50%

30%
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20

1
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Sources: EKOS Research Associates Inc., Survey of First Nations People Living
On-Reserve, 2002 (Ottawa: Indian Affairs and Northern Canada, 2002); and
EKOS Research Associates Inc., Survey of First Nations People Living OnReserve 2005—Wave 2, as cited in Michael Mendelson’s Aboriginal Peoples and
Postsecondary Education in Canada (Ottawa: Caledon Institute of Social Policy,
2006). p. 41.

Source: Statistics Canada. Adapted from Aboriginal Peoples Survey, 2001.
Special tabulation, unpublished data
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Adult Literacy

Redefining How Success is Measured in First
Nations, Inuit and Métis Learning

Comprehensive Canada-wide data on literacy rates among
Aboriginal adults are not available. A recent analysis of the
2003 International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey provides
some information on literacy rates among Aboriginal adults
living in cities in Manitoba, Saskatchewan, the Northwest
Territories and Yukon, as well as the Inuit in Nunavut.56

As the State of Learning in Canada: No Time for
Complacency (2007) concluded, existing information does
not convey a comprehensive picture of the state of First
Nations, Inuit and Métis learning in Canada. There is an
urgent need to broaden the current indicators to reflect
the holistic, lifelong nature of Aboriginal learning, and the
values and aspirations of Aboriginal communities.

• On the prose literacy scale, more than six in 10 urban
Aboriginal adults in Manitoba and Saskatchewan scored
below Level 3, considered a minimum for success in a
knowledge-based economy. This compared with 45%
of non-Aboriginal adults in Manitoba and 39% of nonAboriginal adults in Saskatchewan.

To this end, CCL and the Aboriginal Learning Knowledge
Centre launched the “Redefining How Success is Measured
in Aboriginal Learning” initiative. Through partnerships and
consultations with First Nations, Inuit and Métis learning
professionals, community practitioners, researchers and
governments, three draft Holistic Lifelong Learning Models
were developed to be used as the basis for a national,
holistic framework for measuring lifelong learning.

• Over half (55%) of Aboriginal adults in Yukon, about
69% in the Northwest Territories, and 88% of Inuit in
Nunavut scored below Level 3. This compares with
48% for all non-Aboriginal adults in Canada.

The models, and a report on this initiative, Redefining
How Success is Measured in First Nations, Inuit and Métis
Learning, is available on CCL’s website at www.ccl-cca.ca/
CCL/Reports/RedefiningSuccessInAboriginalLearning.

Other Indicators for Aboriginal Learning
There have been no relevant updates to the indicators
for:
• Early development and learning
• School-based learning

Figure 19:
Prose proficiency levels* for Aboriginal people, aged 16 and over, 2003
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*IALSS is limited to select cities and territories in Canada, was conducted only in English and French, and was not available in any Aboriginal language.
Source: Statistics Canada. Building on our Competencies: Canadian Results of the International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey 2003. Ottawa: 2005. Catalogue no.
89-617-XIE.
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LEARNING IN THE EARLY CHILDHOOD YEARS
INTRODUCTION
Learning Begins in the Earliest Days of Life
Learning does not begin with formal schooling; it begins
in the earliest days. And what individuals learn in early
childhood affects them for the rest of their lives.
Early childhood has long been acknowledged as the most
critical period of development. It is a period characterized
by rapid development in three types of skills: physical/
motor; social/emotional; and language/cognitive.1

Early Childhood Learning Makes
Later Learning Easier
No other period in the life cycle has such far-reaching
implications. Learning during early childhood affects health,
well-being and skill development, and lays a foundation for
reading, writing, mathematics and science aptitudes over
the long term.2
According to research by Nobel Laureate James Heckman,
children who start school willing and ready to learn
usually continue to do better throughout school and in
the workplace.3
This finding is echoed in a 2007 report entitled The
Early Years Study 2: Putting Science into Action, which
notes that “foundations for good adult physical health,
social competence, communication skills, adaptability,
literacy and numeracy are laid down before entry
into kindergarten.”4
The same report indicates that, despite this understanding,
one in four Canadian children enters school lacking
the essential foundation needed for the successful
acquisition of skills such as literacy and numeracy.5 Many
of Canada’s children start behind—and stay behind—
in school.
This lack of school readiness is an enormous loss of human
potential and constitutes a high cost for the Canadian
economy. It can also set in motion a lifelong chain
reaction—leaving these children at greater risk of social
and academic difficulties, of dropping out of high school,
of subsequent decreased employability and earnings
potential, and with an increased likelihood of poorer
physical and mental health.6
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Canadians recognize the importance of early
childhood learning. In the 2006 Survey of
Canadian Attitudes toward Learning (SCAL),
87% of Canadians agreed, or strongly agreed,
that learning during the preschool years is
critical to success in life.7 However, many
Canadians either reject, or are unaware of, the
foundational importance of early childhood
learning. Nearly one-quarter (23%) indicate
that learning during the preschool years is less
important than learning during later years.

The Importance of the Early Learning
Environment
Children thrive in environments that are stimulating and
nurturing. A more positive environment will result in
better physical, social, emotional, cognitive and language
development 8,9 and can have a profound impact on
children’s learning abilities over the longer term.
• Physical and motor development is enhanced when
infants and toddlers are encouraged to be active and
explore their surroundings.
• Activities that provide opportunities for independent
play, social skill formation, following direction and
development of self-controlling behaviour will support
social and emotional development.
• A stable environment, in which the child is exposed
to routine positive stimulation and opportunities
for exploration, will encourage optimal cognitive
development.
• And a language-rich environment—in which children
are frequently spoken to, read to, listened to and
engaged in conversation—is essential for language
development.

The Child-care Setting: a Critical Factor in
Early Learning
Child-care arrangements, to varying degrees, influence
children’s physical/motor, social/emotional and
language/cognitive development, and set the stage for
learning in the school years.

CHAPTER

Child care may be provided by a parent, but many families
rely on non-parental child care. This may take place
informally, in the child’s home (provided by a family member
or a nanny), in someone else’s home (provided by a relative,
friend or paid child-care provider in an unregulated family
child-care environment), or formally in a child-care centre
or regulated family child-care environment.
The number of children being cared for outside the home
has been increasing steadily for the past 25 years in Canada.
The changing structure of the modern Canadian family, the
lengthening of the average work day, and more women
working outside the home have led to growing reliance
on non-parental child care. In 2004–2005, 51% of children
under six were in non-parental child care.10 There were
fewer children in non-parental care in 2004–2005 than in
2002–2003 (51% versus 54%). However, this still represents
a significant increase from 42% in 1994–1995.11

“Children are ready for school when, for
a period of several years, they have been
exposed: to consistent, stable adults who are
emotionally invested in them; to a physical
environment that is safe and predictable;
to regular routines and rhythms of activity;
to competent peers; and to materials that
stimulate their exploration and enjoyment of
the world and from which they derive a sense
of mastery. These factors alone would be
better indices of readiness for school than any
measurable aspect of child performance.” 12

Early Childhood Development and Care: a
Social Investment
“It’s never too early to start investing in children,” says
Heckman. “It is very costly to reverse years of damage
and neglect. Many of the important skills, abilities and
motivations in life are set at a relatively early age. Skill
begets skill and motivation begets motivation.”13
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Societies, rich or poor, that invest in young children and
their families have the most literate, numerate and healthy
populations.14 Creating optimal conditions in a child’s early
years constitutes one of the best investments that a country
can make if it is to compete in the global economy on the
strength of its human capital.

The Long-term Perspective: Building
Canada’s Intellectual Wealth
Canada faces a workforce shortage over the next two
decades—the result of low birth rates and increasing babyboom retirements. The country’s continued prosperity will
require increasing the productivity of a much smaller workforce.
This is particularly true, given the context of a highly competitive
global economy with rapidly changing technology—each
demanding workers with good literacy, numeracy, problemsolving, decision-making and interpersonal skills.
As the Senate Standing Committee on Social Affairs,
Science and Technology noted in its 2007 report, “Over the
next decade we will see tremendous pressure in Canada
to develop a true knowledge-based economy. We really
have no choice when you consider that many of the richest
countries in the world have as their only natural resource
the intellectual wealth of their people. There is no better
place to start than with our children to work towards this
goal.”15
The ability to improve the learning outcomes for children
is within our grasp.

What this Chapter Covers
This chapter describes why the child-care environment, in
its many forms, is a critical site of early childhood learning,
one that lays the foundation for future success, including
learning in the formal education system. It describes the
various types of parental and non-parental child-care
arrangements, and identifies issues related to quality, such
as the number of hours in care and the stability of the childcare arrangement. The chapter also explores the factors that
influence later learning success, such as readiness to learn,
familial characteristics, household socio-economic status,
parents’ educational attainment and involvement with their
children, and family and neighbourhood cohesion.
A number of key questions guide the structure of the
chapter:
1. How does the child-care setting influence learning
outcomes?
2. How can we better equip our very young to meet
demands of the future?
3. What factors influence later success?

CANADIAN COUNCIL ON LE ARNING

| 37

LEARNING IN THE EARLY CHILDHOOD YEARS
THE NEED FOR CHILD CARE:
SHIFTING FAMILY ARRANGEMENTS
Over the last 30 years, numerous demographic, economic
and social trends in Canada have resulted in an increased
demand for child-care services. More women are
working, twice as many, in fact, in the case of women with
preschoolers. There are also more lone-parent families and
a greater reliance on non-traditional work arrangements.
All of these factors contribute to an increased demand for
child care.16
In 2006, almost 70% of mothers with children aged three to
five were working outside of the home, a dramatic increase
from 37% in 1976.17 Similarly, in 2006, 64% of women with
a child under three were employed outside of the house,
compared with 28% in 1976.18
Figure 1.1:
Female employment in select OECD countries

Demographics at a glance: Canada’s
young children
• There are more than two million children
five years and under in Canada. They
comprise 6% of the population.20
• Almost 90% of Canada’s young children
were living in urban areas in 2002–2003.21
• In 2002–2003, 28% of young children,
aged five years and under, had at least one
parent who was born outside Canada.22
• Almost 90% of children aged six months
to five years lived in two-parent families in
2002–2003.23

Child Care in Canada
The provision of child care is not simply a matter of
“minding” children. It can provide children with nurturing
and learning opportunities that complement and
supplement those provided at home.24

Australia
Canada
Finland
France

Early childhood education and care in Canada has been
described as “an integrated, multifunctional approach to
policies and services that is inclusive of all children and parents,
regardless of employment or socio-economic status.”25

Iceland
Japan
United Kingdom
United States
0%

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

Proportion of women employed, 2006
Proportion of mothers employed (youngest child 2 and under), 2005*
Proportion of mothers employed (youngest child aged 3–5), 2005*
* Data for mothers in employment concern 2001 for Canada and 2002 for
Finland and Iceland
Source: OECD, Babies and Bosses - Reconciling Work and Family Life (Vol. 5):
A Synthesis of Findings for OECD Countries. Paris: 2007.

Not only are more parents working, but they are also
spending more time away from home. On average, workers
spend 195 fewer hours a year with their families than they
did two decades ago.19

Child care can take many forms and is typically categorized in
terms of where the care is provided, such as in the child’s own
home, in a home other than the child’s, or in a centre or school.
Child care is also characterized by type of management—for
profit, not for profit, or publicly operated.

Types of child care
A 2006 report published by Statistics Canada outlines the
main types of child care found in Canada, including:26
• care provided by a parent
• care outside the child’s home by a non-relative
• care outside the child’s home by a relative
• care in the child’s home by a non-relative
• care in the child’s home by a relative
• care in a day-care centre
• other care, such as nursery school or preschool,
before- and after-school programs, or other
unspecified non-parental care
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Unregulated child care:
Canada’s Universal Child Care Plan (2006)

• Unregulated family child care provided by a relative

In 2006, the Government of Canada
introduced Canada’s Universal Child Care
Plan, which consists of two key elements
designed to help families balance work and
family life:

• Unregulated family child care provided by others, such
as a neighbour or friend, in the provider’s own home

1. The Universal Child Care Benefit (UCCB)
provides all families with $100 per month,
up to $1,200 per year, for each child under
six, taxable in the hands of the lowerincome spouse;

• In some provinces/territories, nursery schools,
preschools and child care for school-age children

2. Supporting the creation of child-care spaces
through:
a) The transfer of $250 million per year,
starting in 2007–2008, to provinces and
territories via the Canada Social Transfer
to support the creation of child-care
spaces within their respective child-care
systems; and
b) An investment tax credit, to a maximum
of $10,000 per space, to encourage
businesses to create licensed child-care
spaces in the workplace for the children of
their employees and the wider community.

• An individual hired by the parents to care for the child
in the child’s home, such as a nanny or a sitter

• In some provinces/territories, Aboriginal child care
and Aboriginal Head Start programs
• Summer camps and recreation programs
• Child minding, such as programs offered for parents
engaged in federal programs teaching English or
French as a second language

EARLY CHILDHOOD CARE
AND LEARNING
Indicators
• child-care arrangements
o changes in arrangements over time
• quality of care

The 2004 report entitled Early Childhood Education
and Care Policy, 27 by the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD), categorized
Canadian programs in the following way:
Regulated early childhood education and care:
• Child-care centres that offer, for the most part, child
care for children with working parents or students.
The majority are privately operated and run on a notfor-profit basis
• Family child care (regulated) offered in the provider’s
own home
• Nursery school and preschool are typically part-day
programs for children aged two to five. They usually
are run by community organizations and can be
partially subsidized for at-risk children
• Some provinces/territories provide school-age
child care
• Child care for Aboriginal children, such as Aboriginal
Head Start programs. In some areas, on-reserve
programs are regulated by First Nations and not by
the provincial/territorial government.

• time spent in care
o hours in care
o age when care initiated
o multiple care arrangements
Most children under the age of six are not in school full
time and are more likely to be in some form of child care,28
either at home with a parent, or in some form of nonparental care. Care environments, regardless of their
type, play a key role in fostering children’s learning and
development. This chapter explores the link between nonparental child-care arrangements and children’s learning,
since data are more limited on parental care.
To understand the effects of early child care, we need to
address many facets of the care experience, including the
amount, type and quality of child care provided, the age
at which care is initiated, and stability or change regarding
care and caregivers. As Margaret Tresch Owen noted in
2004 , the effects of child care may depend on a child’s
individual characteristics, especially temperament and
gender, and on familial characteristics, such as income,
attitudes toward working and quality of parenting.29
CANADIAN COUNCIL ON LE ARNING
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Child-care Arrangements
In 2004–2005, 51% of children under six were in non-parental
child care,30 a slight drop from 54% in 2002–2003.
The type of child care used varies by familial characteristics,
including the child’s age, household income, family
structure and parental labour status, as well as the type
of community in which the family resides . However, there
has been a shift in non-parental care arrangements toward
the use of child-care centres. The proportion of children
in child-care centres increased from 20% to 28% between
1995 and 2003.31
Figure 1.2:
Distribution by child-care arrangements, ages 6
months to 5 years, Canada, 2002–2003
In own home with
non-relative
4.1%
In own home with
relative
7.4%
Outside the home
with non-relative
16.2%

Parental Care
46.5%

Outside the home
with relative
8.4%

Non-Parental Care
53.6%

Daycare centre
14.9%
Other—nursery,
preschool, etc.
2.6%
Source: Bushnik, Tracey. Child Care in Canada. Catalogue no. 89-599-MIE,
no. 003. Ottawa: Statistics Canada, 2006.

Figure 1.3:
Distribution of children in non-parental child care, by
age group, Canada, 2002–2003
Outside the home
with a non-relative
Outside the home
with a relative
Own home with
a non-relative
Own home
with a relative
Day-care centre
Preschool, Nursery
School and Other
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Source: Bushnik, Tracey. Child Care in Canada. Catalogue no. 89-599-MIE,
no. 003. Ottawa: Statistics Canada, 2006.
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The youngest group of children, those six months to under
one year, is the most likely to be cared for by a relative
outside the home. Two- to four-year-olds are more likely to
be in a child-care centre, and five-year-olds are most likely
of any age group to be in a nursery or preschool.32
Although child-care choices vary by income level, in general,
the higher the household income the more likely a child will
be in some form of non-parental child care.33 Children from
low-income households were more likely to be in child-care
centres, whereas children from higher-income households
were most likely to be cared for outside of their home by
a non-relative (but not in a day-care centre).34
Family structure (whether a single-parent or dual-parent
household), as well as parental employment, can also
influence child-care choice. Single parents, including
working single-parents, are more likely to place their
child in child-care centres than are two-parent families.
This may, however, be a factor of household income,
since 53% of children of single parents live in low-income
households.35
The gap in child-care use between rural and urban families
has virtually disappeared.36 Children from rural communities
are more likely to be in child care with a relative, and less
likely to be in day-care centres, than children living in urban
areas.37 Families living in rural areas may not have the same
access to the variety of child-care arrangements available
to families living in urban areas.38

Selecting child-care arrangements:
parental criteria
In SCAL 2007,39 parents were asked about the
criteria they consider when selecting child-care
arrangements; 62.7% of parents who have or
recently have had a child in child care say that a
convenient location is very important; only 35.2%
report that low cost is very important. Most
parents say that the caregiver–child relationship
is the most important criterion (62.1%) that
they consider when selecting child-care
arrangements. Other criteria cited as important
by parents included the caregiver’s training
(17.4%), the child-to-caregiver ratio (10.2%) and
the physical aspects of the facility (3.7%).

CHAPTER

Changes in arrangements over time
Research suggests that children who experience frequent
changes in their child-care arrangement are more likely
to display problem behaviour40 and less developed social
interactions with peers,41,42 and to have weaker mother–
child attachment.43
In 2002–2003, 17% of children aged six months to five
years experienced at least one change in their childcare arrangement.44 Children who experienced the most
frequent changes (two or more) over the 12-month period
were most likely to have been cared for in their own home
by a non-relative.45 The youngest group of children, six- to
11-month-olds, was the least likely to experience a change
over the same period.46
However, the proportion of children who experienced a
change in child-care arrangement increases significantly
when considering a longer period. Over a four-year period,
between 1998–1999 and 2002–2003, 52% of children
(aged six months to five years) experienced a change in
arrangement.47
These findings, however, do not explain whether changes
were motivated by choice or necessity. Many factors,
particularly parental preference and satisfaction, can
influence the decision to alter arrangements.

Quality of Care
The importance of child-care quality is one of the most
robust findings in developmental psychology.48 Higherquality child care, regardless of type, has been associated
with children scoring higher on language and achievement
tests, having better social skills, and displaying fewer
behavioural problems.49
High-quality child care involves not only a venue where
children can build relationships and explore opportunities,
but also the means of organizing and reinforcing children’s
early learning.50 A child’s experiences before school and
during kindergarten provide a foundation for future school
experiences. Children who start school willing and ready to
learn usually continue to do better throughout school and in
the workplace. In essence, early childhood learning is about
much more than school readiness; it is about life readiness.
Some child-care arrangements provide a mainly custodial
service, while others emphasize growth in children’s
development.51 The quality of early child care is determined
by the adult-to-child ratio, the provider’s education level,
the physical environment in which the care is provided, the
relationship between the child and the care provider, and
the learning activities associated with that care.
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Regardless of their type, child-care arrangements can
provide children with opportunities to learn. For example,
children cared for in home child-care settings by nonrelatives benefit from the opportunity to learn and interact
within small groups, typically with children of varying ages,
while experiencing a “home-like” environment.52,53,54 On the
other hand, children in centres benefit from the opportunity
to socialize in larger groups, play with a greater variety of
toys and materials that are appropriate for early childhood
learning and development, and take part in educational,
structured group and individual activities.55

A stimulating environment promotes learning
Quality child care implies a setting that provides children
with adequate space in which to play, grow and learn—
both indoors and outdoors.
Important characteristics of the physical environment
include the building’s surroundings; the organization of
the space; the amount and type of space available; the
appropriateness of the equipment and furnishings; the
amount of natural light and the ability to see the outdoors;
the outdoor space available and its layout; and general
health-and-safety conditions.
Quality child care also includes well-structured and wellplanned learning curricula. Children respond well to
routines and organized, age-appropriate, daily activities.
While learning activities are important, children also benefit
from opportunities to play and to express their creativity.

Outdoor play settings
Early educators must design outdoor play
environments with the same care and attention
paid to indoor environments. Natural landscapes
in the outdoors typically provide:
• rich, diverse, multi-sensory experiences;
• opportunities for noisy, boisterous, vigorous,
physically active play;
• opportunities for physical challenge and risktaking that are inherent in the value of play;
• rough, uneven surfaces with opportunities for
the development of physical strength, balance
and coordination; and
• natural elements and loose parts that children
can combine, manipulate and adapt for their
own purposes.
Source: CCL, “Let the Children Play: Nature’s Answer to Early
Learning,” Lessons in Learning, November 2006.
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Time Spent in Care
The amount of time children spend in child care—not
only hours per week, but also the age at which care is
initiated—can also have an impact on their learning and
development.

Hours in care
Research suggests that the amount of time spent in
centre care has little influence on children’s cognitive and
behavioural development, although it has a measurably
positive impact on language development and never a
negative influence.56
In 2002–2003 , children aged six months to five years spent
on average two fewer hours per week in child care than
they did eight years earlier (29 versus 31 hours). When all
child-care arrangements were considered, the majority of
children (52%) were in full-time care (30 or more hours per
week).57 However, the younger children (aged six to 11
months) spent 20% less time—or almost six fewer hours—
in care than in 1994–1995, and five-year-olds consistently
spent the least amount of time in care (probably a reflection
of the time they spent at kindergarten).58
Children in child-care centres spent, on average, more time
there per week than children in any other type of care—
and that time has increased since 1994–1995.59 Children
of working single parents spent four to 10 hours per week
more in child care on average than children in two-parent
families.60

Child’s age when care begins
The age at which care is initiated is often influenced by
the timing of a parent’s return to the workforce. In 2006,
almost half of new mothers returned to work after a leave
of between 12 and 47 months.61 More than half of those
who decided not to return to work reported their decision
was based on their preference for parental child care.62
There is still a high proportion of new mothers (30% to 50%
across jurisdictions) who do not take maternity leave.63
In 2002–2003, fewer young children, aged six to 11 months
old, were in non-parental child care than in previous years,
and compared with any other age group.64 Only 28% of
children in the six- to 11-month age group were in nonparental care, a decrease from 44% in 2000–2001.65 This
compares with 53% of five-year-olds in non-parental care
in 2002–2003.66 Two-year-olds were the most likely (58%)
to be in child care.67 The decrease in the number of young
children in non-parental care during this period may
be explained by the federal government’s extension of
parental and maternal benefits in 2001.68
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Figure 1.4:
Proportion of children in child care, by age, Canada,
1994–1995 to 2002-2003
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Source: Bushnik, Tracey. Child Care in Canada. Catalogue no. 89-599-MIE,
no. 003. Ottawa: Statistics Canada, 2006.

Multiple care arrangements
Almost 30% of children were in more than one type of
child care concurrently in 2002–2003.69 Multiple childcare arrangements are generally not only an indication of
a child spending more hours in care, an average of up
to 12 additional hours a week, but also mean the child
must adjust and adapt to different environments and
caregivers throughout the day or week.70 Compared with
the proportion of children from high-income households,
a larger proportion of children from low-income and single
working-parent households was in more than one type of
child care in 2002–2003.71

FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE
LATER SUCCESS
• a readiness to learn
• parental and familial characteristics
o household socio-economic status
o educational attainment of parents
o parental involvement
o family cohesion
• neighbourhood cohesion
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Parental and familial characteristics, neighbourhood
cohesion and a readiness to learn are factors that influence
young children’s ability to develop important skills during
the school years. These skills include understanding math
concepts, language and reading, attention-related skills
and appropriate learning behaviours.

A Readiness to Learn
Definitions of readiness for school vary, often depending
on the viewpoint of those asked—parents, teachers or
policy-makers. A number of definitions are based solely
on a child’s academic skill level, while others include
social and emotional competencies. The holistic model
of school readiness is somewhat broader and includes
self-regulation, social/emotional security, language and
cognition, as well as pre-academic learning.72
Results from CCL’s 2006 SCAL suggest parents
overwhelmingly agree that children need a well-rounded
approach in their early years. Canadian parents believe that
early childhood learning should focus more on attitudes—
such as fostering a positive attitude toward learning—than
on school readiness. And, according to the Offord Centre
for Child Studies, readiness is not only a matter of the
child’s ability to learn the material they are being taught in
school, but also their ability to behave in a way that allows
them to learn.73
A child’s interpersonal and behavioural skills are critical
aspects of readiness to learn in school. However,
international research on school readiness and later
achievement published in Developmental Psychology
in 2007 suggests that a child’s early academic skills are
the best predictors of later school success.74 Longitudinal
studies from the U.S., the U.K. and Canada have identified
the skills and behaviours that, if present at school entry,
led to higher reading and math scores and better teacher
ratings as the children progressed through school.75
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In 2006, the Progress in International Reading Literacy
Study (PIRLS) found that internationally, on average, there
was a positive relationship between students’ reading
achievement in the fourth grade and the amount of time
spent in pre-primary education (preschool, kindergarten or
early education centre).78 The study showed that a large
proportion of Canadian children spend up to three years in
pre-primary education, and that children within this group
have higher scores.79

Parental and Familial Characteristics
The centre of children’s lives, regardless of the type of
child care they experience, is their parents and their home.
Numerous studies suggest that parental and familial
characteristics are stronger predictors of learning success
than is child care.80,81,82,83 As the U.S. National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) noted in
its 2006 report on early child care and youth development,
“children show more cognitive, language and social
competence, and more harmonious relationships with
parents when parents are more educated, have higher
incomes, and provide home environments that are
emotionally supportive and cognitively enriched.”84
Familial characteristics that may affect children’s learning
outcomes, both adversely and favourably, include
household income, parental education and involvement, and
family cohesion.

Household socio-economic status
Some research shows that participation in high-quality
child care may act as a protective factor for children
from disadvantaged homes and increase their chances
of academic success.85 In 2005, one in eight Canadian
children, or 788,000, lived below the low income cut-off
(LICO),† a rate that has not improved in 18 years.86 In 2001,
the rate for Aboriginal children was 41%.87

The best predictors of later success are the early mastery of:
math concepts, such as knowledge of numbers and order of
numbers; language and reading skills, such as vocabulary,
recognizing letters and phonetic comprehension; and
attention-related skills.76 The study also showed that
behavioural problems, such as aggression or disruptive
behaviour, not getting along with peers, and acting sad
and withdrawn, did not appear to affect later learning.77

______________________________________________
† This figure, from the 2007 Report Card on Child and Family Poverty in Canada, represents the number of children living below the after-tax lowincome cut-off (LICO), as defined by Statistics Canada. LICOs vary by family size and community size. The 2007 Report Card gives the following
example: in 2005, the after-tax LICO for a lone parent with one child in a large urban centre (population over 500,000) was $20,956.
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Figure 1.5:
Comparison of parental and familial characteristics,
Canada, 1998–1999 to 2002–2003
Positive parent
interaction
with family

Research from a Canadian longitudinal study found that
two- to three-year-olds from high-risk, disadvantaged, lowincome families, with parents who had less than a high-school
education, were less likely to develop highly aggressive
behaviour if they attended child care than those from similar
situations who only received maternal care at home.94

Positive family
functioning

Parental involvement
Children’s readiness to learn and their early success in
school are closely linked to parental involvement. Parents
who play often with their children, inspire them to ask
questions about their surroundings, and encourage them
to communicate their ideas and express feelings, are
providing valuable language development.
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Source: Government of Canada. The Well-Being of Canada’s Young Children:
Government of Canada Report. Ottawa: Public Health Agency of Canada, Human
Resources and Social Development Canada and Indian and Northern Affairs
Canada, 2006.

Educational attainment of parents
Similar to other developed countries, Canada has experienced
a significant shift toward a knowledge-based economy, with
increased emphasis on literacy, education and training. In this
context, children’s development in their early years will affect
their future education and employment, and may determine
how they interact generally within society. For children to
succeed in today’s economy, it is important for parents to
have the education and skills necessary to provide adequate
learning resources.88
Educated parents are more likely to possess such skills and to
provide their young children with an enriched and stimulating
home environment.89 Higher maternal education has been
positively associated with children’s language and vocabulary
skills.90 Recent studies indicate that some children entering
kindergarten have been exposed to as many as 32 million
more words than other children.91 However, the extent
to which parental education has an impact on language
acquisition is unknown.
Among parents with young children in 2002–2003, 47% had
not completed post-secondary education.92 The proportion
of parents living in rural areas who lacked post-secondary
education was even higher (59%).93

The number of parents and other adults reading daily to
children is on the rise—65% in 2004–2005, up from 56% 10
years earlier—an activity known to have a positive impact
on a child’s ability to learn.95
PIRLS suggests there is a positive relationship between
reading achievement at the Grade 4 level and parents being
engaged with their children in literacy activities before
they start school. These activities include reading books,
telling stories, singing songs, playing with alphabet toys
and playing word games.96 Of provinces that participated
in the study, 64% to 77% of their students had experienced
a high level of early home-literacy activities, well above the
international average (54%).97
Figure 1.6:
Comparison of early home literacy activities
reported by PIRLS 2006, international average and
participating Canadian provinces
International
average
Quebec
Alberta
British
Columbia
Ontario
Nova Scotia
0%

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

Medium

Low

Source: Ina Mullis et al., Progress in International Reading Literacy in Primary
School in 40 Countries, PIRLS 2006 International Report. Chestnut Hill, Mass.:
TIMSS and PIRLS International Study Center, 2007.
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Studies also suggest that parental involvement within a
preschool program is associated with children’s cognitive
improvements and educational attainment. These results
are seen when the child’s mother is involved in the program,
and are not associated with the type of preschool program
or the family’s socio-economic status.98
While enriched home and preschool environments
can motivate a child to learn, early access to learning
experiences in the community, such as excursions to parks,
museums, zoos and libraries, can be positive learning
experiences for young children.

Family cohesion
Families that are supportive and communicative contribute
to their children’s positive development. Good parent–
child relationships will result in secure attachments, and
are typically the result of parents consistently responding
to their children’s emotional needs in a warm, caring,
supportive and sensitive manner.99 Research has shown that
a poor parent–child relationship may magnify any adverse
effects associated with child care, while the reverse is true
for good parent–child relationships.100
Other research has shown that strong family cohesion
can also offset the negative effects of low income and is
influential in various childhood outcomes, including levels
of aggression, positive social behaviour and academic
achievement.101
Parents practising positive parenting techniques, which
include establishing limits and boundaries, monitoring
behaviour and encouraging children to be independent,
have been perceived to have a positive influence on
children’s development.102 Development of childhood
disorders, especially conduct disorders, has been associated
with parenting problems—such as over-controlling, harsh
discipline, and unresponsive and unkind behaviour.103
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Neighbourhood Cohesion
Children learn best in safe, supportive environments,
including neighbourhoods that offer strong social supports,
have shared values and foster a sense of belonging and
trust. High levels of neighbourhood cohesion indirectly
improve children’s language development because
of their positive effect on parental emotional distress,
social support and health.104 In contrast, children who
live in neighbourhoods with low social cohesion, high
unemployment rates and fewer affluent residents, more
frequently have behaviour problems. Moreover, a child’s
language development and verbal ability scores fall as
neighbourhood social cohesion decreases.105
Figure 1.7:
Comparison of children living in safe and cohesive
neighbourhoods, Canada, 1998–1999 to 2001–2002
100%
1998–1999

2000–2001

2002–2003

95%
90%
85%
80%
75%
*
70%

Highly cohesive

Safe

* Data on neighbourhood safety were not captured for the period 1998–1999.
Source: Government of Canada. The Well-Being of Canada’s Young Children:
Government of Canada Report. Ottawa: Public Health Agency of Canada, Human
Resources and Social Development Canada and Indian and Northern Affairs
Canada, 2006.

Cohesive neighbourhoods may provide higher quality
family resources, including preschools, enrichment
programs and child care. The cohesive neighbourhood
effect is not explained by parental or familial characteristics,
such as household income, parents’ education, or family
size and structure. Findings do suggest, however, that
neighbourhood advantages may act as protective factors
for children in both high- and low-income families. 106
According to Canadian parents in 2004–2005, 13.6%
of their children lived in a neighbourhood they did
not consider highly cohesive and 22.3% were living in
communities they considered unsafe.107
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Physical Development

HOW WELL EQUIPPED TO LEARN ARE
CANADA’S YOUNG CHILDREN?
Indicators of Early Childhood Development
.
• physical development
• cognitive development
• language and communication skills
• emotional and social development

During these early years, children’s physical, cognitive,
emotional and social development, as well as their
language and communication skills, lay the foundation
for participation in the formal education system, and are
essential to future success in the workplace and many other
aspects of a healthy, fulfilling life.
Research has shown, however, that one in four children in
Canada is entering Grade 1 with learning or behavioural
difficulties that could affect future success in academics
and life in general.108
As CCL’s 2007 Report on the State of Early Childhood
Learning notes, “It is important to have a better
understanding of the current developmental status of
Canadian children, and how this status can be improved.”
The report also emphasizes that while current tools,
such as the National Longitudinal Survey of Children
and Youth (NLSCY) and other data initiatives, provide
a rich understanding of determinants of early childhood
development, there is still “a need for better assessment
of the ‘outcomes’ of early childhood development, and
learning in particular.”109
Despite the lack of pan-Canadian data measuring how
our young children fare as learners, available statistics do
shed light on several key areas of childhood development
that can affect how well children are prepared for formal
education. These areas include physical development,
cognitive development, language and communication
skills, and emotional and social development.
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Physical development in the early years includes the
development of the body, the senses and motor
development—which affect exploration, play and
interaction with peers. These in turn influence cognitive,
language and social development.
In 2004–2005, 87% of children five years of age and under
were considered to have average or above-average fine
motor skills. More boys (15%) were delayed in their
development than girls (11%).110
Table 1.1:
Comparison of fine motor skills of Canadian children,
5 years and younger, by gender, 2002–2003 and
2004–2005
2002–2003

2004–2005

4–5 years

0–5 years

Average or
above

Delayed

Average or
above

Delayed

Boys

85.6%

14.4%

84.6%

15.4%

Girls

91.1%

8.9%

88.8%

11.2%

Both sexes

88.3%

11.7%

86.7%

13.3%

Source: Adapted from Statistics Canada. Special tabulation. National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth, Cycle 5, 2002–2003 and Cycle 6, 2004–2005.
Unpublished data.

Cognitive Development
Cognitive development involves mental processes such as
thinking and reasoning. The 2004–2005 NLSCY uses two
tests to assess cognitive development among children
aged four and five: the Who Am I? Test assesses a child’s
ability to conceptualize and understand symbols, and the
Number Knowledge Assessment examines a child’s early
comprehension of numbers.
In 2004–2005, the Who Am I? Test found that 19% of
children from low-income families exhibited delayed
development, compared with 14% of other children.111
The Number Knowledge Assessment in 2004–2005 found
that 28% of children from low-income families showed
delayed development, compared with 14% of other
children.112

CHAPTER

Figure 1.8:
Comparison of cognitive development using the
Who Am I? Test, ages 4–5, by family income, Canada,
2002–2003 and 2004–2005
40%

Delayed

35%
19.4%

30%
25%

13.6%
8.3%

11.2%

11.8%

20%

21%

15%
10%

Advanced

20.7%

14.3%

14.8%

13.1%

19.4%

13.8%

2002–
2004–
2003
2005
Total

2002–
2004–
2003
2005
Above LICO*

2002–
2004–
2003
2005
Below LICO*

* LICO stands for low income cut-off.
Source: Adapted from Statistics Canada. Special tabulation. National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth, Cycle 5, 2002–2003 and Cycle 6, 2004–2005.
Unpublished data.

Figure 1.9:
Comparison of cognitive development using the
Number Knowledge Assessment, ages 4–5, by family
income, Canada, 2002–2003 and 2004–2005
40%

Delayed

Advanced

35%

6.8%
7.4%

30%
25%

11.1%

11.6%

12.4%

Receptive vocabulary
The Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test—Revised (PPVT–R)
assesses receptive vocabulary, or the words a child can
understand, at ages four and five. The test, included
in Canada in the NLSCY, requires the child to identify
pictures that match words read aloud by an interviewer.
In 2004–2005, 14% of children were in the delayed
range. Approximately one-quarter of children from lowincome families exhibited delayed receptive vocabulary
development, compared with 11% of other children.117

Communication skills

5%
0%

In 2004–2005, almost 90% of children had average
or better communication skills (capacity to vocalize,
understand oral speech and pass a message on to
someone else). More boys (13%) than girls (7.5%) fell
within the range considered delayed.118

Read-to daily
Sixty-five percent of children under the age of six were
read to daily in 2004–2005, a slight decrease from 67% in
2002–2003. In 2004–2005, 57% of children in low-income
families were read to daily, compared to 67% of other
children.119
Figure 1.10:
Communication skills of preschool children, ages 3
and younger, by gender, Canada, 2004–2005

28.4%
12.1%

25.5%

100%
13%

20%
15%

14%

10%

7.5%

10.3%

80%

16.4%

15.8%
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13.8%
60%

5%
0%

2002–
2003

Total

2004–
2005

2002–
2004–
2003
2005
Above LICO*

2002–
2004–
2003
2005
Below LICO*

* LICO stands for low income cut-off.
Source: Adapted from Statistics Canada. Special tabulation. National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth, Cycle 5, 2002–2003 and Cycle 6, 2004–2005.
Unpublished data.

Language and Communication Skills
From birth to age six, oral language is pivotal for a child’s
development.113 It sets the stage for learning during the
elementary school years, when the acquisition of language
affects a child’s capacity to read and write,114 socialize115
and understand what is going on in the classroom.116

87%

92.5%

89.7%

40%

20%

0%

Boys

Girls
Average or above

Both sexes
Delayed

Source: Adapted from Statistics Canada. Special tabulation. National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth, Cycle 6, 2004–2005. Unpublished data.
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Emotional and Social Development
Children in the early years have to learn to live with others
and to develop relationships. The emotional and social
development of young children involves the ability to
control emotions, integrate with peers, and develop social
and emotional bonds. To measure children’s social and
emotional development, the NLSCY uses the following
indicators: level of physical aggression (bullying, being
mean, fighting), indirect aggression (taking revenge,
telling secrets, spreading gossip), and personal and
social skills.120

Physical aggression
In 2004–2005, more boys (16%) than girls (12%), aged two
to five, showed high levels of physical aggression.121

Indirect aggression
The proportion of preschool children displaying high
degrees of indirect aggression decreased from 11% in
1994–1995 to 6% in 2004–2005.122

Personal and social skills
In 2004–2005,11% of girls three-years-old and younger
demonstrated delayed development in personal and social
skills, compared with 18% of boys the same age123.
Figure 1.11:
Emotional and social development of preschool
children, by gender, Canada, 2004–2005
20%
18%

Boys

Girls

Both sexes

16%
14%
12%
10%
8%
6%
4%
2%
0%

(2- to 5-year-olds)
High physical
aggressiveness

(4- to 5-year-olds)
High indirect
aggression

(0- to 3-year-olds)
Delayed personal/
social development

Source: Adapted from Statistics Canada. Special tabulation. National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth, Cycle 6, 2004–2005. Unpublished data.
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THE ROAD AHEAD
Key Observations
No other period in the life cycle has such far-reaching
implications. Learning during early childhood affects health,
well-being and skills development; it lays a foundation for
reading, writing, mathematics and science aptitudes over
the long term.124 In fact, as the work of Heckman shows,
investments in early childhood learning produce the
highest social and economic returns.
This is a critical period when young learners also develop
attitudes about the value and purpose of learning, and
learn how to learn, setting the stage for lifelong learning
in all aspects of their lives.
While parental and familial characteristics play a key role
in shaping children’s abilities and their attitudes toward
learning, children’s early learning environments—in the
home or in the community—can profoundly impact on their
learning abilities over the longer term. Research shows
that a stimulating and nurturing environment will result in
better physical, social, emotional, cognitive and language
development.125,126
Most Canadian families depend on some type of formal
or informal child-care arrangement. In 2004–2005, 51%
of children under six were in non-parental child care.127
However, there were fewer children in non-parental care
in 2004–2005 than in 2002–2003 (51% versus 54%).
The quality of child care can influence children’s physical/
motor, social/emotional and language/cognitive
development, all of which set the stage for learning in
the school years. Higher quality child care, regardless of
type, has been associated with children scoring higher on
language and achievement tests, having better social skills,
and displaying fewer behavioural problems.128 Yet all too
often, the importance of child care as a vital precursor to
formal learning is undervalued and unrecognized.
Regardless of the type of child care, parents and home
form the centre of children’s lives. Numerous studies
suggest that parental and familial characteristics are strong
predictors of learning success.
The combination of strong, supportive family relationships,
a high level of parental involvement and high-quality child
care can compensate for adverse risks associated with low
income, lack of family resources and low parental education.
A cohesive, supportive, well-resourced neighbourhood can
also act as a protective factor.
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The Challenge for Canada
The importance of early childhood learning and care cannot
be overstated. Both are vital in fostering an appetite for
lifelong learning and for preparing children to become
engaged, contributing members of society.
Despite the well-known importance of early learning,
research indicates that 25% of Canadian children entering
school lack the foundation needed for the successful
acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills. Research also
suggests that one child in four enters Grade 1 in Canada
with learning or behavioural difficulties that could affect
future success in academics and life in general.129
A lack of school and life readiness can set in motion a
lifelong chain reaction, in which the children who are at
greater risk of social and academic difficulties are also
more likely to drop out of high school, to have more
difficulty finding employment, to earn less and to be in
worse health.130 This trajectory represents an enormous
loss of human potential.

Key Information Challenges
and Opportunities
As the OECD notes, “there is significant room to expand
our research and deepen our understanding of early
learning across Canada.”131
Specifically, a number of key research questions remain
unanswered:
• What is the long-term economic impact of early
learning and child care for Canada?
• How do family and parental involvement in early
childhood influence a child’s learning outcomes in the
early years and over time?
• How can we better equip parents for more effective
involvement in their children’s learning?
• What are the factors that influence parents’ choice of
one type of care over another?
• What effect will improved quality of early learning
and child-care environments have on children’s
development? What factors have the greatest impact
on improving the quality of early learning and childcare environments?
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INTRODUCTION
Learning in the School Years is an Investment
for the Future
The importance and value of education and learning,
particularly during the school years, is widely acknowledged
by Canadians. Between the ages of five and 19, children
and youth continue to build the skills and knowledge that
they need to become successful adult learners.
This is a critical period where young people also develop
attitudes about the value and purpose of learning, and
“learn how to learn,” setting the stage for successful
lifelong learning in all aspects of their adult lives.

Despite Signs of Successful Learning
Outcomes, There is Room for Improvement
International data clearly show that young Canadians
are well educated—particularly in math and science—
compared with young people from other countries.5
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) measures the skills and knowledge of
15-year-old students in 57 countries in science, math and
reading. Science scores from the most recent PISA suggest
that, on the whole, Canada’s 15-year-olds “are equipped with
the science knowledge and skills to participate in a society in
which science and technology play a significant role.”6

The school years will enable young learners to participate
successfully in post-secondary education (PSE) and in the
labour market. They will also determine the extent to which
these young individuals become engaged adult citizens
capable of contributing to the well-being of their families,
community and society.

Canada also continues to perform well in terms of reading
and math, and our scores in these domains have remained
unchanged since 2000. According to Statistics Canada,
“Although Canada’s performance in reading is strong,
Canadian 15-year-olds must improve in reading at the pace
of other leading countries, not just simply maintain the status
quo, if they are to keep the nation’s competitive edge.”7

Learning Can Have Profound Implications
Throughout Life

Evidence is mounting that the importance of skills and
knowledge will continue to grow in the future8 but that our
young people will also need “cross-competency” skills such
as problem solving, critical thinking and communication to
meet the demands of a rapidly changing world.9

Learning has the potential to return substantial benefits
to individuals, families, communities and the national
economy over the life course. Research has shown that
individuals with higher levels of educational attainment
tend to lead longer and healthier lives, be more engaged in
their community and express greater personal satisfaction
with their lives.
Early learning abilities play a significant role in future
learning. Research demonstrates that early academic
performance in mathematics, problem solving, reading
comprehension and other competencies is a strong
predictor of later performance.1 Students who perform
well in these areas are also more likely to participate in
PSE and in the knowledge economy.2
Young Canadians without this learning foundation may
experience more difficulties in accessing PSE or the
labour market, and may be less prepared to participate
and succeed in learning opportunities later in life. 3
Students with limited skills and inadequate tools to
become effective lifelong learners risk economic and social
marginalization.4

Such skills and knowledge are even more critical given
the looming workforce shortages brought about by the
impending retirement of the baby boom generation.
Continuing low birth rates and fewer young workers
entering the labour market reinforce this point. As lowskilled jobs disappear, essential skills, such as literacy, will
become increasingly important.

Formal and Informal Learning Opportunities
Improve the Lifelong Chances of Young
Canadians
Formal and informal learning are complementary approaches
that enrich children’s learning experiences, foster their
desire to learn and enhance positive attitudes about learning
as a lifelong process. Thus, formal education and informal
learning work in tandem to “simultaneously provide maps
of a complex world in constant turmoil and the compass that
will enable people to find their way in it.”10
For example, the 2007 CCL report Redefining How
Success Is Measured in First Nations, Inuit and Métis
Learning 11 demonstrated the important role informal
(or “experiential”) learning plays in the acquisition of
knowledge by Aboriginal people in Canada.
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Types of Learning:
Formal learning (also known as structured
learning) is any clearly identified learning activity
that takes place in an organized, structured
setting and leads to a recognized credential.
This includes secondary, post-secondary and
vocational training.
Non-formal learning (also known as continuing
education or further education) refers to learning
that takes place alongside the mainstream
systems of education and training and does not
typically lead to formalized certificates. This type
of learning may be provided in the workplace
and through the activities of civil society
organizations and groups such as trade unions
and political parties.
Informal learning (also referred to as
experiential learning) can be divided into
unintentional and intentional learning.
Unintentional, or unplanned, learning occurs
during everyday activities and in many forms
of basic socialization.12 Intentional, informal
learning is distinguished by the learner’s own
conscious recognition of a significant form of
knowledge, understanding or skill acquired on
his or her own initiative.13

02

Our future success will be built on the success of our
children. Therefore, the decisions we make now will affect
our lives and our children’s lives for decades to come.17

What this Chapter Covers
The federal government’s 2006 budget statement
Advantage Canada: Building a Strong Economy for
Canadians, set out the following goal: “to create the best
educated, most skilled and most flexible workforce in the
world.”18 This chapter provides a broader understanding
of the scope of learning and skills, which includes learning
from the community and other informal learning pathways
that can equip children and youth for success during the
school years and beyond.
The chapter provides an overview of the variety of learning
domains for children and youth. A number of key research
questions guide the structure of this chapter:
• What skills are necessary for the 21st century?
• How can we better equip our young people for the
future?
• How can various types of learning be seen as
complementary?

Safeguarding our Future
We all have a role to play in ensuring that children and
youth have the best start in life, and that they have ample
access to resources and learning opportunities. Given that
lifetime patterns of participation in learning and training
can be accurately predicted before individuals reach
school-leaving age,14 there is much that we can do to
improve learning outcomes.
As Nobel Laureate economist James Heckman has noted,
society cannot afford to postpone investment in its
youth. Later in life it may be too late to intervene and any
interventions risk being reduced in scope and intensity.15
Societies that offer children and youth the resources and
opportunities necessary to make the most effective use of
their talents and abilities are more likely to reap the social
and economic benefits of globalization and the knowledgebased economy.16
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CHALLENGES OF THE 21ST CENTURY
Canada faces a host of challenges over the next decade,
including a shortage of skilled workers, mounting
international competition and a shift in our society’s
demographics.

in the overall levels of literacy for young people aged 16 to
25. For example, the proportion of youth with prose literacy
levels 3, 4 and 5 (see text box) is projected to remain
virtually the same, decreasing two percentage points to
64% by 2031, from 66% in 2006, 2011, and 2016.26

Increasing Skills Requirements

Five levels of literacy (OECD)

The pace of technological change is transforming the
workplace and redefining the nature of work in our society.
Skills such as decision-making, teamwork, leadership, along
with cross-competencies such as communication skills,
interpersonal skills and problem-solving, are increasingly
required. Canadians will need these kinds of skills in order
to be successful in school and the workforce.

The OECD defines the following five levels of
literacy:

Recent studies suggest that students equipped with a range
of skills make the most successful transitions to working
life. This will be important as most of the jobs available to
them will require some form of post-secondary education.
New job creation and retirements will be weakest in lowskilled occupations. The strongest labour-force growth will
occur in occupations usually requiring a post-secondary
education.19 By 2015, approximately two-thirds of the
demand will be in these occupations.20

Science skills foster innovation
According to the OECD, in “an increasingly technologybased society, knowledge and skills in science are critical
to economic progress.”21 Science graduates provide “a
principal source of innovation and growth”22 in the modern
economy. Scientific research plays a key role in the health
and well-being of all citizens.
In fact, many jobs today require some type of scientific
knowledge. There is a close relationship between the
proportion of students who achieve high scores in science
and the number of full-time equivalent researchers in a
country.23 The number of scientists and engineers per capita
has a significant and positive impact on productivity.24

The importance of literacy
Literacy skills are critical to initial learning experiences and
attitudes about education and learning. Higher literacy
skills are associated with a wide range of benefits such
as employability, greater community involvement and
improved health. Individuals with weak literacy skills are
at greater risk of facing barriers to employment, reduced
financial security and poorer social outcomes.25
Recent projections suggest that few changes are expected
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Level 1: Very poor literacy skills. An individual
at this level may, for example, be unable to
determine from a package label the correct
amount of medicine to give a child.
Level 2: A capacity to deal only with simple,
clear material involving uncomplicated tasks.
People at this level may develop everyday
coping skills, but their poor literacy makes it hard
to conquer challenges such as learning new job
skills.
Level 3: Adequate to cope with the demands of
everyday life and work in an advanced society.
It roughly denotes the skill level required for
successful high-school completion and
college entry.
Level 4 and 5: Strong skills. An individual
at these levels can process information of a
complex and demanding nature.

The need for cross-competencies
To become successful participants in the environments of
work and community, and in society, students need to add
a broad range of cross-competencies to the foundational
skills they have gained through formal education.27 Crosscompetencies, such as creativity, analytical thinking,
cognitive ability, adaptability, flexibility and judgment, are
increasingly considered as key to success in the knowledge
economy as trainable hard skills.28
This broad range of cross-competencies can be transferred
to multiple contexts—the home, the workplace and the
community—contributing to individual success and a wellfunctioning society.29 The foundation for such competencies
is developed in youth and fostered during the adult years,
and can be learned to some extent through formal and
informal learning contexts.
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Formal education lays the groundwork for the development
of future skills and knowledge. However, numerous other
learning contexts and influences—such as the family, the
workplace, the community, and religious and cultural
organizations—also play a key role in transmitting and
developing necessary competencies.30

Skills for the future
Both technical and “soft” skills are important
components of the knowledge-based economy.31
While it is difficult to predict, skills for the
future include:32
Managing Information
• using scientific, mathematical and
technological tools and methods
• viewing and understanding various media
(e.g., print, video)
Thinking Skills
• being able to adapt to change  
• desire and motivation to learn
• critical thinking and problem solving
People Skills
• working as part of a team
• personal and social responsibility
• interpersonal communication skills
Work Skills
• accepting responsibility for tasks, meeting
deadlines
• setting goals, planning and getting results
• creating relevant, high-quality products

Computer and internet skills
Research on the use of information communication
technologies, or ICTs (i.e., computers, software, and the
internet), suggest that under the right circumstances they
have the potential to improve educational outcomes
and provide skills that prepare students for work in the
knowledge-based economy.33

02

Growing International Competition
Like many western countries, Canada is faced with
strong international competition in education and skills
development—increasingly from non-OECD countries.
Hong Kong–China, Chinese Taipei and Estonia are rapidly
approaching Canada’s high science-ranking in 2006 PISA
scores.36
In addition, a number of OECD countries have experienced
significant improvements in PISA scores for math and
reading. Between 2000 and 2006, South Korea increased
its already strong performance in reading by 31 points—the
equivalent of almost an additional year of schooling—by
raising the proportion of top performers. Polish students’
performance in reading increased by 29 points over the
same period, while Mexico and Greece also showed
significant improvements in mathematics between 2003
and 2006.37
Our consistently strong international standing demonstrates
that Canada’s educational system is functioning at a high
level and that past investments have proven effective.
However, such gains by other countries put Canada’s
competitive edge at risk.
Our ability to retain our high international standing will
depend on the skills and knowledge of our population
as the proportion of youth receiving a post-secondary
education in other countries becomes comparable to
our own.38

Canada’s Demographic Shift
Canada’s population is aging due to a combination of
factors—lower birth rates, increased life expectancies and
the aging baby boom generation. Canada’s labour supply
is projected to grow by less than 5% over the next five
decades, a rate that may affect our country’s traditionally
high standard of living.39
Workforce and skills shortages loom as the baby boom
generation heads into retirement and the number of youth
entering the labour market declines due to falling birth
rates.40 These factors will make us more dependent than
ever on the skills and potential already present in our
workforce.

Recent Canadian studies suggest that societies that
embrace ICTs will be better prepared to compete in the
new economy while those that do not risk missing important
learning opportunities. ICTs also have the potential to
reduce inequities in access to learning resources between
groups of learners.34,35
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HOW WELL EQUIPPED TO LEARN
ARE CANADA’S YOUNG PEOPLE?
As school leavers (graduates and non-completers) and
immigrants are expected to be the primary sources of new
supply for the labour market over the coming decade,41 we
need to ensure that we have a skilled population prepared
to meet the demands of the future. Collectively we must
address whether our human, physical and institutional
resources provide a solid foundation for continued
prosperity.42
Demographics at a glance: young people
in Canada
• In the 2006 Census, school-aged Canadians
(five to 19 years of age) accounted for
approximately 19.1% of Canada’s total
population. This represents a decline of 1.2
percentage points from 2001. About half
a million (9%) of them were born outside
Canada.43
• In 2006, almost half (48%) of the growing
Aboriginal population was under the age of
24. The non-Aboriginal school-age population
(ages five to 19) in Canada is expected to
decline by nearly 400,000, between 2001
and 2017. Hence, the projected 374,200
school-age Aboriginals in 2017 will constitute
a larger proportion of Canada’s school-age
students, especially in the three territories,
Saskatchewan and Manitoba.44
• As young Aboriginal children and youth enter
the labour market in coming years, they will
account for an increasing proportion of the
working-aged population, particularly in
provinces and territories with the highest
proportion of Aboriginal people.45 According
to a 2007 report by the Standing Committee
on Aboriginal Affairs, there are currently
about 300,000 Aboriginal young people who
could enter the labour force over the next 15
years46 and help meet a predicted shortfall
of one million workers across Canada by the
year 2020.47
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Young Canadians will need solid skills and knowledge for
their future roles in the new economy as workers, parents
and contributing members of their communities.
A series of detailed indicators, as summarized below, enable
us to measure the progress of young learners over time.
They highlight changes, allow us to establish clear objectives
and to identify possible areas for societal action.

Indicators of Progress in Skills
and Learning
• literacy skills  
• science and math skills
• cross-competencies
• use of information communication
technologies (ICTs)
• historical and political knowledge
• community and civic engagement

Literacy Skills
Reading skills of students in Grade 4
Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS)
is the only international study that assesses the reading
comprehension of young students, specifically, those in
Grade 4. In 2006, the second year for results, PIRLS was
administered to students in more than 40 countries and
jurisdictions around the world. While data at the panCanadian level are not available, the combined findings
of Ontario, Quebec, Nova Scotia, British Columbia and
Alberta are significant, representing 88% of Canada’s
student population.48
Students in Alberta, British Columbia and Ontario were
among the highest achievers on the combined reading
scale,49 ranking third, fourth and seventh respectively
among the participating jurisdictions. They were also
consistently within the top seven jurisdictions on two subscales.
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Table 2.1:
Average scores for Grade 4 students on combined reading literacy scale, literacy subscale and information
subscale, in participating PIRLS jurisdictions, 2006
Average
combined
reading
Jurisdiction
Russian Federation

Literacy score

Hong Kong, SAR1

565
564

Average
literacy
subscale
Jurisdiction
Canada, Alberta
Russian Federation

score
561
561

Average
informational
subscale
Jurisdiction

score

Hong Kong, SAR1
Russian Federation

568
564
563

Canada, Alberta

560

Canada, British Columbia

559

Singapore

Canada, British Columbia

558

Hong Kong, SAR1

557

Luxembourg

557

Singapore

558

Hungary

557

Canada, Alberta

556

Luxembourg

557

Canada, Ontario

555

Canada, British Columbia

554

Canada, Ontario

555

Luxembourg

555

Canada, Ontario

552

Hungary

551

Singapore

552

Bulgaria

550
549

Italy

551

Italy

551

Italy

Sweden

549

Germany

549

Sweden

549

Germany

548

Denmark

547

Netherlands2

548

Belgium (Flemish)2

547

Sweden

546

Belgium (Flemish)2

547

Bulgaria

547

Netherlands2

545

Germany

544
542

Netherlands2

547

Belgium (Flemish)2

544

Denmark

Denmark

546

Canada, Nova Scotia

543

Hungary

541

Canada, Nova Scotia

542

Bulgaria

542

Latvia

540

Latvia

541

Lithuania

542

Canada, Nova Scotia

539

United States2

540

United States2

541

Chinese Taipei

538

England

539

England

539

England

537

Austria

538

Latvia

539

United States2

537

Lithuania

537

Austria

537

Austria

536

Chinese Taipei

535

Slovak Republic

533

New Zealand

534

Canada, Quebec

533

Chinese Taipei

530

Canada, Quebec

533

New Zealand

532

Canada, Quebec

529

Lithuania

530

Slovak Republic

531

New Zealand

527

Scotland2

527

Scotland2

527

Scotland2

527

Slovak Republic

527

France

522

Poland

523

France

526

Slovenia

522

Slovenia

519

Slovenia

523

Poland

519

France

516

Poland

515

Spain

513

Israel

516

Moldova

508

Israel

512

Spain

516

Spain

508

Iceland

511

Iceland

514

Israel

507

Belgium (French)

500

Norway3

501

Iceland

505

Moldova

500

Belgium (French)

499

Belgium (French)

498

Norway3

498

Romania

493

Norway3

494

Romania

489

Moldova

492

Romania

487

Georgia

471

Georgia

476

Georgia

465

Macedonia

442

Macedonia

439

Macedonia

450

Trinidad and Tobago

436

Trinidad and Tobago

434

Trinidad and Tobago

440
420

Iran

421

Iran

426

Iran

Indonesia

405

Indonesia

397

Indonesia

418

Qatar

353

Qatar

358

Qatar

356

Kuwait

330

Kuwait

340

Morocco

335

Morocco

323

Morocco

317

Kuwait

327

South Africa

302

South Africa

299

South Africa

316

PIRLS scale average

500

PIRLS scale average

500

PIRLS scale average

500

Source: Baer, J., S. Baldi, K. Ayotte and P. Green. The Reading Literacy of U.S. Fourth-Grade Students in an International Context: Results from the 2001 and
2006 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS). NCES 2008017. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education, 2007, p. 7.
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In all countries (including participating Canadian provinces),
provinces (an eight-point difference in Alberta compared
Grade 4 girls had higher achievement in reading than
with a 21-point difference in Nova Scotia).50
boys. There were, however, significant variations between
Table 2.2:
Average reading achievement of Grade 4 students in participating PIRLS jurisdictions, by gender, 2006
Differences in Average Reading Achievement by Gender
Girls
Countries

Boys
Average
scale score

%

Average
scale score

%

Difference—girls
higher average
achievement
than boys

Luxembourg

49

(0.7)

559

(1.3)

51

(0.7)

556

(1.6)

3

(2.0)

Spain

49

(1.1)

515

(2.6)

51

(1.1)

511

(3.1)

4

(2.8)

Belgium (French)

50

(0.7)

502

(2.8)

50

(0.7)

497

(2.9)

5

(2.3)

Hungary

50

(0.9)

554

(3.6)

50

(0.9)

548

(2.9)

5

(2.6)

Belgium (Flemish)

50

(0.9)

550

(2.3)

50

(0.9)

544

(2.4)

6

(2.5)

Italy

48

(0.8)

555

(3.3)

52

(0.8)

548

(3.3)

7

(2.9)
(2.2)

Netherlands

51

(0.8)

551

(2.0)

49

(0.8)

543

(1.6)

7

Germany

49

(0.7)

551

(2.5)

51

(0.7)

544

(2.5)

7

(2.6)

Canada, Alberta

48

(0.8)

564

(2.4)

52

(0.8)

556

(2.7)

8

(1.9)

Canada, British Columbia

50

(0.8)

562

(2.9)

50

(0.8)

554

(3.1)

9

(3.0)

Austria

49

(0.7)

543

(2.3)

51

(0.7)

533

(2.6)

10

(2.3)

United States

51

(0.7)

545

(3.3)

49

(0.7)

535

(4.4)

10

(3.2)

Hong Kong SAR

49

(1.3)

569

(2.5)

51

(1.3)

559

(2.8)

10

(2.5)

France

48

(0.7)

527

(2.4)

52

(0.7)

516

(2.4)

11

(2.5)

Slovak Republic

49

(0.8)

537

(2.7)

51

(0.8)

525

(3.3)

11

(2.5)

Canada, Quebec

49

(1.0)

539

(2.7)

51

(1.0)

527

(3.5)

13

(3.0)
(3.8)

Canada, Ontario

49

(1.1)

562

(3.3)

51

(1.1)

549

(3.3)

13

Chinese Taipei

48

(0.5)

542

(2.2)

52

(0.5)

529

(2.3)

13

(1.9)

Denmark

52

(0.9)

553

(2.8)

48

(0.9)

539

(2.7)

14

(3.2)
(2.5)

Moldova, Rep. of

50

(1.0)

507

(3.1)

50

(1.0)

493

(3.5)

14

Iran, Islamic Rep. of

46

(1.1)

429

(5.3)

54

(1.1)

414

(3.8)

14

(6.7)

Romania

48

(1.0)

497

(5.0)

52

(1.0)

483

(5.7)

14

(4.2)

Israel

48

(1.2)

520

(4.1)

52

(1.2)

506

(3.7)

15

(4.0)

Russian Federation

51

(0.9)

572

(3.9)

49

(0.9)

557

(3.4)

15

(2.9)

Singapore

48

(0.6)

567

(3.1)

52

(0.6)

550

(3.3)

17

(2.9)

Poland

51

(0.8)

528

(2.6)

49

(0.8)

511

(2.7)

17

(2.6)

Georgia

48

(1.0)

480

(3.3)

52

(1.0)

463

(3.8)

17

(3.2)

Morocco

47

(1.0)

332

(6.6)

53

(1.0)

314

(6.6)

18

(5.8)

Sweden

48

(1.1)

559

(2.6)

52

(1.1)

541

(2.6)

18

(2.5)

Lithuania

49

(0.9)

546

(2.0)

51

(0.9)

528

(2.0)

18

(2.2)

Iceland

50

(0.9)

520

(1.7)

50

(0.9)

501

(1.9)

19

(2.5)

Norway

49

(1.1)

508

(2.8)

51

(1.1)

489

(3.1)

19

(3.2)

England

50

(0.9)

549

(3.0)

50

(0.9)

530

(2.8)

19

(2.7)

Slovenia

48

(0.7)

532

(2.1)

52

(0.7)

512

(2.7)

19

(2.5)

Indonesia

49

(0.9)

415

(4.2)

51

(0.9)

395

(4.6)

20

(3.3)

Bulgaria

49

(1.0)

558

(4.4)

51

(1.0)

537

(5.0)

21

(3.8)

Canada, Nova Scotia

49

(0.7)

553

(2.5)

51

(0.7)

531

(2.8)

21

(3.2)

Macedonia, Rep. of

49

(0.7)

453

(4.4)

51

(0.7)

432

(4.4)

21

(3.5)

Scotland

51

(0.9)

538

(3.6)

49

(0.9)

516

(3.1)

22

(3.8)

Latvia

48

(1.0)

553

(2.7)

52

(1.0)

530

(2.6)

23

(2.7)

New Zealand

49

(0.9)

544

(2.2)

51

(0.9)

520

(2.9)

24

(3.1)

Trinidad and Tobago

49

(1.7)

451

(4.9)

51

(1.7)

420

(6.0)

31

(5.6)

South Africa

52

(0.6)

319

(6.3)

48

(0.6)

283

(5.5)

36

(4.6)

Qatar

50

(0.2)

372

(1.7)

50

(0.2)

335

(1.7)

37

(2.6)

Kuwait

50

(2.0)

364

(4.7)

50

(2.0)

297

(6.2)

67

(7.5)

International average*

49

(0.2)

509

(0.6)

51

(0.2)

492

(0.6)

17

(0.5)

* International average does not include results from the Canadian provinces.
Note: Standard errors appear in parentheses ( ). Due to rounding, some totals may appear inconsistent.
Source: Mullis, Ina V. S. et al., Progress in International Reading Literacy Study in Primary Schools in 40 Countries. PIRLS 2006 International Report.
Chestnut Hill, Mass.: TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center, 2007, p. 48. Available at pirls.bc.edu/PDF/p06_international_report.pdf. From
International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA).
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Reading skills of 15-year-old students

02

as Korea and Hong Kong–China, outperformed Canadian
students for the first time since the assessment’s inception
in 2000. To maintain our competitive edge, Statistics
Canada suggests, “Canadian 15-year-olds must improve
in reading at the pace of other leading countries.”51

The latest PISA data from the OECD indicate that Canada’s
15-year-olds continue to do well in reading. Canadian
students in all provinces performed at or above the OECD
average in reading, with students from British Columbia,
Alberta, Manitoba, Ontario and Quebec performing at the
Canadian average. However, countries new to PISA, such

Gender differences in reading were consistent with past
years, with female students outperforming male students.

Figure 2.1:
International comparison of reading scores (including some Canadian provinces), 15-year-olds, 2006
250
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95% Confidence interval
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Brazil
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Thailand
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600
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Norway
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Portugal
Italy
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Turkey

Russian Federation

Jordan
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Indonesia
Colombia
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OECD average

Note: The Canada average is 527 with a standard error of 4.8 points.
Source: Bussière, Patrick, Tamara Knighton and Dianne Pennock. Measuring Up: Canadian Results of the OECD PISA Study, The Performance of Canada’s Youth in
Science, Reading and Mathematics. 2006 First Results for Canadians Aged 15. Catalogue no. 81-590-XWE, no. 3. Ottawa: Statistics Canada and Human Resources and
Social Development Canada, 2007.
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Science and Math Skills
Science performance
Among OECD countries, Canada has the highest ratio
of workers (aged 25 to 64) with a university degree or
college diploma, but is below average when considering
the proportion of science program graduates. This is a
concern because a growing number of jobs today call for
the technical competence and complex problem-solving
skills provided by science courses.
Although Canadian students performed well overall in
science, their performance varied by province. Students
from Alberta performed significantly better than the
Canadian average, and students from Quebec, Ontario,
and British Columbia performed on par with the Canadian
average. All provinces, however, performed at or above
the OECD average.52
Table 2.3:
How Canada rates with other countries in science
scores of 15-year-olds, based on the first results of
OECD’s PISA study, 2006
Countries performing better than, or the same as Canada
Countries performing
significantly better
than Canada

Countries performing as
well as Canada

Science:
combined scale

Finland, Hong
Kong–China

Chinese Taipei, Estonia,
Japan, New Zealand

Science: identifying
scientific issues

Finland

New Zealand, Australia,
Netherlands,
Hong Kong–China

Science: explaining
phenomena
scientifically

Finland, Hong
Kong–China, Chinese
Taipei, Estonia

Czech Republic, Japan

Science: using
scientific evidence

Finland

Japan, Hong Kong–
China, Korea, New
Zealand, Liechtenstein

Source: Bussière, Patrick, Tamara Knighton and Dianne Pennock. Measuring up:
Canadian Results of the OECD PISA Study, The Performance of Canada’s Youth
in Science, Reading and Mathematics. 2006 First Results for Canadians Aged
15. Catalogue no. 81-590-XWE, no. 3. Ottawa: Statistics Canada and Human
Resources and Social Development Canada, 2007.
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PISA measured three competency areas in the domain of
scientific literacy: identifying scientific issues, exploring
phenomena scientifically and using scientific evidence.
Canada performed very well in the first and third categories,
with average scores second only to Finland.53
Although Canadian girls and boys performed equally well in
science, gender differences were noted in two competency
areas. The girls outperformed the boys in identifying
scientific issues, while the boys outperformed the girls in
explaining phenomena scientifically. This suggests that
boys may master scientific knowledge better, while girls
may see the larger picture better to identify scientific
questions in a given situation.54
Performance differences among students of different socioeconomic status (SES) were less pronounced in Canada
than in other OECD countries.55 However, the variation
in scores across provinces on the SES index suggests that
students from different regions do not have access to the
same resources and opportunities.

Math performance
The most recent PISA data confirm that Canadian students
continue to do well in math, though performance levels
are unchanged since 2003.56 Students in all provinces
performed at the OECD average, with Quebec students
performing above the Canadian average, in fifth place
behind Korea.

CHAPTER

02

Figure 2.2:
International comparison of math scores (including some Canadian provinces), 15-year-olds, 2006
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Note: The Canada average is 527 with a standard error of 4 points.
Source: Bussière, Patrick, Tamara Knighton and Dianne Pennock. Measuring Up: Canadian Results of the OECD PISA Study, The Performance of Canada’s Youth in
Science, Reading and Mathematics. 2006 First Results for Canadians Aged 15. Catalogue no. 81-590-XWE, no. 3. Ottawa: Statistics Canada and Human Resources and
Social Development Canada, 2007.

Cross-competencies
Critical-thinking and problem-solving skills are examples
of cross-competencies. As the OECD notes, students with
these skills have the capacity “to understand problems
situated in novel and cross-curricular settings, to identify
relevant information or constraints, to represent possible
alternatives or solution paths, to develop solution strategies,
and to solve problems and communicate the solutions.”57

PISA results from 2003 indicate that children and youth
in many countries lack problem-solving skills essential
to meeting the demands of school and work. In most
countries, more than one student in 10 is unable to solve
basic problems at Level 1.* In five countries, more than
half of the students are unable to do so.58 The situation
in Canada is significantly better, with only 8% of students
performing below Level 1.

______________________________________________
* Students at Level 1 are limited, in general, to handling relatively straightforward problems that require the collection of information from readily available sources and making
simple transformations of data from graphical forms or tabular forms to numerical forms for interpretation. Basic problem-solvers are generally not capable of drawing data
from multiple sources, comparing and contrasting these data and integrating the data into the development of a solution.
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Table 2.4:
Percentage of students at each level of proficiency on problem-solving scale, PISA
results, 15-year-olds, 2003

Partner countries

OECD countries

Proficiency levels
% Below
Level 1

% Level 11

% Level 2

% Level 3

(below 405
score points)

(from 405 to 499
score points)

(from 499 to 592
score points)

(above 592
score points)

Australia

9

(0.6)

26

(0.7)

39

(0.8)

26

Austria

14

(1.0)

32

(1.1)

37

(1.1)

17

(0.8)
(1.2)

Belgium

14

(0.7)

24

(0.7)

34

(0.8)

28

(0.9)
(0.7)

Canada

8

(0.5)

27

(0.7)

40

(0.7)

25

Czech Republic

12

(1.1)

29

(1.2)

37

(1.1)

22

(1.2)

Denmark

10

(0.8)

30

(0.9)

39

(0.9)

20

(0.9)

Finland

5

(0.5)

22

(0.8)

43

(0.8)

30

(0.9)

France

12

(1.0)

28

(1.0)

37

(1.1)

23

(1.0)

Germany

14

(1.0)

28

(1.1)

36

(1.5)

22

(1.4)

Greece

33

(1.5)

36

(1.0)

24

(1.2)

7

(0.8)

Hungary

16

(1.0)

32

(1.4)

35

(1.2)

17

(1.2)

Iceland

12

(0.7)

32

(1.0)

40

(1.0)

15

(0.6)

Ireland

13

(0.9)

37

(1.2)

38

(1.0)

12

(0.8)

Italy

25

(1.3)

35

(1.2)

30

(1.0)

11

(0.7)

Japan

10

(1.0)

20

(1.0)

34

(1.2)

36

(1.6)

Korea

5

(0.5)

22

(1.0)

41

(1.1)

32

(1.3)

Luxembourg

17

(0.7)

34

(1.0)

35

(1.0)

14

(0.6)

Mexico

58

(1.9)

30

(1.1)

11

(1.0)

1

(0.2)

Netherlands

11

(1.1)

30

(1.3)

36

(1.4)

23

(1.1)

New Zealand

10

(0.8)

25

(0.8)

36

(1.0)

28

(0.9)

Norway

19

(0.9)

33

(1.2)

33

(1.0)

15

(0.8)

Poland

18

(1.0)

37

(1.0)

34

(1.1)

12

(0.7)

Portugal

24

(1.7)

36

(1.1)

31

(1.4)

9

(0.6)

Slovak Republic

17

(1.4)

34

(1.2)

34

(1.3)

14

(1.0)

Spain

20

(0.9)

35

(1.1)

33

(1.2)

12

(0.8)

Sweden

12

(0.9)

32

(1.1)

38

(1.0)

17

(1.0)

Switzerland

11

(0.7)

27

(1.0)

39

(1.1)

23

(1.4)

Turkey

51

(2.5)

33

(1.6)

12

(1.6)

4

(1.2)

United States

24

(1.1)

34

(0.8)

30

(1.0)

12

(0.8)

OECD total

22

(0.4)

30

(0.3)

31

(0.4)

17

(0.3)

OECD average

17

(0.2)

30

(0.2)

34

(0.2)

18

(0.2)

Brazil

64

(1.9)

26

(1.5)

9

(1.1)

2

(0.5)

Hong Kong–China

8

(1.1)

21

(1.0)

36

(1.2)

35

(1.4)

Indonesia

73

(1.7)

23

(1.4)

4

(0.6)

0

(0.1)

Latvia

20

(1.5)

36

(1.3)

32

(1.4)

12

(1.0)
(2.6)

Liechtenstein

10

(1.5)

26

(2.4)

37

(3.6)

27

Macao–China

6

(0.8)

27

(1.4)

42

(2.0)

24

(1.6)

Russian Federation

23

(1.7)

34

(1.0)

31

(1.3)

12

(1.0)

Serbia

43

(1.7)

39

(1.2)

16

(1.2)

2

(0.3)

Thailand

41

(1.6)

40

(1.1)

16

(1.1)

3

(0.5)

Tunisia

77

(1.1)

20

(0.8)

2

(0.5)

0

(0.1)

Uruguay

47

(1.6)

31

(1.3)

18

(1.2)

5

(0.5)

Note: Standard errors appear in parentheses ().
Source: Mullis, Ina V. S. et al., Progress in International Reading Literacy Study in Primary Schools in 40 Countries. PIRLS 2006
International Report. Chestnut Hill, Mass.: TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center, 2007, p. 48. Available at pirls.bc.edu/PDF/
p06_international_report.pdf. From International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA).
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Use of Information and Communications
Technologies (ICTs)
Young people in Canada use the internet regularly. In 2000,
according to Statistics Canada, 82% of parents reported
that their school-aged children used the internet, with
school providing the most common access point (71%)
compared with home use (45%).59
Table 2.5:
Internet use by Canadian school-age children, 2000
Internet use is highest among older teens…
Location of children’s access to the internet
All
locations
Parents with children aged

Home

School

Other

% parents whose children use the internet

5–18

82

45

71

37

5–9

48

21

32

13

10–14

93

50

84

43

15–18

96

58

85

55

Internet use is highest among older teens…
Location of children’s access to the internet
All
locations
Parents with children aged

All children
Education of parent
High school diploma or
less
College, trade/vocational
diploma or some postsecondary
University degree

Home

School

Other

% parents whose children use the internet
82

45

71

37

79

34

69

34

82

45

73

40

86

66

73

38
35

Household income
Less than $30,000

78

26

69

$30,000–$49,999

77

33

67

35

$50,000–$79,999

83

48

73

40

$80,000 and over

86

65

74

37

Data source: Statistics Canada. General Social Survey, 2000
Table source: Statistics Canada. “Kids and Teens on the Net,” Canadian Social
Trends Autumn 2001, Catalogue no. 11-008).

Internet use is higher among teenagers—who use it mainly
to communicate, play games and to search for information
for school or personal interest—than among younger
students.60 PISA reported that a high proportion (81%) of
15-year-old students use a computer almost every day at
home and the majority (52%) use one almost every day at
school.61

02

Table 2.6:
Canadian students’ use of computers at home and at
school, 2000
%
Frequency of Use at Home
Almost every day

81.2

A few times each week

3.7

Between once a week and once a month

1.4

Less than once a month

1.2

Never

12.4

Frequency of Use at School
Almost every day

52

A few times each week

24.3

Between once a week and once a month

11.6

Less than once a month

7.3

Never

4.9

Source: Corbett, Bradley A. and J. Douglas Willms. “Canadian students’ access
to and use of information and communication technology.” Presented at the 2002
Pan-Canadian Education Research Agenda Symposium, Montreal, April 30–May 2,
2002. Ottawa: Canadian Education Statistics Council, 2002.

Research suggests that the use of technology for
educational purposes not only has the potential to improve
educational outcomes and increase ICT skills, but it may
also decrease inequities between students by improving
access to learning opportunities.62 However, fewer than
one-third (32%) of students who did use computers
reported using them to help learn school material.63
Many young Canadians have home access to a computer
and the internet. According to PISA 2000, nearly nine out
of 10 had a computer at home and seven out of 10 had
access to the internet at home.64
Only students from Iceland and Sweden have more home
internet access than Canadian students, while Norway and the
United States also reported comparable levels of access.65

Historical and Political Knowledge
A comparison of surveys administered in 1956, 1984 and
2000 reveals a growing gap in political knowledge between
younger and older Canadians. While more Canadians aged
50 or older were politically knowledgeable in 2000 than in
1956, Canadians aged 21 to 29 were actually less likely to
be politically aware than in the past.66
A recent National Citizenship Exam poll (2007) conducted
for the Dominion Institute confirms that our knowledge
about Canadian history, geography and democratic
institutions is declining.67 The poll found that 40% of adult
Canadians had the basic knowledge required to pass a
mock citizenship exam, a decrease of 15 percentage points
from 1997.
CANADIAN COUNCIL ON LE ARNING
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Findings from the 2007 poll indicate that 37% of Canadians
with only some post-secondary education, 22% of Canadians
with only a high-school diploma, and 10% of Canadians
without any formal education were able to pass the test.
Only 28% of Canadians aged 18 to 34 passed the exam.

Community and Civic Engagement
Preparing young Canadians for the world of work is only
one aspect of life and one point of transition along the
lifelong learning continuum. Young people also need to
be prepared for responsible community living.68
Adults who participate in community life serve as role
models of good citizenry and help build the social networks,
high levels of trust, and cooperation that contribute to
social capital69 and provide the foundation for young
people to become responsible adults.
Participation in community organizations, sense of belonging
and volunteering in the community are recognized as
measures of community and civic engagement, and are
important to our understanding of learning in the school
years. Rates of volunteering among those aged 15 to 24
increased from 29% in 200070 to 55% in 2004,71 and many
young people now give mandatory community service as
their reason for volunteering.72 Some provinces, such as
Ontario, have required a minimum number of volunteer
hours as criteria for graduation from secondary school.
Research shows that young people who are active in
organizations and communities have stronger skills and
are more likely to be lifelong active citizens.73
Although studies of elementary school children’s
participation in extracurricular activities are limited, the
available data suggest a link between these activities
and increased happiness and social competence, fewer
internalized problems, such as depression or anxiety, and
stronger language skills.74 Young people who participate
in various activities outside the classroom are exposed to
a range of informal learning opportunities that not only
help them to connect with the community, but can also
influence their sense of belonging, self-worth, confidence
and empowerment.75
Those who live in communities with fewer resources are
more at risk of low educational achievement.76 By increasing
social supports and networks, communities can help young
people to achieve higher learning outcomes and develop
attitudes and values conducive to lifelong learning.

FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE SUCCESS
Children and youth are not only influenced by their
experiences and level of success in the formal education
system; they are also greatly influenced by a number of
factors outside the school environment. These factors
can include the type of family environment, parental
attitudes, beliefs and behaviours concerning education,
family economic status, access to learning resources,
early learning abilities, and opportunities for constructive
activities outside the regular school day. These factors
come into play during the years before children begin
formal schooling, and last throughout the elementary and
secondary school years.

Indicators
• family environment
• early learning success
• learning disabilities
• extracurricular activities

Family Environment
Family: a foundation for learning
Early experiences have a major bearing on success in
school, in the workplace and on many other aspects of
a healthy, fulfilling life. An individual’s readiness to learn
begins to take shape early in life and progresses throughout
the school years and into working life. 77 Positive initial
experiences strongly influence a child’s attitude toward
future participation in learning activities.
As their children’s first teachers, parents can be models of
lifelong learning. By upgrading their skills and acquiring
new knowledge, adults demonstrate their own ability to
make informed decisions and lead successful lives. Their
example also makes it more likely that their children will
become successful lifelong learners. As early role models,
parents transmit attitudes, values and cultural traditions78
that will influence how well their children perform at school,
in the community and in the workplace. This can have
substantial implications across the life course—affecting
decisions regarding post-secondary education, career
choices and even work habits.
There is a strong link between an individual’s literacy skills
and the literacy culture of the family in which he or she has
grown up. A foundation for literacy is established in the
home and further fostered in the formal school system.79
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Consistent with results from 2001, data from the 2006 PIRLS
indicate that students who achieved better reading scores
had parents who were frequent readers and had favourable
attitudes toward reading. Reading achievement was also
higher in students who had been read to more frequently
during their early years and had more children’s books
at home.

Parents’ educational attainment, family
structure and income
Similarly, a number of studies associate the levels of parents’
educational attainment with their children’s academic
scores.80 Statistics Canada’s National Longitudinal Survey
of Children and Youth (NLSCY), carried out between
1994–1995 and 2004–2005, found that parents’ levels of
educational attainment and certain school-related factors
were associated with literacy skills of their children at ages
18 or 19. Young people whose parents had not finished
high school scored lower on the literacy test 10 years
later than children whose parents had higher levels of
education.81
However, families do not function in isolation. Rather,
they exist in a state of interdependence with community,
society and the global economy.82 Children’s relationships
and social environments within their families, peer groups,
schools and communities play pivotal roles in influencing
their behaviours and learning outcomes.
Family structure and income also influence the educational
outcomes of children in the primary and middle-school
years. Recent data from the Youth in Transition Survey
(YITS, Cycle 4) show that children of families with fewer
social and economic resources, such as low incomes and
low levels of education, are less likely to do well in school
and to participate in curricular or extracurricular school
activities than their more advantaged peers. 83 As well,
research indicates that participation in post-secondary
education is more prevalent among youth from two-parent
families.84
Household income plays a role in how often children are
read to at home and whether they are encouraged to use
numbers in their day-to-day activities.85 Children from
lower income levels tend to score lower on the Peabody
Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT), which measures children’s
understanding of vocabulary (their receptive vocabulary).
Although being read to daily is associated with higher
scores regardless of income level, this activity appears to
have the most significant effect on children from the lowest
income level.
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Figure 2.3:
Percentage of five-year-olds who were read to daily
and encouraged to use numbers on a daily basis, from
four household income levels, Canada, 2002
100%
Level 1

Level 2

Level 3

Level 4

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

Daily reading

Daily number use

Note: Household income-level was measured as the ratio of household income
to the relevant low income cut-off level (LICO) for each family. Level 1 represents
households with incomes below the LICO; Level 2 represents those with incomes
between the LICO and less than 2 times the LICO; Level 3 represents those with
incomes between 2 times the LICO and less than 3 times the LICO; and Level 4
represents those with incomes 3 times the LICO or more.
Source: Statistics Canada. “Are 5-year-old children ready to learn at school? Family
income and home environment contexts.” Volume 4, no. 1 (Ottawa: May 2007).
Catalogue no. 81-004-XIE.

Figure 2.4:
Receptive vocabulary scores of five-year-olds who
were or were not read to daily, from four household
income levels, Canada, 2002
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Read to daily
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Note: Household income-level was measured as the ratio of household income
to the relevant low income cut-off level (LICO) for each family. Level 1 represents
households with incomes below the LICO; Level 2 represents those with incomes
between the LICO and less than 2 times the LICO; Level 3 represents those with
incomes between 2 times the LICO and less than 3 times the LICO; and Level 4
represents those with incomes 3 times the LICO or more.
Source: Statistics Canada. “Are 5-year-old children ready to learn at school? Family
income and home environment contexts.” Volume 4, no. 1 (Ottawa: May 2007).
Catalogue no. 81-004-XIE.
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Parental attitudes toward school, tutoring
and homework
Research conducted by the Canadian Council on Learning
(CCL)86 indicates that in most respects, the majority of
Canadians believe that elementary and secondary schools
are meeting or exceeding their expectations. However,
Canadians do express some dissatisfaction. More than 40%
of Canadians indicate that schools perform below their
expectations with respect to preparing students for the
labour force.
One-third of parents (33%) have hired tutors to assist with
the education of their children, mostly in math, but also
in reading, writing, and science.87 The majority of these
parents report that their children were already achieving
A or B averages in school.88 For some parents, tutoring
is part of an overall desire to enhance their children’s
competitiveness and chance of future success. By providing
cognitively stimulating activities and environments,
tutoring represents an affordable alternative to higherpriced private education.89
Income plays a key role in the decision to hire a tutor.
Families with annual household incomes greater than
$100,000 are almost three times more likely to hire tutors
than families making less than $40,000.90
Figure 2.5:
Canadians’ attitudes about the performance of
elementary and secondary schools, 2007

Recent data indicate that, at an average of 9.2 hours per
week, homework is the second-most time-consuming
activity of adolescent students in Canada.91 Approximately
70% of the parents surveyed believe that their children
are assigned enough or too much homework. In addition,
72% of Canadian parents agreed or strongly agreed that
homework has often been a source of household stress.
Homework stress is particularly prevalent among families
with children moving from one school to the next level
(e.g., entering high school) and among families facing
work/life balance challenges.92 Adding to the stress of
homework completion, almost two-thirds of parents (65%)
report they do not have the knowledge necessary to help
their children with their homework.93
Figure 2.6:
Canadians’ beliefs about the quantity of homework
assigned to elementary and secondary school
students, 2007
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Having access to a computer and the internet has the
potential to increase learning opportunities and provide
the skills necessary for today’s economy.94,95 However,
students from lower socio-economic households, as well
as students living in single-parent households and families
headed by non-parent guardians, are less likely to have
access to a computer and use of the internet within their
homes.96 In 2000, 32% of lone (single) parents stated that
their children used the internet from home, compared with
47% of children from two-parent families.97
Parents’ educational attainment is also a factor. Two-thirds
(66%) of parents with a university degree had children who
used the internet from home, compared with one-third
(34%) of parents with a high-school diploma.98
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Early Learning Success
Research demonstrates that literacy and other skills
acquired early in life make later learning easier. 99 The
Canadian Council on Social Development suggests that
children who are introduced to problem-solving techniques
through exposure to books, ideas and number concepts,
and who have opportunities to develop their social and
emotional skills in group settings, arrive at school prepared
to learn.100
Recent findings from the National Longitudinal Survey
of Children and Youth (2004–2005) indicate that early
participation in reading activities is beneficial to literacy
skills in later life. Children aged eight or nine, whose
reading ability in school was better than their peers, had
significantly higher test scores in literacy a decade later
when they had reached 18 or 19 years of age.101
Figure 2.7:
Average literacy scores of 18- or 19-year-olds
compared with their reading abilities at age 8 or 9,
Canada, 2004–2005

Higher literacy scores are also linked to higher educational
expectations among young people: those with higher
reading proficiency are more likely to attend postsecondary education, although those with low levels of
literacy are not necessarily precluded.104

Learning Disabilities
The term learning disability refers to a number of
disorders that may affect an individual’s ability to acquire,
organize, retain, understand or use verbal or non-verbal
information.105 Learning disabilities result from impairments
in one or more processes related to perceiving, thinking,
remembering or learning. They include, but are not
limited to, language processing, phonological processing,
visual-spatial processing, processing speed, memory and
attention and executive functions (e.g., planning and
decision-making).106
Learning disabilities can differ in severity. They may
interfere with the acquisition and use of one or more of
the following skills:
• oral language (e.g., listening, speaking,
understanding);

36

• reading (e.g., decoding, phonetic knowledge, word
recognition, comprehension);

32
28

• written language (e.g., spelling and written
expression); and

24
20

• mathematics (e.g., computation, problem solving).
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age 8 or 9
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age 8 or 9

did very well
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Source: Statistics Canada. “National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth:
Early reading ability and later literacy skills, 1994–1995 to 2004−2005,” The Daily,
December 5, 2006.

A New Zealand longitudinal study which followed young
people from early childhood until age 14 reveals that early
performance in mathematics, problem solving, reading
comprehension and other competencies is also a strong
predictor of later performance.102 Children who score in
the highest quartile of the competency assessment at
age five or eight are most likely to remain in the highest
score quartile at age 14. Similarly, the majority of five- or
eight-year-olds in the lowest quartile remain in the lowest
quartile at age 14. These findings suggest that skill levels,
while not fixed or immovable, are fairly constant.103

Although learning disabilities are not as apparent as
physical disabilities and can be frequently overlooked, an
individual who has a learning disability must deal with its
consequences daily and throughout his or her life. Learning
disabilities not only interfere with individuals’ capacity to
function well in educational settings, but can also affect
their social relations and, ultimately, their capacity to reach
their full potential.
In 2006, 3.2% (121,080) of young Canadians aged five to
14 had a learning disability. Learning disabilities accounted
for the largest share of the total increase in disabilities
among school-age children during the period 2001
to 2006.107

CANADIAN COUNCIL ON LE ARNING

| 71

LEARNING IN THE ELEMENTARY AND SECONDARY SCHOOL YEARS
Figure 2.8:
School-aged children and young adults with a learning
disability in Canada, 2001 and 2006
120,000
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100,000

Individuals with learning disabilities may benefit from
early identification and specialized assessments, and a
coordinated plan of response involving the home, school,
community and workplace. Without these supports,
an individual may continue to struggle throughout life,
remaining undiagnosed, misunderstood, and severely
limited in their ability to attain their academic, personal or
career goals.
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Source: Statistics Canada. Participation and Activity Limitation Survey 2006:
Tables. Catalogue no. 89-628-XIE, no. 3. Ottawa: December 2007.

These activities, while contributing to the health and skills
acquisition of young people, can also help protect them
from social and emotional problems. Young people who
participate in the arts are one-third less likely to have social
or emotional problems than those who do not participate
in such activities.108

Figure 2.9:
Types of disabilities among young people with
disabilities, ages five to 14, by gender, Canada, 2006
Learning

Research indicates that structured recreation, or activities
involving instruction, have an influence not only on physical
and social development, but on skills development of young
people.109
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Note: Respondents could report more than one type of disability for an individual.
Source: Statistics Canada. Participation and Activity Limitation Survey 2006:
Analytical Report. Catalogue no. 89-628-XIE, no. 002 (Ottawa: December 2007).

Lower-than-expected academic achievement, despite very
high levels of effort and support, can indicate the presence
of a learning disability. Learning disabilities are more visible
in certain contexts than in others and may vary over the
course of a person’s life.
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For many young Canadians, formal learning is complemented
by a wide variety of less formal learning opportunities. The
range is extensive and includes participation in sports, both
organized and unorganized, lessons in such areas as music,
dance, gymnastics or martial arts, and participation in clubs
or community groups such as Brownies, Guides, Cub Scouts,
church groups and 4-H. Such activities are examples of how
young people participate in their community, learn new
skills, and socialize beyond their family boundaries.
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Learning Through the Arts, a report commissioned by the
Royal Conservatory of Music, found that involvement in
the arts contributes to students’ increased engagement in
learning in grades one through six. The national assessment
found that 90% of parents reported that the arts motivated
their children to learn.110 Activities involving arts outside
school appeared to have an impact on student achievement
in math and language.
Research shows that kindergarten and Grade 1 children
who consistently participate in extracurricular activities have
stronger language and communication skills than those who
do not consistently participate. The impact is even more
significant for children who remain in these activities for
more than two years.111
Participation in structured recreation has also been
shown to foster engagement in school. This suggests that
extracurricular activities, in conjunction with other types of
intervention, may help students at higher risk of dropping
out to stay in school.112
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Studies of middle-school and high-school students have
indicated positive links between academic success and
school engagement, and participation in extracurricular
activities.114 Students reported being more motivated and
engaged while participating in extracurricular activities—and
experienced a greater sense of belonging and identity—
than they did in school or during leisure time.115
Many young people are involved in multiple arrangements
that involve extracurricular activities and after-school care.116
According to the 1996 NLSCY, almost one in 10 Canadian
children was in a before- or after-school program.117
Previous research has shown a relationship between after-school
care and family characteristics. The children of lower-income
families and unemployed mothers are less likely to attend afterschool programs than children of higher-income families, or
children of employed and better-educated mothers.118

Early civic and community participation
Research indicates that children and youth who are engaged
in their communities through activities such as volunteering
continue to participate in the life of their community as
adults. Early experiences appear to lay the foundation for
good citizenry as adults. According to Statistics Canada’s
Survey of Caring Canadians (2000), volunteering during
adulthood appears to be related to a number of early
life experiences. Compared to the volunteer rate for all
Canadians (27%), the probability of volunteering is higher
among those who, in their youth:119
• were active in student government (42% volunteered
in 2000)
• had a parent who volunteered in the community (39%)
• were active in a religious organization (38%)
• did some kind of volunteer work (36%)
• belonged to a youth group (35%)

Figure 2.10:
Canadian adults involved in community activities and
their involvement during their youth, 1997
Average number of community involvements

More frequent participation in certain recreational and
cultural activities has also been linked to increased future
educational expectations. According to the NLSCY (Cycle
2), young people who participate more frequently in
extracurricular activities—e.g., coached sports, dance,
gymnastics, art, drama, music and Guides or Scouts—are
more likely to expect to complete college or university,
compared with those who participate less often and those
who never participate.113
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THE TRANSITION YEARS:
HIGH SCHOOL AND BEYOND
The benefits of pursuing further education have been
widely documented. A skilled workforce is linked to higher
productivity, innovation, civic engagement and economic
growth. More importantly, however, the future of the
Canadian economy is dependent on a continuous inflow
of qualified workers to compete in the global knowledge
economy.
Over the next 10 years, approximately six million people—
four-fifths of them emerging from the education system*—
will enter the Canadian labour market. The number of school
leavers (graduates and non-completers) in 2015 is predicted
to be 572,000.120 Over this period, as the large and aging
cohort of baby boomers enters retirement, recent graduates
will remain the primary source of new labour, accounting for
an average of 550,000 new workers a year.121
These projections suggest that the trend of workforce
entrants is relatively consistent. In 2005, an estimated
536,000 graduates and non-completers left Canadian
educational institutions and entered the labour market.122

• saw someone they admired helping others (34%)
• did door-to-door canvassing (33%)
• participated in an organized team sport (31%).
______________________________________________
* See Human Resources and Social Development Canada (HRSDC), Looking Ahead: A 10-Year Outlook for the Canadian Labour Market (2006-2015). Ottawa: 2007.
According to HRSDC’s School Leavers Model, the term “school leaver” refers to full-time students who enter the labour market from the formal education system
(whether secondary, vocational/trade, community college and/or university).
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Transitions from High School are More
Complex and Unpredictable

High-school engagement plays a role in future
participation in post-secondary studies

Transitions after high school are much more complex,
prolonged, non-linear and unpredictable than in the past.123
Recent findings from the 2006 Youth in Transition Survey
suggest that the pathways to finishing high school can vary.
Some young people return to high school after dropping
out. Others go on to post-secondary studies without having
completed their high-school diploma. Approximately 9% of
those who have dropped out of high school do not pursue
any further education.124

Engagement with the high-school experience is a significant
factor in reducing the likelihood of dropping out. Students
with positive social and academic interactions are more likely
to participate in post-secondary education. The number of
hours spent on homework, attitudes about the value of
education, and a sense of belonging contribute to students’
overall experience of high school and the likelihood that
they will pursue post-secondary education.129

The decision about whether to pursue post-secondary
studies or to enter the labour market is shaped by educational
systems, students’ own experiences and perceptions, as well
as by parents, governments and employers.125

Figure 2.11:
High-school engagement of youth and post-secondary
status, ages 24–26, Canada, 2005
35%

The transition from secondary school onward is a critical
period where positive initial experiences outside high
school can have a long-term impact on future labour-market
attachment. Those experiences can also strongly influence
attitudes toward future participation in learning activities,
at home, in the community and in the workplace.
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The school-to-work transition, comprising both the time
spent in school (including high school and post-secondary)
and the time it takes to settle into working life, is difficult to
assess. Often, it is characterized by youth churning126 in and
out of the labour market, in temporary or part-time jobs,
educational programs, or a combination of both.

10%

A number of factors explain the increase in the average
length of the school-to-work transition period in Canada.
These include rising demand for increased skills and
qualifications, labour- market conditions and, in some cases,
the pursuit of travel or study abroad.127
Longer average school-to-work transition periods should
not necessarily be viewed negatively. A better-educated
workforce requires more time spent in studies, while
activities such as travel may also positively contribute to
personal development.128
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Catalogue no. 81-595-MIE2007059. Ottawa: Statistics Canada, Nov. 20, 2007.

High-school Dropouts
The failure to complete high school can limit employment
and earning potential of individuals. The unemployment
rate of those who have dropped out of high school is double
that of other 20- to 24-year-olds. Earning potential is also
more limited for those working in occupations with lower
skill requirements.130
Education is becoming increasingly important in shaping
young people’s opportunities,131 providing a much greater
positive impact on employment opportunities than working
experience.132 Job prospects will not improve significantly
for less-educated individuals as they age unless they acquire
more education and training.133
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Figure 2.12:
Proportion of non-students in low-skilled employment, by
age group and educational attainment, in Canada, 2002
80%
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• Those who leave school early are less likely to have
participated in non-academic school activities such
as sports, arts programs or clubs, and less likely to
have been involved in volunteer activities such as
canvassing, coaching or fundraising, at the age of 15.
• Young Aboriginal people often face a multitude of
unique and cumulative challenges that cause them
to leave high school early, such as cultural barriers,
access (remoteness), racism, poverty and the need to
care for a child.

70%
60%
50%
40%

Figure 2.13:
Main reason for dropping out of high school by age 17,
Canada, 2001
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Data from the Labour Force Survey show that dropping
out of high school is a decreasing trend in all parts of the
country.134 During 1990–1991, 16.7% of young Canadians
aged 20 to 24 had not successfully completed high school
and were not pursuing further education; by 2004–2005,
this rate had fallen to 9.8%.135

Risk factors for high-school dropouts
The process of dropping out of high school is complex and
is associated with a variety of school, family and individual
characteristics,136 putting some groups more at risk of
leaving school early:137,138
• Although there is little difference in the high school
dropout rates between young men and young women
(aged 17), evidence shows that the rates rise with age
and tend to be much higher for males than females.
• Family income is also a factor. Young people from the
lowest family-income quartile have an 11.7% highschool dropout rate, compared to a rate of 3.6% for
those from the highest income quartile.
• Literacy skills play a key role. The average reading
score of individuals who dropped out at age 15 is
significantly lower than that of others in their age
group, a full reading-proficiency level (on average)
below students and graduates.
• Young people with very low marks in high school are
more prone to drop out than those with mid to higher
grades.
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Source: McMullen, Kathryn. “Early indicators of students at risk of dropping out of
high school.” Education Matters: Insights on Education, Training and Learning in
Canada 6. Catalogue no. 81-004-XIE. Ottawa: Statistics Canada, February 2005.

Other factors that influence dropping out include the
number of working hours per week while attending
school (more than 20 hours, or no work at all, were both
detrimental), having a child or entering a conjugal union
during the teenage years, low self-esteem, parental
attitudes about the value of a high-school diploma, and
the educational aspirations of friends.139
Research indicates that dropping out of school involves a
process of disengagement that typically begins by the age
of 15, or earlier, for many who have dropped out by age
17. More than one-quarter of 17-year-old dropouts already
plan by the age of 15 to drop out of high school, while
another one in five report that they do not know whether
they are planning to stay in school.140 This suggests that
success in elementary schooling and positive attitudes
about the value of education are indicators for success at
the high-school level and the likelihood of graduation.
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THE ROAD AHEAD
Key Observations
Situated between early childhood and adulthood, between
dependence and independence, the elementary and
secondary school years are a critical stage of life. As
Chapter 1 described, learning during early childhood sets
the stage for successful learning in the earlier school years,
which in turn influences learning in the young adult years as
individuals move to PSE and the workplace. The cumulative
effect will determine the extent to which these young
individuals will become citizens capable of contributing to
the well-being of their families, communities and society.
The roles of the family, parental example and the home
environment all contribute to successful learning.
Children of parents who read, who have positive attitudes
toward education, who pursue new skills and knowledge
throughout life, and who are engaged in their communities
are more likely to perform better in school, pursue further
education and be active community members.
Young Canadians who do not receive a solid foundation
based on a strong home environment and formal education
may experience more difficulties in accessing PSE or the
labour market, and may be less prepared to participate and
succeed in learning opportunities later in life.141 Students
with limited capacity to be effective lifelong learners risk
economic and social marginalization.142
Rapid technological change, global competitive
pressures and new patterns of work are demanding
more sophisticated skill-sets such as problem solving,
communications, decision-making, teamwork, leadership,
entrepreneurship and adaptability. Developing these skills
requires a much broader view of learning and learning
environments beyond formal education.
Young learners’ performance in mathematics, problem
solving, reading comprehension and other competencies
is a strong predictor of later performance. 143 Students
who perform well in these areas are also more likely to
participate in PSE and in the knowledge economy.144
Research suggests that informal learning also makes
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an important contribution to later success. The home
environment, the workplace and community organizations
(including religious and cultural institutions) are key sites
for fostering new competencies and reinforcing the strong
foundation acquired through formal education. Preparing
young Canadians for adult life requires an effective learning
strategy that will target informal learning in these sites, in
tandem with formal learning in school.

The Challenge for Canada
The core competencies of mathematics, science and
literacy skills are linked to later achievements such as
participation in PSE, better-paying jobs and more stable
employment.
The performance of young Canadians on international
tests in reading and math has been consistently high, but
other countries are making rapid advances. Although we
are doing well, simply maintaining the status quo may not
suffice if we are to sustain a competitive edge.145
Interest in science is fostered during the elementary and
secondary school years. Our performance in science
during these years is above average, but the proportion
of university science graduates is below average, a
fact that could limit advances in innovation, health and
environmental research, and economic growth. This also
matters because a growing number of jobs today call for
the technical competence and complex problem-solving
skills provided by science courses offered during the formal
years of education.
Of particular concern is the transition from secondary
school to PSE or the labour market, a critical and often
difficult stage in the lifelong learning journey. Research
suggests that the transition period is lengthening and
becoming more complex, given the many potential paths
to choose from—including school, travel and a wide variety
of career options.
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Key Information Challenges and
Opportunities
To maximize the potential of learning during the elementary
and secondary school years, further research is needed to
help answer the following questions:
• What is the role of communities in preparing young
people for life and work, rather than simply preparing
for the labour market? How can communities support
the life transitions of children, young people and
adults?
• What constitutes “responsible community living”?
What is the importance of community work in the lives
of young learners? What are the successes and lessons
learned?
• How do community-based extracurricular programs
foster learning and skills acquisition? What is their
impact on the development of children and youth?
• What are the effects of after-school care on young
children in the early years of schooling?
• What is the impact of information communication
technologies (ICTs) in school-aged learning?
• What are the particular learning needs of immigrant
children?
• What are the particular learning needs of children with
learning disabilities?
• What further research is needed to enrich our
understanding of school-to-work transitions, the
length of the transition period, transition paths,
and the quality of career education and counselling
services available to young people?
• How can we increase awareness among parents and
young learners of the critical importance of math and
science skills?
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INTRODUCTION
Young Adulthood: a Critical
Developmental Stage
The years of young adulthood, from 18 to 27 years of age,
are a critical stage of learning and development. During
this period, young adults gain greater independence from
family and make the first major decisions of their adult
lives, such as the pursuit of further education, participation
in the labour market and personal lifestyle choices. Their
decisions are influenced largely by a foundation laid during
their years of compulsory education.
Young adulthood is often a period of experimentation and
confusion about the “right” education and career path to
pursue. The transition is not necessarily straightforward,
and may involve a series of school and work-related
activities that are abandoned, revisited or revised as values
and attitudes become more fully formed, and as career and
personal goals are more clearly understood.
The transition period is lengthening as a result of today’s
students spending more time in post-secondary education
(PSE) obtaining the advanced skills and qualifications
demanded by the workplace.1 Others take longer to find
a first job. In addition, more students are opting to travel or
study abroad, experiences that can contribute significantly
to personal development.2
Some students enter the labour market immediately, while
others go directly into post-secondary education. Still
others dip in and out of several options that include work,
study and travel, or combine the pursuit of PSE with work
experience and skills development.
PSE is increasingly a key element of economic and social
success. In 2002 the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) noted that rising
skill demands in its member countries “have made uppersecondary diplomas a minimum for successfully entering
the labour market and a basis for further participation in
lifelong learning. Young people with lower qualifications
run a higher risk of long-term unemployment or unstable
or unfulfilling employment, which can have additional
consequences such as social exclusion.”3

______________________________________________
* Collèges d’enseignement général et professionel
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What is post-secondary education?
Post-secondary education, or PSE, generally
refers to academic, technical and vocational
programs and courses taken beyond the
secondary-school levels. Most PSE in Canada is
provided through publicly funded institutions
such as colleges, CEGEPs* in Quebec, university
colleges and universities, and some private
institutions. Graduates from PSE programs
receive diplomas, certificates or undergraduate
or graduate degrees.4
In Canada, PSE is a complex arrangement of
various institutions and processes across 13
provinces and territories. Each jurisdiction
structures its approach to public PSE institutions
somewhat differently.
The majority of students who attend postsecondary education are between the ages of 18
and 27.5

The Challenge for Canada
Post-secondary education and work-related learning and
training are essential investments in Canada’s future as
a prosperous, vibrant and equitable democracy—and in
individuals’ capacity to contribute to society and to achieve
personal and professional goals.
The future of the Canadian economy is dependent on a
continuous supply of qualified workers who are able to
compete in the global knowledge economy. Current
predictions suggest that by 2015, approximately six million
people will enter the Canadian labour market. Four-fifths
of this group will emerge from the education system,
reaching 572,000 in 2015.6 As the large and aging baby
boomer cohort approaches retirement age, this group will
be the primary source of labour, averaging 550,000 new
entrants a year.7
According to the 2006 Census, almost 66% of Canadians
aged 25 to 34 had completed some form of post-secondary
education.8 Of concern is the remaining proportion who have
not pursued PSE and do not—or are unable to—participate
in work-related learning to enhance their skill sets.
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Many of these young people are at risk of becoming
economically and socially marginalized, since they lack the
competencies required to participate fully in the economy.
Low-paying jobs, lack of job satisfaction, persistent
unemployment, poor health and diminished future
prospects are just some of the potential consequences of
non-participation in PSE.
In 2007, the unemployment rate for young Canadians
aged 15 to 24 was 11.2%; the lowest it’s been since 1990.9
Yet, it remains nearly twice that of the national rate of
unemployment, at 6%, despite recent record levels of
employment in Canada.10
Another source of concern is the number of educated
young adults working in low-skilled jobs, despite having
credentials that far exceed the skills and knowledge
required. Furthermore, some young workers are also
ending up in jobs unrelated to their field of study.11
If Canada is to commit itself to lifelong learning as a societal
goal, it needs to provide a range of learning opportunities
responsive to the diverse needs and aspirations of its young
adult learners and to the challenges and opportunities
of the 21st century. It also needs to foster innovative
approaches to work-related training that include effective
links between the workplace and the PSE sector.

What this Chapter Covers
This chapter explores learning during the young adult
years, with a focus on post-secondary education. A number
of key research questions guide the chapter:
1. How can we best equip young adults to meet the
demands of the future?
2. What factors influence the various routes, or “pathways”,
that students take to PSE and the labour market?
3. How can we work more effectively with employers to
prepare young adults for the workforce and life?
4. How can we foster a culture of lifelong learning and
create responsible, engaged learners?
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BEYOND HIGH SCHOOL:
TRANSITIONS TO PSE AND THE
LABOUR MARKET
The school-to-work transition is a critical period where
initial experiences can have a long-term impact on future
labour market attachment. They can also strongly influence
attitudes toward future participation in learning activities,
at home, in the community and in the workplace.
The transition is a phase that includes time spent in high
school or post-secondary education, periods of temporary
or part-time work, settling into a career, or returning to
further studies. For young adult Canadians, this period is
often a difficult and lengthy one that lasts, on average, eight
years—two years more than it did a generation ago.12
The routes taken by students are shaped not only by
educational systems and students’ experiences, but also
by parents, governments and employers.13 As they make
the transition to different levels and modes of education,
students follow both deliberate and accidental routes,
often oscillating between education and labour-force
participation.
These varied transitions can be explained in part by the
unprecedented rate of expansion of PSE sectors worldwide.
This expansion has created a vast array of educational and
career pathways that young Canadians can now choose
from. According to a UNESCO study, 132 million students
worldwide were enrolled in tertiary education in 2004; a
significant increase from 68 million in 1991.14
Other factors may also account for lengthier school-towork transitions. Young adults who delay PSE entry may
do so to give themselves more time to make an informed
decision, to earn some money or to gain work experience
and/or skills.15 Those who opt out of PSE altogether, may
be responding to financial, academic or attitudinal barriers
that limit their participation in further education.
The increasing requirements in most occupations for both
technical and employability skills also result in young adults
remaining in PSE longer before moving to full-time work.
Recent research by CCL’s Work and Learning Knowledge
Centre also indicates that it may take them longer than
ever before to find full-time work after graduation.16 Since
the majority of the occupations that are predicted to have
a shortage of skilled labour will require some form of postsecondary education, the linkages between educational
institutions and the labour market will be even more
important than in the past.17
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There are several critical transition points that typically
characterize the timing, nature and intent of young adults’
pathways to and from PSE and the workplace. Statistics
Canada’s Youth in Transition Survey (2000) identifies the
following key transition points:18
• entering post-secondary education,
• making post-secondary program and level changes,
• leaving post-secondary schooling (through graduation
or dropping out),
• entering the labour market,
• obtaining a first job after leaving full-time schooling,
• making changes within and between jobs, and
• participating in activities during periods when not
working and not in full-time schooling.

Transition from High School to PSE
The Post-secondary Education Participation Survey
(PEPS) found that in 2002 close to two-thirds of
Canadians aged 18 to 24, pursued some form of PSE
after leaving high school. 19 Sixty-four percent began
their studies within 12 months of finishing high school,20
while the remainder delayed their studies by a year or
more. In addition, 16% of those who started PSE in 2000
had dropped out by 2002.21
The many pathways to PSE
“We talk of students’ origins and destinations,
and the itineraries that link them. We describe
tracks and streams, royal roads and alternative
routes, one-way streets and dead-ends, and
ladders and bridges. We apply terms such as
‘‘parking lot’’ to schemes where there is little
progress. The pathways approach uses this
metaphor to analyse education and training
systems. It presents systems as networks of
interconnected pathways, which may vary in the
way that the pathways are structured and in the
nature of their interconnections.”
OECD, Pathways and Participation in Vocational
and Technical Education and Training, 1998.
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The Labour Market as a Transition between
High School and PSE

Examples of school-to-work programming

Many students take time off after the completion of
their secondary studies and before continuing with postsecondary education. This break normally involves some
type of employment and, although it may not be related to
their future career goals, it provides young adults with an
opportunity to experience the demands and requirements
of a regular job.

Internships are in wide use by many OECD countries and
may constitute the single largest component of most
youth employment strategies. The goal of many internship
programs is to provide job experience to unemployed and
out-of-school young people through on-the-job training
and mentoring. Participation in sector-council internships1
can also lead to industry-recognized qualifications and
certificates.

Research shows that students who choose indirect routes
to PSE have equal success in the labour market as those
who choose more traditional, direct paths. In many cases,
indirect routes have positive influences on students’
earning, employment and labour-force participation.22 In
most cases, students move from high school to the labour
market without negative economic consequences. Indirect
routes may enable graduates to gain work experience,
acquire information and make better choices.23

School-to-work programming: helping Canada’s young
adults make the transition to the labour market
The majority of Canadians who participate in PSE are
typically aged 18 to 27 years of age. As a result they have
little previous work experience to draw on. School-to-work
programs are designed to ease the labour market transition
by developing stronger connections between schools and
employers. The most common examples are cooperative
education programs and in-school apprenticeship
programs.24 Other forms include job search assistance,
career counselling and wage-subsidy programs.25
Initial school-to-work programming in Canada focussed on
students who either dropped out of high school without
graduating, or those who graduated from high school and
entered the labour market. While high-school graduates
and non-graduates remain the focus of programming,
school-to-work programs have recently expanded to
include transitions from post-secondary education to the
workforce.

Internships

Summer job placements
Summer internships and other summer programs for
students form a central part of the youth employment
strategy in Canada and other OECD countries. The main
emphasis of these programs is to provide job search
assistance and help with preparing a résumé. Programs
are designed to provide students with access to future
careers, create incremental jobs (jobs created as a result
of government subsidies to employers) and to provide
students with earnings to enable them to continue their
studies.
Job placements
Youth employment programs tend to focus on young
people from the ages of 15 to 29 (the most common age
category), or target young people who face a number
of barriers to employment, such as low educational
attainment, low literacy, homelessness and lack of family
resources. To address the multiple needs of these young
people, programs offer a range of services—from career
planning, literacy training and educational assistance to
life skills training, income support and rehabilitation for
substance abuse—that are tailored to the individual needs
of their clients.

______________________________________________
* HRSDC defines sector councils as “organizations within a defined area of economic activity that are led by a partnership of representatives from business,
labour, education, other professional groups, and government. They work to identify and address current and anticipated human resource and skills & learning
challenges and to implement long-term, human resources planning and development strategies for their respective sectors. Available at www.hrsdc.gc.ca/en/hip/
hrp/corporate/sector/sectorcouncil.shtml
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BENEFITS OF POST-SECONDARY
EDUCATION
The economic and social benefits of post-secondary
education have been widely documented. A skilled
workforce is linked to higher productivity, innovation
and economic growth, and to the strengthening of
communities through higher civic engagement and social
cohesion. Individual benefits include higher wages and job
satisfaction, fewer periods of unemployment and improved
health and quality of life.26
As the OECD noted in 2005, changing economic and
social conditions—such as information and communication
technologies, globalization of economic activity, greater
personal responsibility and autonomy in all aspects of
life—have placed an increased importance on knowledge
and skills in the economic success of individuals and
countries. In addition to the growing economic importance
of human capital, the social returns on learning—in the
form of enhanced personal well-being and greater social
cohesion—are also significant.27

Economic Benefits
According to the OECD, human capital is defined as
“knowledge, skills, competencies and attributes embodied
in individuals that facilitate the creation of personal, social
and economic well-being.”28 Human-capital development
has long been recognized as a key driver of economic
growth, fostering higher productivity and advances in
innovation. PSE institutions play a vital role in research and
development (R&D), providing the scientific foundation of
technological innovation that is a driving force in today’s
information society. Compared to other OECD countries,
Canada relies more on its higher education institutions
for R&D;29 in 2006, about 38% of gross expenditures on
research and development (GERD) was carried out by the
tertiary-education sector.30

Labour-market Demand for PSE Graduates
Currently, there is an unprecedented demand for postsecondary graduates in the job market. According to Human
Resources and Social Development Canada (HRSDC),
over the next decade more than two-thirds (65.9%) of all
job openings will be in occupations that typically require
university, college or apprenticeship training, up slightly
from 63% over the previous 10-year period.31
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Figure 3.1:
Canadian labour-force growth by skill level, 1990–2015*
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education or apprenticeship training
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requiring high school

*
Average annual compound growth rates
Source: Lapointe, Mario, Kevin Dunn, Nicolas Tremblay-Côté, Louis-Philippe
Bergeron and Luke Ignaczak. Looking-Ahead: A 10-Year Outlook for the Canadian
Labour Market (2006–2015). Ottawa: Human Resources and Social Development
Canada, October 2006.

Community Engagement is Linked to
Educational Attainment
There is growing evidence that educated citizens
participate more actively in their communities and make
greater contributions to activities such as volunteering
and charitable giving. 32 Thus, the level of education
among residents has a broad impact on a community’s
social success and stability, and also appears to increase
tolerance for diversity and respect for local laws.33
Healthy, productive and engaged citizens living in socially
stable communities represent a competitive advantage in
dynamic economies and societies. Similarly, internationally
mobile, skilled workers are attracted to communities that
are safe and culturally vibrant, and that accommodate
diversity.

PSE is Linked to Higher Incomes, Improved
Employment Opportunities and Better Health
Research has shown there is a strong relationship between
educational attainment and income. Typically, those with
university education earn the highest incomes, those with
college earn more than high-school graduates, and those
who have not finished high school rank among the lowest
income earners. According to projections by HRSDC, over
the next decade only 6% of new jobs will be available to

CHAPTER

• science and engineering graduates
• apprenticeships

Educational Attainment of the Population,
Age 15 and Older
Canada has a positive record of improving the educational
attainment of its working population. Expenditures on
education have been increasing steadily for almost two
decades and have yielded strong results. According to the
Youth in Transition Survey (2006), almost 80% of young
adults aged 24 to 26 were attending PSE in 2005, a twopercentage-point increase from 2003. 43 Of those who
attended, 75% graduated, of whom 16% went on to pursue
further studies. However, 15% dropped out and did not
graduate.44 Demographic projections indicate that PSE’s
traditional age group (those aged 18 to 24) will peak by
2013 and decline over the following two decades.45
Figure 3.2:
Distribution of the population 15 and over, by level of
post-secondary education, Canada, 1990 to 2006
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The OECD’s Society at a Glance (2006) found that, in
general, the percentage of those reporting a high level
of life satisfaction increases with the level of education.41
There is a strong association between level of education
and general health and well-being. Similarly, a 2007 report
on health literacy, published by CCL, noted the strong
associations between education (as measured by grade
completed) and health (as measured by health status,
morbidity and mortality): “The equation is a simple one:
The higher a person’s education and status and ability to
learn about health, the better a person’s health.”42

• university attendance and completion

1993

The unemployment rate of those with a university degree
was more than three times lower than for those without
a high-school diploma (12%).40 Staying in school longer
improves the employment prospects for young people
overall, and provides them with the skills necessary to
compete in a knowledge-based economy.

• educational attainment of
the population

1992

According to Statistics Canada, Canadians aged 15 and
older with a university degree also experience lower rates
of unemployment (3.7%) compared with adults with only
a high-school diploma (6.1%).38 The employment rate is
better for PSE graduates in general (72.9%) and best for
those with a university degree (76.8%).39

Indicators

1991

College-diploma or trade-certificate recipients can expect
7% to 11% higher weekly earnings than those without a
high-school diploma, whereas those with a bachelor’s
degree can expect even higher weekly earnings (at
21%).35 The average university graduate will earn roughly
$1 million more over their lifetime than the average highschool graduate.36 Canada has a relatively high percentage
of well-educated young adults who perceive themselves to
be over-qualified for their jobs. In 2003, 23.7% of workers,
under 25 years of age, reported feeling over-qualified.
This perception sharply declines with age—decreasing to
11.7% for those in the 25 to 44 age group. One possible
explanation for this decrease is that youth are often
employed in service-sector jobs where skill requirements
tend to be lower (such as retail and food services) while
attending school.37

YOUNG ADULT PARTICIPATION IN
POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION

1990

those with less than a high-school education,34 and many
of these jobs will be at minimum wage. In contrast, those
who earn trade certificates, diplomas or degrees will be
rewarded financially.

03

Some post-secondary
Above bachelor's degree
Bachelor's degree
University degree
Post-secondary certificate or diploma

Source: Statistics Canada. “Labour Force Survey.” The Daily (April 7, 2006).
Available at www.statcan.ca/english/dai-quo/.
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Canadian attitudes about PSE46
According to the 2007 Survey of Canadian
Attitudes toward Learning (SCAL), many Canadians
believe that there is room for improvement when
it comes to post-secondary institutions’ efforts
to ensure that all qualified students are able to
attend. While 48% of Canadians indicate that
post-secondary institutions are doing a good or
excellent job in this area, 40% say they are doing a
fair or poor job.
Canadians appear to be particularly concerned
about accessibility for low-income students and
students with disabilities. Sixty-four percent of
Canadians believe that qualified students from
low-income families have somewhat less or much
less opportunity than other qualified students
to pursue PSE. Forty-one percent of Canadians
believe this to be true for qualified students with
disabilities.

Science and Engineering Graduates
In our increasingly technology-based society, economic
progress depends to a great extent on knowledge and
skills in science.52 The modern economy requires science
graduates as a principal source of innovation and growth.53
Scientific research is also necessary for the health and
well-being of our citizens.
Between 1995 and 2005, there were significant increases in
the number of master’s degrees granted in engineering and
computer science (102%), and math and physical sciences
(24%). At the doctoral level, engineering and computer
sciences showed a slight increase (1.2%) in the number of
degrees granted over the 10-year period, while the number
in math and physical sciences declined by 15%.54
Table 3.1:
Number of master’s degrees and doctorates granted
in engineering/computer science and math/physical
sciences, Canada, 1995 and 2005
ENGINEERING AND
COMPUTER SCIENCE
Year

Post-secondary Attendance and Completion
According to a 2007 study by the OECD, Canada placed
second on a list comparing overall post-secondary
attainment among various countries, ahead of such
countries as Japan, the United States and Australia.
The same study showed that in terms of the proportion
of citizens having completed university, Canada placed
seventh overall—behind top-ranked Norway, Israel and the
United States.47 Of Canada’s young PSE attendees, 40%
were attending university, double the rate of 21% in 1999.
In 2005–2006, an estimated 1,047,700 students registered
for university classes, representing a 3% increase over
2004–2005.48
The Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation study
(2006) entitled the Class of 2003 found that 20% to 25%
of first-year students do not proceed to second year. An
additional 20% to 30% left PSE in subsequent years without
completing their studies.49
Nevertheless, a good proportion of students are
completing their degrees. In 2005, Canadian universities
granted a record number (215,400) of degrees, diplomas
and certificates, up 2.3% from 2004 and an increase of
more than 43,000 over the number granted in 1998.50
Over the next decade, enrolment in Canadian universities
is expected to increase by 70,000 to 150,000 full-time
students according to a report by the Association of
Universities and Colleges of Canada (AUCC).51
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Number
granted

Percent
of total
degrees

Percent
male

MATH AND PHYSICAL
SCIENCES
Number
granted

Percent
of total
degrees

Percent
male

Master’s degrees
1995

2,418

11.3

80.9

951

4.5

70.7

20051

4,896

14.8

75.7

1,182

3.6

58.6

1995

732

19.7

91.0

570

15.3

82.1

20051

741

17.6

83.8

483

11.5

70.8

Doctorates

1

Figures do not include the University of Regina

Source: Statistics Canada. Post-secondary Student Information System (PSIS).
Centre for Education Statistics, custom tabulation. Ottawa: 2005.

Under-represented groups
As declining birth rates contribute to slower labourforce growth, the participation of traditionally
under-represented groups in the labour market
will become important in meeting the demand for
skilled labour. These groups include; immigrants,
Aboriginal people, visible-minorities and those with
disabilities.
While some progress has been made in increasing
the participation rates of Aboriginal youth and lowincome youth, it has fallen far short of achieving
parity because of many social, economic and
cultural factors.
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Apprenticeships
The skilled trades are an integral part of Canada’s economy.
Apprenticeship training is a well-established approach to
learning and involves alternating periods of in-class education
and on-the-job training. In Canada, apprenticeships typically
last between two and five years, with the in-class portion
lasting four to 12 weeks each year.
Apprenticeship training: a provincial and
territorial responsibility
Each provincial and territorial government bears
the responsibility for implementing and overseeing
apprenticeship training. Canada currently has
13 different apprenticeship systems, and each
province and territory governs its own training and
certification policies. Legislation permits provinces
and territories to designate apprenticeship
programs for their own requirements. Currently
there are more than 200 apprenticeship programs
available across Canada.55
Other key partners are engaged in
apprenticeships. Employers and unions play an
important leadership role within each jurisdiction
by guiding provincial and territorial officials and
providing input to training programs.56

In 2003, the average newly registered apprentice in Canada
was 27.6-years-old, compared with the overall average age
of 30.1 years. The average age of apprentices increased by
more than eight months between 1993 (when the average
age was 29.4) and 2003. Between 1993 and 2003, the
number of apprentices aged 40 and over nearly tripled,
while overall numbers increased by only about one-third.
Surprisingly, there was also a sharp jump in the number of
younger (under age 20) apprentices: this number rose from
3,600 in 1993 to 15,500 in 2003.57,58
A 2002 Conference Board of Canada report 59 found
that young people choose a college or university over
apprenticeships for a number of reasons. Many tend to
favour desk jobs over what they perceive as “cold, dirty,
outdoor, seasonal, boom and bust occupations that
involve repetitive work, low job satisfaction and little
imagination.”60 Young people are often misinformed about
the skilled trades’ working conditions, earnings and career
prospects. In addition, parents, teachers and guidance
counsellors still, in general, do not recommend trades as
first choices.61
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For students who do choose an apprenticeship pathway,
the school-to-work transition is relatively smooth. Studies
continue to show that young adults who participate in
apprenticeships have fewer periods of unemployment,
higher short-term earnings, and shorter school-to-work
transitions than students who do not pursue apprenticeship
programs. Since employers are directly involved in the
provision of skills-based training, the problem of matching
skills with job requirements is also significantly reduced.62
Registrations for apprenticeship training programs
increased in all major trade groups in 2005, with total
registrations reaching 293,835, or a nearly 10% increase
from 2004 (and the biggest single-year increase since
1995). The largest of these gains occurred in the building
construction trades.63
Completions of apprenticeship training have also been
on the rise, reaching a high of 20,555 in 2005 alone, an
increase of 4.3% from 2004.64
In 2005, women accounted for 9.8% of all apprentices,
double the proportion of 4.5% in 1992.65 However, while
women’s registrations have increased in every major trade
group, their numbers are still low. (The exception is in the
food and services trades, where they accounted for 63.8%
of total registrations in 2005.) Although women made up
most of the 9.8% increase in the number of completions
between 1992 and 2005, men still vastly outnumbered
women when it came to completing programs.66
Figure 3.3:
Distribution of apprentices by registration and
completions, Canada, 1991–2005
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Source: Statistics Canada. Registered Apprenticeship Information System
(RAIS), 2005.
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Demographics at a glance: Young adult
Canadians, aged 18 to 27
The most recent Canadian Census data show that
in 2006:
• There were more than 4.1 million young adults
aged 18 to 27, accounting for approximately
13% of Canada’s total population;67
• More than half a million (549,255) or 13% of
Canadians aged 15 to 24, were born outside
of Canada. Of that group, 57% immigrated to
Canada in the decade between 1996 and 2006.
Between 1996 and 2006 the number of Aboriginal
people increased by 45%, nearly six times faster
than the rate of growth for non-Aboriginal
Canadians (8%):
• There are now more than one million people
who identify themselves as Aboriginal,
representing 3.8% of the Canadian population;68

o parental attitudes
o low income
• high-school engagement and academic
performance
o grades matter
o homework matters
• literacy skills
• geographic location
• gender

Several factors affect a young adult’s decision about
whether to pursue post-secondary studies, and whether
he or she will complete the program of study.
Research confirms that parental factors such as economic
status, educational attainment, level of awareness of
PSE options and costs, play key roles. 70 Young adults’
academic performance/engagement in high school and
in PSE, literacy skills, geographical location, gender,
ethnicity, employment during PSE and after high school,
and extracurricular activities are also factors that shape
pathways to and through PSE.

2001

410,000
400,000

It is therefore critical that we examine in detail the many
pathways to learning and working during the early adult
years, and the factors that foster successful outcomes.
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Source: Statistics Canada. Census of Population, 2006. Catalogue no.
97-551-XCB2006011. Released July 17, 2007; and 2001 Census. Catalogue
no. 95F0300XCB2001003. Released July 16, 2002.
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o parents’ educational attainment

• cost of PSE

420,000

340,000

• family factors

• employment during or after high school

Figure 3.4:
Canadian population aged 18–27, in 2001
and 2006
2006

Indicators

• ethnicity

• Almost one-half (48%) of the growing
Aboriginal population was under the age of
24.This translates to a median age of 27 years,
compared with 40 years for non-Aboriginal
people. Inuit have the youngest population
(median age of 22 years), followed by First
Nations people (median age of 25 years) and
Métis (median age of 30).69

430,000

FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE
PATHWAYS TO AND THROUGH
POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION

REPORT ON LE ARNING IN CANADA 20 08

Family factors such as income level and parents’
educational attainment can have an impact on young
adults’ participation in PSE. In general, young adults
from low-income families and those whose parents have
low educational attainment are less likely to attend PSE
compared with young adults from families with higher
incomes and higher educational attainment.
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Parents’ educational attainment
Statistics Canada confirms that the proportion of young
adults who participate in post-secondary education
increases as parental education increases. The proportion
attending university, as opposed to college or CEGEP, also
goes up as parents’ educational attainment increases.71
Parents’ educational attainment continues to exert a strong
influence on young adults’ educational choices, resulting
in a widening gap between those who attend PSE and
those who do not.72 Children of PSE-educated parents are
substantially more likely to enrol in higher education than
those whose parents’ educational attainment does not
exceed high school. Four out of five children of university
graduates pursued some form of higher education by age
24, compared with just 53% of the offspring of high-school
graduates.73
Table 3.2:
Post-secondary participation by family income and
parental education, Canada, 2001
Before-tax
parental income
range

University
participation
rate

College
participation
rate

Less than $25,000

20%

29%

49%

$25,000–$50,000

23%

37%

60%

$50,001–$75,000

25%

38%

63%

$75,001–$100,000

38%

38%

76%

More than $100,000

46%

32%

77%

Highest level
of parental
education

University
participation
rate

College
participation
rate

Total
participation
rate

20%

29%

49%

28%

40%

68%

17%

36%

53%

University
Post-secondary
certificate or
diploma
High school
or less

Total
participation
rate
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Parental attitudes about the value of post-secondary
education also play a role in young adults’ success in PSE.
Seventy-seven percent of PSE graduates, including those
who continued with their studies, had parents who thought
PSE was important. This compares with 69% of students
whose parents did not think PSE was important. At the
same time, when parents thought PSE was important,
only 14% of their children dropped out of PSE compared
with 21% of students whose parents thought PSE was
not important.76

Low income
While the impact of family finances on the education of
youth is not completely understood,77 it seems plausible
that low family income may affect children’s learning
opportunities within and beyond the formal education
system, influencing participation in PSE in early adult life.
Low-income families may be less able to purchase books
and educational materials for their children, or to provide
extracurricular activities such as museum visits, music
lessons and organized sports, than are higher-income
families. Children of lower-income families may also be
more likely to attend schools with fewer resources than
children from higher-income families.
Similarly, low-income students are more likely to face
academic barriers to PSE. Recent data from the OECD’s
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA),
which measures the reading proficiency of young learners
at age 15, suggests that Canadian high-school students
with a low socio-economic status (SES) may be performing
one full year behind their high-SES classmates.78 Barriers
related to academic ability, high-school quality and parental
influence account for 84% of the university participation
gap between low- and high-income youth.79

Source: Drolet, Marie. Participation in Post-Secondary Education in Canada: Has
the Role of Parental Income and Education Changed over the 1990s? Ottawa:
Statistics Canada, 2005. As reported in Joseph Berger, Anne Motte, Andrew
Parkin, The Price of Knowledge: Access and Student Finance in Canada—Third
Edition (Ottawa: Canada Millenium Scholarship Foundation, September 2007) In
some cases, figures have been rounded up.

Parental attitudes
Most parents, regardless of educational background,
recognize the intrinsic benefits of learning and want the
best possible education for their children. However, the
value parents place on post-secondary education increases
with their own level of educational attainment. About 97%
of parents with university degrees expect their children to
attend university, while only 70% of those who have not
completed high school have this expectation.74 Moreover,
more than two-thirds (67%) of young people whose
parents have this expectation for them go to university,
compared with 34% of those whose parents do not have
this expectation.75
CANADIAN COUNCIL ON LE ARNING
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Figure 3.5:
Participation in post-secondary education among
de18- to 24-year-olds, in Canada, in 2001
100%
90%
76

80%
70%
60%

60

68

63

60

53

49

50%

81

77

40%
30%
20%

All youth

Family income*

University

Some postsecondary

High school
or less

More than
$100,000

$75,001–
$100,000

$50,001–
$75,000

Less than
$25,000

0%

$25,000–
$50,000

10%

Parents’ education

* Participation rates by family income have been calculated only among youth
living with at least one parent.
Source: Berger, Joseph, Anne Motte and Andrew Parkin. Price of Knowledge:
Access and Student Finance in Canada—Third Edition. Montreal: Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation, September 2007.

However, studies suggest that young adults from lowincome families who do enrol in PSE tend to continue their
studies. As Paul Grayson noted in his work on retention and
attrition in 2003,80 studies show only a weak relationship
between family finances and attrition.81 The first results of
the Post-Secondary Education Participation Survey showed
that of the 250,000 18- to 24-year-olds who entered PSE
for the first time in September 2000, about 16% left prior
to completion.82 Slightly more than one-quarter of this
group cited financial reasons for dropping out, while half
of them referred to a lack of fit with either their programs
or with post-secondary education in general.83
Indeed, young people from families earning more than
$100,000 are more than twice as likely to pursue university
studies as those whose families earn under $25,000. Of
young adults enrolled in university, 46% are from families
with the highest income levels, while 20% are from the
lowest-income families. At the college level, there is little
difference in participation rates across income groups.84
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High-school Engagement and
Academic Performance
The foundation for successful learning, including the
attainment of good grades, is established early in life,
beginning in the pre-school years, and reinforced in the
high-school years. High-school performance, motivation
to perform and aspirations to pursue further studies build
on one another, providing early indications about future
success or failure in PSE.
High-school students who are both academically and
socially engaged at school are more likely to continue
to post-secondary education than students who are not
engaged in the high-school experience, according to
results from Statistics Canada Youth in Transition Survey
(YITS Cycle 4). More than 20% of young learners who
enrolled in an undergraduate degree program reported
having been very engaged in high school compared with
7% of those who did not pursue post-secondary studies.
The number of hours spent on homework, amount of
school work performed, attitudes about the value of
education, sense of belonging and the support of friends,
all contributed to students’ positive high school experience
and their decision to continue on to post-secondary
education.87

Grades Matter
YITS data from 2005 indicate that high-school students with
good grades are more likely to pursue university studies
than to enter college or CEGEP programs. The majority
(93%) of high-school students with an overall average of
more than 80% participated in post-secondary education.
In contrast, one-third of young students with an average
of 60% or less in high school continued to post-secondary
studies, mainly in college, CEGEP or other non-university
post-secondary institutions. Among those who did not
pursue post-secondary education, only 14% had a highschool average of 80% or more.88
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Figure 3.6:
Post-secondary status of young people and their
grade average in high school, in Canada, 2005
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PISA data indicate that 65% of 15-year-old Canadians who
took the test in 2000 and were no longer in high school four
years later, had enrolled in some form of post-secondary
studies. The study also showed that those who had not
enrolled in PSE at age 19 had scores one full proficiency
level below (out of five) those who went on to PSE.93

Graduate
students

Figure 3.7:
Proportion of students who graduated from high
school and participated in PSE, by PISA level,* in
Canada, 2004

Bachelor's
students
Attended college
/CEGEP
Attended other
post-secondary
institution

100%

98

95
89

Never attended
post-secondary

77

80%

0%

20%
Plus 80%

40%

60%

Between 60% and 80%

80%

88
76

100%

less than 60%

60%

62

62
45

Source: Shaienks, Danielle and Tomasz Gluszynski. Participation in Postsecondary
Education: Graduates, Continuers and Drop Outs, Results from YITS Cycle 4.
Catalogue no. 81-595-MIE2007059. Ottawa: Statistics Canada, Nov. 20, 2007.

40%
28

20%

The Class of 2003 study showed that the majority of those
with grade averages of either A or B had completed, were
enrolled in, PSE two years after graduation.89

Homework Matters
Data from YITS also indicate a relationship between the
amount of time a student spends on homework and their
continued participation in post-secondary education.
Only half of those who dropped out of PSE reported
spending more than three hours per week on homework
during high school, compared with 72% of continuing
graduates.90
On average, post-secondary dropouts spent less time
studying in their first year of PSE and were struggling to
meet deadlines and attain good grades. This suggests that
learning strategies developed in high school may have an
impact on the PSE experience.91

Literacy Skills
Literacy levels play a key role in an individual’s ability
to meet their potential as members of society. Literacy
provides young adults with the basic tools to pursue their
life goals, including improved employment opportunities,
higher earnings and enhanced quality of life. Improving
literacy for individuals may also have a positive impact on
the economy’s overall productivity.92

0%

Level 1

Level 2

Graduated high school
by age 19

Level 3

Level 4

Level 5

Enrolled in post-secondary
by age 19

*PISA divides reading achievement into five levels (Level 1 being the lowest)
of proficiency, corresponding to tasks of varying difficulty. A difference of one
proficiency level can be considered a comparatively large difference in student
performance.
Source: Knighton, Tamara and Patrick Bussière. Educational Outcomes at Age 19
Associated with Reading Ability at Age 15. Culture, Tourism and the Centre for
Education Statistics research papers no. 43. Catalogue no. 81-595-MIE2006043.
Ottawa: Statistics Canada, 2006.

PISA and other studies confirm that literacy improves
significantly with years of schooling completed, and that
parental education levels (particularly the mother’s) also
bear a positive impact.94 Literacy and schooling are jointly
determined: extra years of schooling lead to increased
literacy, which in turn lead to more years of schooling.
In addition, a 2008 Statistics Canada study shows that
young people who are not planning on pursuing PSE may
not spend the time needed to acquire literacy skills while
they’re in high school.95
Once individuals leave school, aquiring these literacy skills is
likely much more challenging. Literacy skills can be acquired
at work if needed, but otherwise require investments
of time outside work hours. The Statistics Canada study
shows that skills that are not used after leaving school may
deteriorate and disappear over time.96
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Although research suggests that schooling plays an
important role in literacy acquisition, particularly in raising
low literacy levels, there is evidence that suggests today’s
post-secondary graduates have lower literacy levels than
PSE graduates of previous generations.97 However, as
Green and Riddell (2007) conclude, successive generations
have compensated for this disparity by attaining higher
levels of schooling.98

Geographic Location
In a country as vast as Canada, geography can influence
the participation of young adults in post-secondary
education. Research suggests that universities are more
likely to be situated in densely populated areas than are
colleges, which are more likely to be decentralized and
in smaller communities. About 17% of students live more
than 80 kilometres from a university, which is considered
beyond commuting distance. However, 3.4% of students
(many from rural areas) live more than 80 kilometres from
a college.99
Overall, a smaller proportion of youth from rural areas,
compared with youth from urban communities, attend
post-secondary institutions, especially at the university
level. Students from low- and middle-income families are
more likely to attend post-secondary institutions within
commuting distance (such as colleges) because of the
additional cost of living away from home.100
Research shows that although a similar proportion of
rural and urban students graduate from post-secondary
education, rural students are less likely to go on to further
studies (11%, compared with 17% for urban students)
and are more likely to drop out of any such studies (20%,
compared with 14% for urban students).101
According to Statistics Canada, other geographic factors
that affect young adults’ educational pathways include
the education and income levels within the community.
Research102 suggests that, for some young adults, there
may be no clear incentive to go away for school, especially
if they have no intention of moving away in the long
term to find employment that would require a university
education.

Figure 3.8:
Post-secondary participation of young adults aged 24
to 26, by community type, in Canada, December 2005
100%
Rural

Urban

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

Attended
postsecondary
education

Participation
rate

Attended
other
postsecondary
institution

Attended
college
/CEGEP

Attended
university

Type of institution attended

Bachelors

Graduate
students*

Type of university program

* Rural graduate students figure should be used with caution.
Source: Shaienks, Danielle and Tomasz Gluszynski. Participation in Postsecondary
Education: Graduates, Continuers and Drop Outs, Results from YITS Cycle 4.
Catalogue no. 81-595-MIE2007059. Ottawa: Statistics Canada, Nov. 20, 2007.

Gender
According to a Government of Canada study, more young
women (67%) than men (57%) continued on to PSE after
high school in 2001–2002, furthering a growing trend.103
Women are also more likely than men to attend and
complete PSE, as results of the YITS (2006 Cycle 4) have
demonstrated. By December 2005, 85% of women and
74% of men had participated in PSE, representing an 11%
participation gap, consistent with 1999 participation rates
(60% for women, 49% for men).104
Women represented 54% of post-secondary graduates
while men represented an equivalent percentage of postsecondary dropouts. Of those who graduated and pursued
further education, 57% were female.105
More women than men graduate from university at every
level, with the exception being the earned doctorate.
Approximately 128,600 women received some form of
university qualification (degrees, diplomas and certificates)
in 2005, which accounted for 60% of all graduates for the
fourth year in a row.106
As the following text box “Exploring the Gender Gap
in PSE” suggests, the distribution of PSE attainment by
gender in Canada is a complex issue and merits greater
understanding.
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Exploring the Gender Gap in PSE
As the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation
noted in 2007, “wider participation in postsecondary studies—whether offered by universities,
colleges or trade schools—is essential to Canada’s
ability to meet the twin challenges of a global
knowledge economy and an aging population.”*
Canada has a highly educated population. In
2006, 61% of the population aged 25 to 64 had
completed a post-secondary education program,
whether that means university, college or the
trades. Of this group, 50% were females and 50%
were males. Although PSE attainment appears
evenly distributed among Canadian men and
women, a more detailed examination suggests
that the issue is more complex.
As CCL noted in its 2007 report Post-secondary
Education in Canada: Stratgies for Success, males
are an under-represented group in university
undergraduate programs. In 2006 for example,
58% of those aged 25- to 34-years-old with an
undergraduate degree were female, while 42%
were male. Among those with college diplomas,
more females had college diplomas (56%) than
males (44%).‡
According to Statistics Canada, in 2005, 62% of all
university undergraduate completers were female
and 38% were males a change from 1992, when
58% were female and 42% were males.§
University enrolments follow a similar pattern. Fewer
men enrol as university undergraduates than do
women: In 2005–2006, 58% of all undergraduates
were female while 42% were male.**
Post-secondary enrolment, by gender,
Canada, 2005
Enrolments Trades

Undergraduates Total

Males

265,080

333,200

598,280

Females

28,755

470,200

498,955
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However, when considering enrolment in trades
programs, in 2005 there were nine times more
men than women†† (see table). When women do
enter the trades, they are more likely to enter
soft trades, such as the food and service sector.
Men tend to enter occupations such as building
construction and metal working.‡‡
Gender differences can also be observed in the
performance of Canadian high-school students in
key disciplines. As the latest PISA results suggest,
girls’ scores are making more gains that of their
male counterparts. For example, the 2006 scores
show that the girls have caught up to the boys
in science and are catching up in mathematics.
Moreover, the disparity favourable to females in
reading and writing has widened.§§  
Literacy plays a key role in post-secondary
education, as higher literacy scores are linked
to higher educational expectations. Youth with
higher reading proficiencies are more likely to
attend post-secondary education, although those
with low levels of literacy are not necessarily
precluded.*** Proficiencies in math, science and
reading not only impact the decision to pursue
PSE, but may also impact the choice of discipline
and eventual career paths.
To date, the consequences of the gender gap
in post-secondary education have not been
adequately assessed and may have implications
over the long term. What, for example, will be
the future impact of the under-representation of
men at the university undergraduate level? Given
the strong relationship between education and
income, this under-representation may affect the
kind of professional learning opportunities offered
to men and their income earned.
Since gender is one of CCL’s cross-cutting themes,
this issue will be explored  in greater depth in the
coming year.

Source: Statistics Canada. Postsecondary Student Information
System (PSIS), 2005.
______________________________________________
* Joseph Berger, Anne Motte and Andrew Parkin, Price of Knowledge, Access and Student Finance in Canada (Montreal: Millennium Scholarship
Foundation, 2007).
‡
Statistics Canada, 2006 Census of the Population, Canada.
§
Statistics Canada, University degrees, diplomas and certificates granted, by program level, Classification of Instructional Programs, Primary
Grouping (CIP_PG) and sex, annual. Table 477-0014, CANSIM (database) (Ottawa: n.d.) (accessed June 24, 2008).
** Statistics Canada. University enrolments, by registration status, program level, Classification of Instructional Programs, Primary Grouping (CIP_
PG) and sex, annual (11189 series). Table 477-0013, CANSIM (database) (Ottawa: n.d.) (accessed June 24, 2008).
††
Statistics Canada, “Registered apprenticeship training programs, 2005,” The Daily (Nov. 15, 2007), www.statcan.ca/english/dai-quo/.
‡‡
Statistics Canada, “Registered apprenticeship training programs, 2005,” The Daily.
§§
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, Programme for International Student Assessment 2006: Science Competencies for
Tomorrow’s World. Volume 1 – Analysis (Paris: 2007).
*** Statistics Canada, Educational outcomes at Age 19 Associated with Reading Ability at Age 15 (Ottawa: 2006). Catalogue no. 81-959-MIE.
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Ethnicity
Particular groups of visible-minority immigrant young
people encounter educational disadvantages such as lower
family incomes and a first language other than English or
French. They are, nevertheless, highly motivated to attend
university.
Recent findings from the 2000 YITS showed that 79%
of young visible-minority immigrants aspired to attend
university, compared with 57% of their Canadian-born nonvisible-minority counterparts.107 According to the Canadian
Undergraduate Survey Consortium, 18% percent of firstyear students surveyed in 2006–2007 identified themselves
as a member of a visible minority.108
Parents’ educational attainment, aspirations for their
children and children’s overall grades, appear to have
very strong positive effects on the university ambitions
of visible-minority immigrant youth. Thirty-five percent
of visible-minority immigrant teenagers have at least
one parent with a university degree, compared with 21%
of Canadian-born non-visible-minority students.109 Yet
analysis of the data suggests that such factors do not fully
explain the “visible-minority immigrant effect” on university
aspirations. Indeed, it would appear that the promotion
of educational values within visible-minority immigrant
families leaves an indelible mark and may explain their
children’s tenacity when encountering barriers within the
education system.
While young women and immigrants tend to have higher
academic aspirations than other youth, they encounter
many systemic, cultural and social barriers that prevent them
from realizing their goals for post-secondary education.
Young immigrants, in particular, face barriers such as
lack of information about PSE and lack of residency and
citizenship requirements for scholarships and awards.110

Table 3.3:
Educational aspirations of visible-minority immigrant
youth in Canada, 2000
Percentage of 15-year-olds who would like to get a
university degree
Visible-minority
immigrants (%)
Total

Canadian-born nonvisible-minority youth (%)

79

57

Female

84

63

Male

75

51

Single parent

79

54

Mixed/other

74

49

Nuclear family

80

59

Atlantic

93

65

Quebec

70

49

Ontario

82

60

Prairies

80

58

British Columbia

79

59

Sex

Family structure

Region

Community size
Under 15,000

79

53

15,000 to under
100,000

80

54

100,000 to under
1,000,000

81

64

More than 1,000,000

77

71

English/French

77

57

Other

81

73

Language first learned

Source: Taylor, Alison and Harvey Krahn. “Aiming high: educational aspirations
of visible minority immigrant youth.” Canadian Social Trends 79. Catalogue no.
11-008. Ottawa: Statistics Canada, Winter 2005.

Employment during or after High School
According to a 2003 Statistics Canada study, almost twothirds of 18- to 20-year-olds (with equal male/female
proportions) are employed during their last year in high
school. 111 Their early labour-market participation can
provide valuable exposure to the culture and context of
work, and the experience gained may generate long-term
benefits. These include smoother transitions from school to
full-time work, practical skill development and higher future
earnings. However, participation may entail some costs,
such as decline in academic performance, disengagement
from studies and even dropping out of school.
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Interestingly, research suggests that it is the number of
hours worked that affects young adults’ engagement
with high school and the likelihood of their proceeding
to PSE. Among those teens who worked fewer than 10
hours per week, 46% continued directly to PSE after high
school, while teens who worked more than 20 hours per
week were significantly less likely to do so (26%).112 Young
people who worked even longer hours were also less likely
to go on to PSE.113
Among first-year university students, four in 10 reported
being employed most often off-campus (36%). Fewer
than two students in 10 worked more than 20 hours a
week, while about eight students in 10 worked 20 hours
a week or less. However, six students in 10 reported that
their employment (excluding co-op requirements) had a
negative effect on their academic performance.114
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Cost of PSE
The financial cost of post-secondary education is also
a factor affecting young adults’ participation in and
completion of their studies beyond the high-school level.
In 2003–2004, full-time students needed an average of
$14,500 to cover their expenses for a full year of PSE
study.115 For a typical full-time student, tuition accounts
for 31% of annual education-related expenditures, about
the same amount spent on accommodation and food for
the year.*116
Figure 3.9:
Distribution of Expenditures for Full-Time Students in
Canada, 2003–2004
Tuition
Accomodation and food
Transportation
14%

Booming local economies related to lower
PSE participation

8%

Evidence from the  Class of 2003 suggests that
recent high-school graduates in regions with
booming economies are more easily lured into
the job market. The study compared the posthigh-school activity of grade 12 students (in
2003) in Alberta, Manitoba, New Brunswick and
Saskatchewan. One-third of Albertans (34%) took
time to work after high school before pursuing
post-secondary studies in the two years following
graduation, compared with one-fifth (20%) of New
Brunswickers.

12%

“Moreover,10% of Albertans who started postsecondary studies, but dropped out to go to work,
did so because they were employed, compared to
5.9% of Saskatchewan students and only 2.3% of
New Brunswick students. Finally, Albertans were
almost twice as likely to say that they chose not to
start post-secondary education at all because they
wanted to work.”
Source: Berger, Joseph, Anne Motte and Andrew Parkin. Price of
Knowledge: Access and Student Finance in Canada—Third Edition.
Montreal: Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation, 2007.

31%

Books/computer
Debt payment
Other (personal/leisure)

7%

28%

Source: Berger, Joseph, Anne Motte and Andrew Parkin. Price of Knowledge:
Access and Student Finance in Canada—Third Edition. Montreal: Canada
Millennium Scholarship Foundation, September 2007.

Between the 1995–1996 and 2005–2006 academic
years, the average university tuition fee in Canada
increased 44%.117 Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Ontario,
Saskatchewan and British Columbia recorded increases
of more than 50%, while Quebec and Newfoundland and
Labrador saw decreases over the same period.118
According to Statistics Canada, tuition fees—which are just
one of many costs associated with PSE—have increased on
average at a faster rate than that of inflation (as measured
by the Consumer Price Index).123

______________________________________________
* The most recent data on tuition rates in Canada’s colleges (2003–2004), show that tuition is about half that of university undergraduate programs.
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In order to make ends meet, many students assume
a higher debt-load or increase their participation in
the labour market. Nearly 60% of university students in
bachelor programs graduate with student debt.119 Between
1990 and 2006, the average university student debt-load
more than doubled, from $11,636 to $24,047 (in constant
2006 dollars).120 Debt-loads have also increased for college
students. Between 2003 and 2006, the percentage of
college students with a debt-load exceeding $15,000
increased from 17% to 29%.121
Figure 3.10:
Rates of increase in undergraduate tuition fees versus
inflation, Canada, 1990–1991 to 2006–2007
18%
16%
14%

THE ROAD AHEAD
Key Observations
From the ages of 18 to 27, young adults gain greater
independence from family and make the first major
decisions of their adult lives, including decisions about
further education, participation in the labour market and
personal lifestyle choices. As described in Chapter Two,
those experiences and choices are built on a foundation of
learning that will shape the direction of their adult lives.
Research shows that young adults’ participation in postsecondary learning is influenced by a number of factors,
including experience and success in compulsory education,
parental economic status, knowledge of PSE, literacy skills,
gender, ethnicity, employment experience, and community
involvement.
The transition from school to work has become longer
and more complex as PSE options, career choices and skill
requirements have grown. Although Canada recognizes
the importance of smooth transitions, the country lacks an
overall school-to-work strategy that identifies the range
of learning options, and that links PSE effectively to the
workplace.
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Note: Consumer Price Index annualized by taking averages from September
to August.
Source: Statistics Canada. “University tuition fees.” The Daily. Ottawa: Sept. 1, 2006.

Research shows that the likelihood of abandoning studies
before completion increases with increased student debt.122
Rising debt levels may affect the transition to work and
family formation. And for the debt-averse young adult, the
prospect of having to borrow money can be a deterrent to
participation in PSE.

The Challenge for Canada
The economic and social benefits of pursuing further
education have been widely documented. A skilled
workforce is linked to higher productivity, innovation,
economic growth, as well as to stronger communities with
higher civic engagement and social cohesion. Individual
benefits include better wages and job satisfaction, fewer
periods of unemployment, and improved health and
quality of life.
Skills and education are necessary for Canada’s improved
productivity and international competitiveness. Nearly 66%
of the new jobs expected to occur over the next decade will
require PSE qualifications124 while only 6% will be available
to those with less than a high-school education.125
PSE attainment in Canada increased to almost 66% in
2006 (for those aged 25 to 34),126 However, young adults
who do not pursue PSE are at risk of economic and social
marginalization. They are more likely to experience
low income, unemployment, poor health and less job
satisfaction than young adults who acquire further
education and skills.
University tuition costs have risen an average of 44%
over the decade ending in 2006.127 Student debt-load
has more than doubled since 1990, representing an
additional economic barrier to PSE participation.128 Though
apprenticeship registrations, and to a lesser degree,
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completions are growing, the under-representation
of women in apprenticeship programs is of particular
concern. Apprenticeship training provides an important
and effective route to the skilled workplace and is linked
to smoother school-to-work transitions, and lower levels
and fewer periods of unemployment.129 A key ingredient
in their success is the involvement of employers who are
in a position to match skills to job demands.

Key Information Opportunities
and Challenges
The development of a cohesive strategy requires a
comprehensive depiction of the PSE sector in Canada
and of learning during the post-secondary years. However,
there are numerous data gaps and insufficient mechanisms
to track students (and the public investment in their
education) once they leave a post-secondary institution. For
example, there is no comprehensive, national information
about students who drop out, change courses, change
institutions, or move between university and college.
Further research (including longitudinal studies) is needed
to help answer the following questions about labourmarket needs, PSE providers, young adults’ transitions
and career pathways:
• What is the capacity of PSE to meet labour-market
needs?
• What are employers’ expectations and needs
regarding labour-market skills and competencies?
• What is the state of Canada’s private providers of
PSE? (Who they are, what they do, their capacity, their
enrolment figures, what happens to their graduates?)
• What is the state of Canada’s community colleges in
terms of faculty, enrolment, and capacity?
• What indicators should be used to measure the extent
to which PSE promotes social capital and progress in
Canada?
• What are the learning requirements of older adults,
recent immigrants, people with disabilities?
• What are the learning requirements of Aboriginal
people?
• What are the pathways of adults who leave PSE
prematurely and what factors influence their career
pathways?
• What are the barriers that contribute to limited
enrolment in the technical categories of science,
math and engineer
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LEARNING IN THE Adult YEARS
INTRODUCTION
Most Canadians recognize that learning and education
matter. Indeed, according to the 2007 Survey of Canadian
Attitudes toward Learning (SCAL), 96% of Canadians agree
that learning throughout adulthood is critical to success
in life.1
What Canadians understand is that increased education
and skills translate into better wages, improved
employment prospects, better health and enhanced
quality of life. Education and training have a demonstrable
impact on productivity at both the individual and the
national level. In particular, educational quality has a
significant impact on labour-market outcomes and per
capita economic growth.2
Canada has one of the most highly educated populations in
the world. According to a 2007 study by the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD),
Canada placed second on an international list comparing
overall post-secondary attainment, ahead of such countries
as Japan, the United States and Australia. The same study
showed that in terms of the proportion of citizens having
completed university, Canada placed seventh overall—
behind top-ranked Norway, Israel and the United States.3
Currently, Canada is in good standing. But can we
assume that our current approach to adult education
and training is equipping Canadian adults for the future?
Can we do better?
Closer examination of the situation gives cause for concern:
in 2006, almost one-quarter (24%) of Canadian adults aged
25 to 64 had no more than a high school diploma.4 Data
from 2003 indicate that about nine million Canadians aged
16 to 65 years (42%) have literacy skills below the level
considered necessary to meet the demands of today’s
society.5 The proportion of low-skilled adults grows to 48%
when seniors aged 66 and older are included. Furthermore,
by 2031, 47% of adults aged 16 and over—totalling more
than 15 million—will continue to have low literacy skills.
As a result, many adults and their families will continue to
experience chronic low wages, unemployment, poverty,
and social exclusion—the unintended consequences of
low education and skills and limited opportunities for
advancement.

The Challenge for Canada: Reaping the
Benefits of Adult Learning
The 21st century poses significant challenges and
opportunities arising from rapid technological change,
demographic shifts and the effects of globalization. Adults’
capacity and willingness to learn and adapt are therefore
more important than ever.
Increasingly, employers and firms seek skilled workers
with a more sophisticated array of capabilities. These
include learning and decision-making skills, teamwork,
entrepreneurship and leadership skills, and transferable
generic skills such as oral and written communication,
interpersonal and problem-solving abilities. Workers
with these skills are highly sought after because of their
adaptability within the changing labour market.6 Demand
for such highly skilled workers is expected to intensify as
employers strive to develop niche markets, refine their
business needs, improve their innovative capacity and
replace workers ready for retirement.
Research indicates that the equivalent of an extra year
of formal education can significantly raise a worker’s
productivity in a variety of sectors.7 Innovation also plays
a key role in productivity. But to be innovative, countries
must invest in the continuous learning, skills updating and
training of their populations. Studies suggest that these
countries reap enormous benefits in terms of productivity
and therefore growth. In fact, increased labour productivity
has been the most important driver of economic growth in
most industrialized countries over the past decade.8 Studies
show that higher levels of productivity in firms are closely
related to the knowledge and skills of their workforce.9
Research demonstrates a link between investment in
adult learning and training, and improvements in business
performance and productivity.10 Employer-supported
training also fosters innovation at all business levels,
including the application of new technologies or software.1 1
Moreover, training significantly strengthens corporate
culture, morale and the potential to attract and retain highquality staff.12
Canadian adults of all backgrounds, regardless of
educational attainment, are experiencing and will continue
to experience the demands of the new economy in their
working and home lives. Increasingly, adults need to
be continuous learners, able to identify and access the
learning they need to succeed in the new economy and to
achieve their personal goals and aspirations.
The role that learning plays in the lives of adults can also
have an important impact on family and community life.
Adult learners influence their children’s attitudes about
the value and purpose of learning, demonstrate the link
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between increased skills and education and improved life
opportunities, and serve as role models of good citizens.
Thus, by widening learning opportunities for adults, we
also lay the foundation for our children’s future success,
and strengthen the fabric of society.
Despite such benefits, education and training of Canada’s
adults has not received the attention it deserves. In general,
our country has focussed on young people, not adults with
family and work responsibilities. To pursue their training
needs, adults must make sense of multiple approaches to
learning delivered by a variety of providers, in a range of
institutional contexts.
Most adult learning programs in Canada focus on basic
skills upgrading and job-related training—helping some
low-skilled adults to become literate, and helping others to
upgrade their employment skills. While these programs are
important to the lives of participants and to the economy,
they fall short of providing the varied learning opportunities
adults need to develop their full potential. As the OECD
notes, important programs, such as citizenship programs
and community-oriented education, are eclipsed by an
emphasis on work-related training.13
However, those who participate in job-related learning and
training tend to have higher levels of education. Workers
with the greatest need—such as recent immigrants, people
with low literacy skills, those who have dropped out of formal
education, and older workers in need of skills upgrading—
are least likely to receive training through their employers.

The Complexity of Adult Learning
The common perception of what constitutes “adult
learning” is varied.
Formal education for adults, while extremely important, is
only one component of a range of educational resources
available to the lifelong learner. Learning is not confined
to formal settings and classrooms; it also occurs at the
workplace, in the community and in the home.
Studies show that informal learning—also referred to by
some as “experiential learning”—comprises the bulk of
all adult learning;14 yet it is largely unrecognized as an
aspect of adult learning. Informal learning activities such
as volunteering in the community, self-directed learning
at home, and informal workplace learning can help adults
gain new skills and expand their social networks, and can
contribute to greater social cohesion.
Current approaches to adult learning need to recognize
and adequately respond to the diverse needs of adult
learners.15 Adults are a diverse, complex group with widely
different aspirations, needs and experiences, who face a
variety of constraints, resources and opportunities.16
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For example, factors such as family background and
experience with initial education can have an impact on
adults’ capacity and willingness to learn. Some do not want
to learn because they do not see the benefits of it, or they
believe that they have no need for skills upgrading. Some
do want to learn but cannot because of multiple barriers—
lack of financial resources, family and work obligations,
geographical remoteness, unrecognized experience and
credentials, or lack of employer support.
These barriers can limit access to programs that adults want
and need. Many marginalized groups also experience systemic
and historical barriers related to culture and language.

Adult Learning: Beyond the Economic
Economic growth alone is not enough to enhance the
quality of life of Canadians. Technological advances can lead
to a better world, but we also need adults with the skills,
knowledge, values and attitudes it takes to harness and direct
such resources for the common good. Seen in this context,
adult learning becomes a key component in the architecture
of a learning society, worthy of specific attention.
Canada has long recognized the value of broadening
educational opportunities at all levels, but has yet to
implement a lifelong learning strategy. In 1996, OECD
education ministers argued that strategies for lifelong
learning needed “a wholehearted commitment to new
system-wide goals, standards and approaches, adapted
to the culture and circumstance of each country.”
Recognizing the distinct challenges that adults experience
in participating in lifelong learning, the ministers called on
the OECD to “review and explore new forms of teaching
and learning appropriate for adults, whether employed,
unemployed or retired.”
The United Kingdom, Finland and Germany have heeded
the OECD’s call. Canada’s time has come. An adult learning
strategy could help guide Canada’s adults through the
challenges and opportunities of the 21st century.

What this Chapter Covers
This chapter provides a broader understanding of the
scope of adult learning. It explores how adult learning
occurs in the workplace, at home and in the community.
It outlines the skills needed to function in the 21st century
and examines the factors that contribute to, and limit,
equitable participation in adult learning. The chapter also
attempts to clarify the term “adult learner,” and why it
is necessary to develop a learning strategy to meet the
diverse needs and aspirations of Canada’s adults.
A number of key research questions guide the structure
of this chapter:
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• What skills are needed in the 21st century?
• How can we better equip adults for the future?
• How can various types of learning be complementary?
• How does adult learning differ from the learning of
children and youth?

THE IMPORTANCE OF ADULT
LEARNING: THE SKILLS IMPERATIVE
The challenges and opportunities that define the 21st
century make the education and training of adults of critical
importance. Rapid technological advances and increased
globalization will put less-skilled adults at greater risk of
marginalization. Failure to develop an appropriate adult
learning strategy will have economic consequences over the
long term. The social costs may prove equally profound.
Skills acquisition is critical to Canada’s economic and social wellbeing for several reasons, as outlined in the section below.
Importance of continuous adult learning and
skills acquisition
• Increased economic productivity depends on
continuous adult learning
• New economy requires increased skills and
competencies
• Impending labour market shortages
• Adults are highly influential role models and
mentors for children and youth
• Fosters personal and social well-being
• Promotes greater equity for adults most at
risk of economic and social exclusion

Increased Economic Productivity Depends
on Continuous Adult Learning
Increased labour productivity has been the most important
driver of economic growth in most industrialized countries
over the past decade. 17 To be innovative, countries,
including Canada, must invest in the continuous learning,
skills updating and training of their populations.
Studies have found that higher levels of productivity in
firms are closely related to the knowledge and skills of their
workforce.18 For example, the equivalent of an extra year
of schooling can raise a worker’s productivity by between
4.9% and 8.5% in the manufacturing sector and between
5.9% and 12.7% in the services sector.19
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Demographics at a glance: Canada’s adults
(aged 25 and older), 2006 Census
• In 2006, Canadian adults (aged 25 and older)
numbered 21,812,175, or 69% of the total
population.20 Almost half (45%) of these
adults, or 9.8 million, were between the ages
of 35 and 54.
• The elderly (65 and over), numbering 4.3
million, represented a record 13.7% of the
total population.21
• The 2006 Census enumerated more than
four million persons between the ages of 25
and 64 born outside Canada. Of those who
immigrated between 2001 and 2006 (349,800),
51% had a university degree, more than twice
the proportion of degree holders among the
Canadian-born population (20%).22
• New data from the 2006 Census show
that between 1996 and 2006 the number
of Aboriginal people increased by 45%,
nearly six times faster than the 8% growth
rate of non-Aboriginal Canadians. There
are now more than one million people
(1,172,790) who identify themselves as
Aboriginal, representing 3.8% of the Canadian
population.23 Adults aged 25 and over
numbered 611,880, representing 52% of the
Aboriginal population.
• In 2006, nearly 25 million people, or more than
four-fifths of Canadians, were living in urban
areas. Canada’s urban areas also have a much
larger young working-age population (aged 20
to 44) than do rural areas.24

The New Economy Requires Increased
Skills and Competencies
Rapid advances in technology and increased competitive
pressures stemming from the global economy are
transforming the Canadian workplace.25 Most forms of
work today use some aspect of technology, and as new
technologies are introduced in the workplace, workers
are required to keep pace. Workers with low skills and
qualifications are increasingly expected to make use of
complex materials, such as large documentation manuals,
to extract relevant information under pressure of time.26

CHAPTER

Employers and firms increasingly seek skilled workers who
possess a more sophisticated array of capabilities. Adults
who do not or cannot continue to upgrade their skills run
the risk of becoming outdated and marginalized.
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improvements in living standards.28 This is partly due to the
declining birth rate: in 2006, children and young people (ages
0 to 14) accounted for 17.7% of the population, their lowest
share ever. This was down from 19.1% in 2001 and well below
the proportion in 1961 when (at the height of the baby-boom
period) one person in three was aged 14 or under.29

The development of key competencies can contribute to
a successful life and a well-functioning society. The OECD
has identified key competencies and abilities within a
lifelong learning perspective that are essential for personal,
economic and social well-being, and which fall within three
broad categories:27

In addition, the number of people in Canada aged 55 to
64, many of whom are approaching retirement age, is the
highest it has ever been, at 3.7 million. Baby boomers—
people born between 1946 and 1965—were between 41
and 60 years of age in 2006, and accounted for nearly one
in three (30%) Canadians.30

1. Functioning in socially heterogeneous groups
• relate well to others

Between 2006 and 2015, about 1.7 million new non-student
jobs will be created as a result of increased economic
activity. Moreover, close to 3.8 million existing positions
(70% of all job openings) will be freed up by retirements, up
from an average of about 51% over the previous decade.31
About two-thirds (65.9%) of all job openings are expected
to be in occupations that usually require post-secondary
education (university, college or apprenticeship training)
or in management, up slightly from 63% over the previous
10-year period.32

• cooperate
• manage and resolve conflict
2. Acting autonomously
• defend and assert one’s rights, interests,
responsibilities, limits and needs
• form and conduct life plans and personal projects
• act within the big picture/large context
3. Using tools interactively

Over the same period, approximately six million people will
enter the Canadian labour market. Four-fifths of this group
will emerge from the education system, at an average of
approximately 550,000 new entrants per year, reaching
572,000 in 2015.33 Although immigrants are a significant
source of labour supply, they will represent only one-fifth
of labour-market entrants. Their numbers are expected to
reach 131,000 in 2015.

• use language, symbols and text interactively
• use knowledge and information interactively
• use (new) technology interactively

Impending Labour-market Shortages
Canada’s labour supply is projected to grow by less than 5%
over the next five decades, a rate that may not sustain past

Figure 4.1:
New labour market entrants, from school and immigration, Canada, 1985–2015
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Source: Lapointe, M., K. Dunn, N. Tremblay-Côté, L. Bergeron and L. Ignaczak. Looking-Ahead: A 10-Year Outlook for the Canadian Labour Market (2006–2015).
Ottawa: Human Resources and Social Development Canada, October 2006
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The pending retirement of the Baby Boom generation,
continuing low birth rates and fewer youth entering the
labour market 34 will make improving the skills of the
workforce more important than ever.

Adults are Highly Influential Role Models and
Mentors for Our Children and Youth
Adults play a profound role in the lives of children—as
parents and family members, and as teachers and mentors.
Not only do they shape children’s abilities and foster their
desire to learn, but they can be models of lifelong learning.
By continuing to upgrade their skills and acquiring new
knowledge, adults demonstrate their ability to make
informed decisions, improve their wages, and acquire more
access to resources and better living conditions—enabling
them to position their children to succeed.
Adults can also be effective mentors in the workplace.
Studies suggest that younger workers acquire job-related
knowledge primarily through informal mentoring by
older workers.35 Indeed, knowledge transfer from one
generation of employees to the next is emerging as a key
organizational goal in Canada. Mentoring is one low-cost
method of transferring skills and supporting continuous
learning throughout all levels of any organization. It can
also be an effective and informal way to orient new hires
regarding the organization’s work culture, policies and
unwritten rules.

Adult Learning Fosters Personal and Social
Well-being
An informed and engaged adult citizenry that continues
to learn across the life cycle is essential to Canada’s social
and cultural well-being.
Adult learning has social benefits that are related to,
but extend beyond, the economic. Research has shown
that individuals with higher levels of education tend to
lead longer and healthier lives, be more engaged in their
community and express greater personal satisfaction
with their lives.36 Continued learning throughout adult
life translates into better job opportunities and higher
incomes, better health, and greater civic engagement and
personal fulfilment.
Research suggests that learning not only fosters personal
development, but also cultivates community life and
maintains social cohesion.37 Learning contributes to social
cohesion by increasing and improving our country’s stock
of social capital—a concept that refers to resources (such as
knowledge, skills and information) derived from relationships38
that are built on norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness.39
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Through these social networks and shared values, key
competencies such as communication and teamwork skills
can be built and mobilized.40
As the OECD suggests, regions and countries with high
levels of societal trust and civic engagement tend to have
more equitable incomes, adult literacy and access to
further learning.41

Learning Can Promote Greater Equity
for Adults Most at Risk of Economic and
Social Exclusion
Canada has one of the highest post-secondary attainment
rates in the world. Over the last decade, however, rates
of adult participation in education and training activities
in Canada have stagnated.42 There are still segments of
Canadian society with unmet learning needs, and those with
the most to gain are unlikely to get further education and
training. In the 2006 Survey of Canadian Attitudes toward
Learning (SCAL), 22% of working-age Canadians who had
not taken work-related training indicated that they wanted
to take training, but had been unable to do so.43 (Full SCAL
results are available at www.ccl-cca.ca/scal.)
Low levels of education and skills can affect an individual’s
prospects for employment and higher wages. In 2006, 76%
of the adult population (25 to 64 years old) was employed.
However, only 57% of individuals with less than a highschool diploma were employed, compared with 75% of
adults with a high school diploma, and 83% of those with
a university degree.44
The 2007–2008 United Nations’ Human
Poverty Index ranked Canada eighth among
19 developed countries—well behind Sweden,
Norway and the Netherlands, but ahead of the
United States and the United Kingdom.45 This
represents an improvement from its 12th place
standing (out of 17 countries) in 2004. The
Index uses indicators that include:
• the probability at birth of not surviving to age 60
• the adult functional illiteracy rate
• the percentage of people living below the
income poverty line (disposable income less
than 50% of the median)
• long-term unemployment rate
(12 months or more)
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Between 1996 and 2001, five groups among the nonelderly population were vulnerable to low income on an
annual and persistent basis, including:46
• unattached individuals aged 45 to 64;
• persons with a work-limiting disability;
• recent immigrants;
• lone parents; and
• Aboriginal people living off reserves.
From 1996 to 2001, members of these groups were 4.6 to
8.6 times more likely to experience long-term low income
than other Canadians (59 years and under) in 1996.47

UNDERSTANDING ADULT LEARNING
IN CANADA
As with education provided to children and youth in
Canada, the responsibility for formal adult learning is widely
diffused across 13 provincial and territorial jurisdictions.
However, unlike the education of children, adult education
and training is not mandatory. In addition, many of these
jurisdictions have more than one ministry or department
responsible for some aspect of adult learning48 and some
responsibilities fall within the federal domain.
Community colleges form the primary vehicle for adult
education and worker training, offering career-oriented
and technical training and general education leading to a
diploma or certificate. Private colleges or schools provide
adults with an alternate system for skills training.49 As
well, an industry-based apprenticeship system exists in
Canada that leads to certification in a skilled trade. As
a result, programs for adults are largely a by-product of
post-secondary policies, not of policies focussed on adult
education.50 This can have consequences that include the
inability to accommodate the special needs of adults.
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What is an Adult Learner?
The OECD 2002 thematic report on adult learning notes
there is lack of agreement on a clear definition of what
constitutes an adult learner. Most definitions, the report
suggests, are “essentially administrative, and designed
to specify eligibility for particular programs…or to assign
individuals to specific education levels and systems.”51
For the purposes of this report, the term adult refers
to individuals who have completed or left their initial
education and training.
Key to our understanding of adult learning is recognition
that adults are not a homogenous group. There is no
typical adult learner. Rather, adult learners comprise a
diverse set of individuals with distinctive demographics,
widely different aspirations and needs, and varying levels
of experience and education; and are subject to a variety
of extenuating factors that may put them at social and
economic risk.52

Characteristics of adult learners
To understand more fully the complexity of the adult
learner population, we need to consider a range of
potential characteristics and needs, including—but not
limited to—those outlined below:53
• Gender
• Age
• Type of learner in formal education settings
o Full-time, part-time, mature-age entry or
“second chance” student*
o Apprentice
o Mid-career (upgrading/renewal)
o Worker in transition (re-qualifying for a
career change)
• Aboriginal learners
• Learners from a visible minority
• Learners with disabilities
• Learners with literacy or essential skills deficits
• Learners upgrading knowledge, skills or trade
qualifications

______________________________________________
* Returning to full-time or part-time studies after periods away from formal education.
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Working seniors? Baby boomers expected to
delay retirement
Statistics Canada data suggest that adults are
staying in the workforce longer and that labourforce participation of older workers will continue
to rise because of several factors:54
• baby boomers’ strong attachment to the
labour force;
• the apparent desire of older adults (over 55) to
continue working because of personal interest,
financial concerns or other factors; and
• the virtual elimination of mandatory retirement
at age 65.

Adults participate in a wide variety of
learning approaches
Research shows that adults participate in a mix of learning
approaches—formal schooling, non-formal learning and
informal learning—undertaken for professional or personal
reasons. Adult learning can include higher education and
general learning, and vocational and firm-sponsored
learning.56
The 2007 Survey of Canadian Attitudes toward Learning
indicates that 38% of Canadians aged 18 to 74 took workrelated training in 2006–2007, and 26% took courses or
classes for personal interest.57 The 2003 Adult Literacy and
Life Skills Survey (ALL) shows that close to half (49%) of
adult Canadians aged 16 to 65 participate in “organized
forms” of learning—that is, formal and non-formal learning
activities—and that the overall participation rate of adults
in Canada is somewhat lower than in Norway (53%), the
United States (55%) and Switzerland (57%).58

Older adults may remain in the workforce through
a range of work arrangements such as part-time
employment or consulting work, or by making
career changes.
Retaining an aging workforce that can mentor an
incoming generation of workers may be one way
to raise productivity and counter impending labour
shortages. Indeed, it is expected that efforts will
be made to encourage older adults to remain in
the labour force.55
Older workers who choose to extend their
working lives beyond the standard age of
retirement will also need to improve their skills
and knowledge to keep pace with the new
economy and technological innovations.

Figure 4.2:
Percentage of population aged 16 to 65 participating
in courses, programs and other forms of adult
education and training during the year preceding the
interview, Canada and selected countries, 2003
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Notes: 1) Countries are ordered by the total adult education and training
participation rate.
2) In general, courses are non-credit, while programs lead to a
credential such as a degree, diploma or certificate. (See text box on
next page.)
Source: Barr-Telford, L., F. Nault and J. Pignal. Building on our Competencies.
Canadian Results of the International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
Catalogue no. 89-617-XIE. Ottawa: Statistics Canada and Human Resources and
Skills Development Canada, Nov. 30, 2005.
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Types of adult learning
Formal learning (also known as structured
learning) is any clearly identified learning activity
that takes place in an organized, structured
setting and leads to a recognized credential.
This includes secondary, post-secondary and
vocational training.
Non-formal learning (also known as continuing
education or further education) refers to learning
that takes place alongside the mainstream
systems of education and training and does not
typically lead to formalized certificates. This type
of learning may be provided in the workplace
and through the activities of civil society
organizations and groups such as trade unions
and political parties.
Informal learning (also referred to as experiential
learning) can be divided into unintentional and
intentional learning. Unintentional, or unplanned,
learning occurs during everyday activities and in
many forms of basic socialization.59 Intentional,
informal learning is distinguished by the learner’s
own conscious recognition of a significant form of
knowledge, understanding or skill acquired on his
or her own initiative.60
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The importance of informal learning
Research suggests that anyone “can engage in informal
learning on his or her own volition” because this type of
learning does not have the same hierarchical structure
as organized learning.61 Indeed, it is likely that for most
adults, “informal learning…continues to represent our
most important learning for coping with our changing
environment.”62
The 1998 New Approaches to Lifelong Learning (NALL)
survey found that over 95% of Canadian adults were
involved in some form of explicit informal learning that
they identified as significant.63 Adults spent five times as
much time in informal learning activities—such as reading
the newspaper or participating in a book club—as in nonformal education courses, and, on average, devoted 15
hours per week to informal learning. Rates of participation
appeared to be similar across various levels of schooling,
and older adults, more so than younger adults, preferred
to learn informally rather than participating in organized
educational activities.64

Relationship between formal and
informal learning
Formal training and informal learning intersect
when knowledge, skills and attitudes are shared
at work, at home and in the community. For
example, learning that occurs in the workplace
can be more or less intentional and an integral
part of the work process. “[P]eople are
constantly put in the position of having to teach
(a word that can be interchanged with show,
instruct, coach, etc.) a colleague how to improve
their practice. The act itself, however, involves
a conscious and explicit process in which skills
and knowledge are passed from one person to
another, or others, using a range of pedagogical
skills, which may or may not reflect knowledge of
experiential or didactic approaches to teaching
and learning.”65
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Figure 4.3:
Spheres of adult learning
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SITES OF ADULT LEARNING
Indicators of Adult Learning

Adults learn in a variety of formal, non-formal and informal
contexts and settings, including at the workplace, in the
home and in the community. However, in some cases,
there are limited available data to clarify the extent to
which adults acquire knowledge, skills and competencies
in these various learning settings.

Site of learning

Indicators

Learning at work

• formal workplace learning
• informal workplace learning

Learning in postsecondary institutions

• adults who return to PSE

Learning at Work

Learning at home

• exposure to mass media
• internet use

Workplace learning refers to learning that takes place
through the workplace. It includes training under normal
operational conditions, as well as off-site training conducted
away from the workplace.66

Informal learning in the • volunteering
community
• civic participation
• participation in sports
• sense of belonging,
confidence and trust
Adult literacy
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• document
• numeracy

REPORT ON LE ARNING IN CANADA 20 08

Workplace learning and training include a range of
activities: union- or employer-supported learning; formal
learning; and informal learning (on-the-job training and
self-directed).

Formal workplace learning
The percentage of workers participating in formal jobrelated training in Canada increased between 1997 (29%)
and 2002 (35%). An estimated 4.8 million workers aged 25
to 64 participated in formal job-related training in 2002,
slightly more than one-third of the Canadian workers in
that age group.67
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Employer-sponsored training

Informal workplace learning

One-quarter of Canada’s adult workforce benefitted from
their employers’ support for training in 2002.68 However,
participation in employer-sponsored* training has changed little
since 1997. In 2003, the finance and insurance industry had the
highest proportion (78.1%) of employers providing structured
(formal) employee training, followed by manufacturing (75.1%),
and the information and cultural industries (69.2%). The retail
and real-estate sectors were among the least likely to offer their
workers sponsored training.69

According to Statistics Canada, informal workplace learning
and training involve little or no reliance on pre-determined
guidelines for their organization, delivery or assessment.
Participants pursue this type of learning with the intent to
develop job-related skills or knowledge.72 The training is
self-directed and self-initiated, and involves such activities
as seeking advice from someone knowledgeable; using
the internet or computer software; observing someone
performing a task; and consulting books and manuals.73

Figure 4.4:
Proportion of employers providing any structured
training, by industry, Canada, 2003

The most recent Adult Education and Training Survey
(2003) finds one-third (33%) of employed adults between
25 and 64 engaged in informal, self-initiated, job-related
learning activities such as learning new software and
developing writing skills.74
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Studies have suggested that informal learning in the
workplace is extensive. In 2004, of those adults who were
employed for at least one hour per week, 82% reported
that they were involved in some form of job-related
informal learning (under five hours per week on average).75
This far exceeds the participation rates and time involved
in adult education courses.76
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Source: Statistics Canada. Workplace and Employee Survey (WES) (2003).
Ottawa: May 25, 2006.

However, there appear to be minimal data for evaluating
the outcomes or success of these training programs or for
capturing the kinds of skills that employees are acquiring.
More understanding is needed to determine the extent to
which employer-sponsored training equips workers for the
broader demands of the new economy.
The learning organization
To excel during periods of rapid change,
organizations need to be flexible, adaptive
and productive. To achieve this, they need to
find ways to engage employees’ commitment
and capacity to learn at all levels.70 “Learning
organizations [are] organizations where people
continually expand their capacity to create the
results they truly desire, where new and expansive
patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective
aspiration is set free, and where people are
continually learning to see the whole together.”71
______________________________________________

The New Approaches to Lifelong Learning (NALL) survey
(1998) suggests that in all topic areas of study—from
learning new job tasks to learning new technologies—
employed individuals who participated in work-related
learning in 1998 were typically more than twice as likely to
learn through informal means; they spent about twice as
much time on job-related informal learning as on coursebased studies.77
NALL also suggests that younger workers acquire jobrelated knowledge primarily through informal mentoring
by older workers, whereas workers over the age of 45
rely primarily on “independent learning efforts drawing
on their own experience.”78 The impending retirement
of baby boomers will have implications for such informal
mentoring.
Despite its importance, informal work-related learning
remains largely unrecognized and not well understood.
D.W. Livingstone describes it as the submerged part of
the adult learning iceberg: not usually seen, but essential
to supporting the visible part.79
Since informal work-related learning does not lead to any
formal qualification or certification, there is also the issue
of how to assess workplace learning’s contribution to an
individual’s skill development. Many employers are not
only unaware of the added value it brings to the workplace
and to the individual’s skill-set, but they assume that such
knowledge is part of the employee’s general competency,
rather than a result of informal learning of concrete skills.80

* Employer-sponsored training refers to training paid for or provided by the employer.
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The recognition and effectiveness of informal learning
could be greatly enhanced with more strategic support
from employers and by adapting human resources
practices to encourage informal learning approaches, such
as mentoring and coaching.

Figure 4.5:
Distribution of the adult population by age group
and level of educational attainment, ages 25–64,
Canada, 2006
35%

Learning in Post-secondary Institutions
According to 2006 Census data, six out of every 10 adults
aged 25 to 64 had completed some form of post-secondary
education. Of these graduates, an estimated 23% had a
university degree, an additional 20% had a college diploma
and 12% had a trade certificate.81
The number of adults aged 25 to 64 with a university
degree increased by 24%, from 3.2 million in 2001 to
almost four million (3,985,700) in 2006.82 In contrast, the
number of adults who did not have a university degree rose
by only 2%. Just under one-quarter (24%) had a high-school
diploma as their highest level of educational attainment,
and 15% had less than a high-school education.83
Census data (2006) also show that, for the most part, young
adults had a higher level of educational attainment than
their older counterparts. About 29% of adults aged 25 to
34 had a university degree in 2006, compared with 18% of
adults aged 55 to 64. Similarly, 23% of adults aged 25 to
34 had a college diploma, compared with 16% of adults
aged 55 to 64.84
Rising educational attainment among young adults was
also reflected in high-school completion rates. In 2006,
11% of all adults aged 25 to 34 had no formal educational
credentials—less than half the proportion (23%) of older
adults (between 55 and 64).85
Fewer young adults had trade certification than older
adults: about 10% of adults aged 25 to 34 had a trade
certification in 2006, compared with 13% of the adults
aged 55 to 64.86
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Adults who return to PSE
While the majority of learners who enrol in post-secondary
education are aged 18 to 27, some adults return to postsecondary studies later in life to improve their knowledge
and skills. Universities, colleges and vocational institutes
offer programs as part of the regular curriculum. Learning
may be formal, non-formal or informal, and it may be taken
for work-related reasons or for general interest. In some
cases a degree, certificate or diploma is awarded.
Some institutions have courses and programs targetted
to particular groups, such as refresher courses for select
professional groups, learning for retirees, or mini-courses
and workshops. As well, many of Canada’s community
colleges and technical institutes are now involved in
providing employer-sponsored workplace training
through multiple community-based campuses. Colleges,
in particular, also play an important role in the delivery of
literacy and English as a Second Language programs.
In 2002, adult learners aged 25 to 54 were more likely to
pursue a college diploma (36%) than either a university
degree (29%) or a trades or vocational certificate (28%).
Only 7% of adult learners were pursuing a registered
apprenticeship.87
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Figure 4.6:
Participation of 25- to 54-year-olds in post-secondary
learning, by type of institution, in Canada, in 2002
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Source: Myers, K. and P. de Broucker. Too Many Left Behind: Canada’s Adult
Education and Training System. Canadian Policy Research Networks research
report W/34. Ottawa: 2006.

However, not all adult learners in Canada are able to
access post-secondary education. As the OECD notes,88
post-secondary programs for adults are largely the result
of post-secondary policies, and not of policies focussed
specifically on adult education. Access may be an issue of
concern for adult learners who must balance the demands
and schedules of work and family to attend classes, many
of which are offered only during the day and may be
inconvenient.

Learning at Home
For many Canadians, learning at home occurs quite
naturally on a day-to-day basis through involvement in a
range of self-directed activities. Some of these learning
experiences are purposeful rather than incidental, and can
have numerous benefits. These include the reinforcement
of knowledge and skills acquired in initial education and
opportunities to explore new content areas without
having to enrol in a course or fulfil formal educational prerequisites.
The most obvious activities involving learning in the home
are those associated with exposure to mass media (such as
print materials and multimedia) and use of the internet.
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Exposure to mass media
Exposure to different types of mass media, from
traditional print publications to radio, television and
multimedia websites, provides adults with a broader
range of information and expands their potential learning
opportunities.
According to Statistics Canada’s Survey of Household
Spending, the percentage of households that spent money
on print materials, such as newspapers, magazines and
books, decreased from 88% to 82% between 1997 and
2005. Over the same period, average annual spending on
print materials also decreased from $367 to $345.89
Many Canadians use media sources to acquire information
about health-related issues. The 2006 Survey of Canadian
Attitudes on Learning found that 96% of Canadian adults
aged 20 and over used at least one source of information
to learn about health issues in 2005–2006. The largest
proportion of Canadians (68%) used news media sources,
such as television, radio and newspapers, compared with
63% who used books and 59% who used the internet to
learn about health issues.90

Internet use
While the prevalence of information and communication
technologies (ICTs) has the potential to widen the
opportunity gap between low and higher income
individuals, ICTs can also provide a tool for adults to
connect with resources within their community and open
up greater opportunities for informal learning.91
The 2005 Canadian Internet Use Survey found that more
than two-thirds (68%)—an estimated 16.8 million adult
Canadians—used the internet for personal, non-business
activities during 2005.92
In 2005, about one-quarter (26%) of adult Canadians, an
estimated 6.4 million, used the internet for education,
training or school work.93 Approximately 4.2 million adults,
who used the internet for education, used it to research
project assignments or to solve academic problems.94 This
represents two-thirds (66%) of those who went online for
education, training and school work.95 Almost one-quarter
(26%) of those who went online for education-related
reasons reported doing so for distance education, selfdirected learning or to take correspondence courses.96
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The majority of adult internet users access the internet at
home.97 In 2005, just over 15 million adults (aged 18 and
older), or 90% of all internet users, were estimated to have
accessed the internet from home.98 However, only 58% of
residents living in rural areas and small towns accessed the
internet, well below the national average. An urban–rural
digital divide persists, with the odds of using the internet
being almost 1.5 times greater for urban residents than for
rural and small-town residents.99

The internet can enable Canadians to engage in e-learning
and distance education, and can create new opportunities
for lifelong learning for adults and for groups at risk of not
receiving training, such as disabled persons, recent immigrants
or people living in geographically isolated areas.102

Informal Learning in the Community

Individuals who are older, those with lower levels of
education and those living in households with lower incomes,
were less likely in 2005 to have used the internet.100

Interest in the role of community as the “site” of adult
learning has increased in recent years as policy makers and
learning practitioners seek ways to address the complex
social, economic, political and environmental challenges
of the new economy.

Canadian adults use the internet at home for a variety of
purposes, including e-mailing (91%), general browsing (84%),
searching for information about weather or road conditions
(67%), making travel arrangements (63%), and viewing news
or sports (62%), while 43% of internet home users report
going online for education, training or school work.101

The term “community” is difficult to define and its usage
varies widely in public discourse. For some, community
refers to a group of people with a common purpose,
shared values and interests, such as a parent-school
association. For others, community is organized around
geographic, cultural, demographic and other identities.

The Learning City/Community
The potential of community learning is most
evident in cities. As the crossroads of people,
ideas and capital, cities are the engine of
innovation, knowledge and national prosperity.107
Canada’s cities offer economic, educational and
cultural opportunities, attracting Canadians and
immigrants in ever-increasing numbers. Urban
centres are now home to 80% of Canada’s
citizens.108
As early as the 1970s, the idea of a “learning
city” arose as a way to counter economic and
social inequities. It was formally recognized in
1992 during an OECD conference in Gothenburg,
Sweden. Hundreds of cities around the world
now identify themselves as Learning Cities.
These cities facilitate learning for all as a means
of building their local capacity to address global
social, economic and technological change.109
The concept of a Learning City is also applied to
communities, villages and towns.
Among the Learning City’s objectives are the
twin goals of sustainable economic development
and social inclusiveness.110 These cities enable
local people and organizations to foster skills,
knowledge and values by harnessing community
resources of knowledge, social networks,
environmental assets and financial capital.
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Such efforts develop learning cities’ resilience
and adaptability to change as well as their
sustainability and competitiveness.111
Vancouver: a learning city
In June 2006, Vancouver designated itself a
Learning City and embraced the principles of
equitable access to learning, inclusivity and
collaboration as essential precursors to greater
prosperity and collective well-being. Vancouver’s
Learning City Proclamation formally recognizes
the potential of the lifelong learning model
to address “the challenges of the emerging
knowledge-based economy and society,” noting
that this approach is “contributing to effective
parents, family members, active citizens and
community members, environmentally conscious
consumers and productive workers.”112
The Vancouver Learning City Initiative and CCL
are embarking on a project to use the Composite
Learning Index, the world’s only index of lifelong
learning, as a “learning lens” to realize a vision
for Canada’s third-largest city. This project will
help create a Community Learning Strategy for
Vancouver by enriching the data from CCL’s
flagship CLI with additional Vancouver-specific
data to develop an in-depth analysis of the city’s
learning conditions.
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It can include community development initiatives, such as
participatory action projects designed to create learning
opportunities.103
A community can also be organized around the use of
information and communication technologies (ICTs), such
as participation in chat rooms and special online interest
groups. Community can also refer to a specific geographic
area such as a village, town or urban centre.
Through social interactions among neighbours, friends, and
groups such as voluntary organizations and associations,
communities play a role in building social capital,104 and
create opportunities for fostering a culture of learning.105
Communities harness resources of knowledge, social
networks, environmental assets and financial capital that
enable local people and organizations to develop skills and
knowledge, and strengthen values.106
Measuring learning in the community is a complex task.
To broaden our understanding this report draws upon
a series of detailed indicators related to learning in the
community, including those used in Statistics Canada
surveys113 and CCL’s Composite Learning Index. These
indicators include:
• volunteering in the community;
• civic participation;
• participation in sports; and

volunteerism and learning: Canadians who volunteer at
least once or twice a year are more likely to report having
taken work-related training, or courses or classes for
personal interest.
According to a 2006 report by Statistics Canada, the
rates of adult participation in volunteering are highest in
four types of organizations: sports and recreation, social
services, education and research organizations, and
religious organizations.118
Figure 4.7:
Volunteer rate and percentage of total volunteer
hours, by organization type, population aged 15 and
older, Canada, 2004

A 2001 United Nations statement claims that volunteering
allows “individuals [to] exercise their rights and
responsibilities as members of communities, while learning
and growing throughout their lives, realizing their full
human potential.”114
The 2003 Adult Literacy and Life Skills (ALL) survey suggests
there is a link between volunteerism and learning, indicating
that adults who are more active in community organizations, as
volunteers or as non-volunteers, are more likely to participate
in adult learning.115
In 2004, almost 12 million Canadians—45% of the
population aged 15 and older—volunteered their time to
non-profit organizations, including charities. Volunteers
contributed an average of 168 hours during the year—
almost two billion volunteer hours in total.116
The 2007 Survey of Canadian Attitudes on Learning
states that 62% of adults reported volunteering at least
once or twice within the past year; and of those, 16%
reported they volunteered at least once a week during the
previous year.117 The survey also confirms the link between
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Note: The “Health” category includes organizations that engage primarily in
out-patient health-related activities and health support services. The “Hospitals”
category includes hospitals, nursing homes, psychiatric hospitals and activities
related to rehabilitation such as in-patient health care and rehabilitative therapy.
Source: Hall, M., D. Lasby, G. Gumulka and C. Tryon. Caring Canadians, Involved
Canadians: Highlights from the 2004 Canada Survey on Giving, Volunteering and
Participating. Catalogue no. 71-542-XIE. Ottawa: Statistics Canada 2006.

Adults may develop essential skills through volunteering
Seventy-seven percent of Canadians volunteer because
they have a desire to use their skills and experiences.119
Research suggests that Canadians who volunteer are
engaged in activities that use diverse skill-sets.
In 2004, most volunteer activities consisted of:120
• organizing or supervising events (reported by 47%
of volunteers);
• fundraising (46%);
• membership on a committee or board (36%);
• teaching, educating or mentoring (30%);
• counselling or providing advice (26%); and
• collecting, serving or delivering food (25%).
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Many volunteers recognize that volunteering enhances
their learning. In 2000, more than three-quarters (79%)
reported that their volunteering had helped strengthen
their interpersonal skills such as understanding people
better, learning to motivate others, and learning how to
deal with difficult situations.121
In Statistics Canada’s 2000 Survey on Giving, Volunteering
and Participating, 68% of adults aged 15 and older
reported that their communication skills (public speaking,
writing, conducting meetings and doing public relations)
had benefitted from their volunteer experience.122 Slightly
less than two-thirds (63%) had increased their knowledge
in several areas, such as health, women’s issues, political
issues, criminal justice and the environment.123 Over half
(57%) reported that their organizational and managerial
skills improved through volunteer work.124 One-third (33%)
reported improvements in technical or office skills, such as
using computers, bookkeeping or library cataloguing.125
Figure 4.8:
Benefits of volunteering, Canadian volunteers aged
15 and older, 1997 and 2000
100%
1997

2000

80%

One in three non-retired adults aged 19 to 64 was politically
active in 2003, engaging in at least one of the following nonvoting political activities: volunteering for a political party,
joining a political party, searching for political information
and/or writing to a newspaper or politician to express their
views.128 However, Canadian voting patterns show declining
participation at all ages, from 75.3% in 1988 to 64.7% in
2006,129 and are among the lowest participation rates in the
industrialized world.130
Canadian adults who follow current affairs on a weekly or
daily basis are almost twice as likely to participate in nonvoting political activities as adults who follow the news less
frequently. Research suggests that adults who are involved
in a variety of community-oriented activities, as volunteers
or members of an association, are more likely to participate
in non-voting political activities.131
As demonstrated in Figure 4.9, the most common civic
activities among Canadian adults aged 15 and older were
signing a petition (27.5%), searching for political information
(25.7%) and attending a public meeting (21.3%).132
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Figure 4.9:
Percentage of Canadians who engaged in select
political activities over the previous year, 2003
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Civic participation both fosters, and results from, social
relationships that contribute to learning. It includes activities
such as voting, following the news and political campaigns,
attending political meetings, working on community issues
and discussing political matters with friends. These activities
provide unique opportunities for adults to gain new
knowledge, to widen their social networks and to become
more engaged as community members.
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Source: Hall, M., D. Lasby, G. Gumulka and C. Tryon. Caring Canadians, Involved
Canadians: Highlights from the 2000 Canada Survey on Giving, Volunteering and
Participating. Catalogue no. 71-542-XIE. Ottawa: Statistics Canada, 2001.

Civic participation
Research suggests there is a link between civic engagement
and learning. When levels of social capital are high,
individuals are more likely to participate in informal and
non-formal learning.126 In contrast, social exclusion is linked
with lower levels of trust and civic engagement.127
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Source: Schellenberg, Grant. 2003 General Social Survey on Social Engagement,
Cycle 17: An Overview of Findings. Catalogue no. 89-598-XIE. Ottawa: Statistics
Canada, July 6, 2004.
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Participation in sports
Twenty-eight percent of Canadians aged 15 and over
participated regularly in one or more sports in 2005. 133
According to Statistics Canada’s 2005 General Social
Survey, adults spent an average of only 30 minutes a
day participating in sport. 134 While adult participation
in sports has decreased from 8.3 million in 1998 to 7.3
million individuals in 2005, indirect involvement in sports
on a voluntary basis has actually increased. The number of
amateur coaches in 2005 reached 1.8 million, or 7% of the
population, up from 1.7 million in 1998.135
Recently released Statistics Canada data show a strong
link between level of education and participation in
sports. In 2005, one-quarter of Canadians aged 15 and
over, with a high-school diploma or less, participated in
sport, compared with 30% of those with a post-secondary
diploma and 33% of those with a university degree.

Sense of belonging, confidence and trust
A strong sense of belonging is indicative of strong social
networks and the interactions of community members.136
The 2003 General Social Survey on Social Engagement
indicates that more than eight in 10 Canadians felt a strong
sense of belonging in Canada. Older adults (aged 65 and
over) reported stronger feelings of belonging (74%) to their
community than adults under 30 years of age (64%).137
Level of education also has an impact on sense of
belonging. Adults (aged 25 to 54) with less than highschool completion are more likely (69%) to feel a strong
sense of belonging to their community than adults with a
university degree (64%), who feel a stronger affiliation with
their country.138
Research also shows that individuals’ sense of belonging
to Canada, their province and their local community is
influenced by the number of public institutions (such as
the health-care system and the federal Parliament) in which
they feel confidence. Of individuals who had confidence in
eight or nine institutions, 77% reported having a strong or
somewhat strong sense of belonging to their community,
compared with 57% of those who had confidence in three
or fewer institutions.139

Adult Literacy
Data collected over the past decade indicate little or no
improvement in the literacy levels of Canadians.140 On the
prose- and document-literacy scales, 42% of Canadian
adults—about 9 million Canadians—performed below
Level 3, the internationally accepted minimum considered
necessary to succeed in today’s economy and society.141
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As mentioned previously in this chapter, the proportion
of low-skilled adults grows to 48% when seniors aged 66
and over are included. On the numeracy scale, 55% of
Canadian adults 16 years and over scored below Level 3.142
At least two-thirds of seniors (66 years of age and older)
are at literacy Levels 1 and 2.
Types of literacy143
Prose: The knowledge and skills needed to
understand and use information from texts
including editorials, new stories, brochures and
instruction manuals.
Document: 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
manage effectively the mathematical demands of
diverse situations.
More specifically, in 2003, nearly 3.1 million Canadians
aged 16 to 65 were at proficiency Level 1 on the proseliteracy scale,144 and another 5.8 million were at Level 2.
The 2005 International Study of Reading Skills (ISRS), a
follow-up to the 2003 International Adult Literacy and Skills
Survey (IALSS), concluded that Canada has very few people
who are at the low end of Level 1 in reading skills.145 The
study found that a large proportion of adults in the lowest
levels had low levels of education, a first language other
than English or French, and earnings below $25,000 per
year.146
Despite the reality that many Canadians have insufficient
literacy skills, few Canadians acknowledge the need to
improve their skills. The 2007 Survey of Canadian Attitudes
on Learning shows that only 17% of Canadians indicate
that their literacy skills are not as strong as they would like
them to be.147
Literacy projections, which take demographic shifts and
population growth into account, suggest some disquieting
trends—particularly for aging adults. The number of seniors,
aged 66 and over with low literacy skills is projected to
rise dramatically from 3.06 million in 2001 to 6.2 million
in 2031—an increase of 103%, representing almost an
additional three million low-skilled seniors.148
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Health literacy in Canada

Key findings of the report indicate that:

Health literacy generally refers to the ability of
individuals to access and use health information to
make appropriate health decisions and maintain
basic health. It includes whether individuals can
read and act upon written health information, as
well as whether they possess the speaking skills to
communicate their health needs to physicians, and
the listening skills to understand and act on the
instructions they receive.

• Daily reading is the strongest factor in
predicting higher levels of health literacy.

More than half (55%) of Canadians aged 16 to
65 lack levels of health literacy required to read
nutrition labels, follow medication directions,
understand safety instructions or make informed
choices for their own healthy living.149
Health Literacy in Canada: Initial Results from the
International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, a
report commissioned by the Canadian Council on
Learning (CCL), examines the relationship between
levels of health literacy and health outcomes. The
authors estimate that 60% of Canadians possess
low health-literacy rates.150

FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE ADULT
PARTICIPATION IN LEARNING
To understand better the complex nature of adult learning
and how individual learning paths manifest themselves
throughout the adult years, we need to consider the impact
of a number of interrelated factors.
Factors such as level of education, literacy skills, age,
income level and employment, and life transitions can
significantly influence adult participation in learning at
the workplace, in the home and in the community. Social
factors including (but not limited to) family background,
community engagement, and barriers such as lack of
recognition of prior learning, can also affect the extent to
which adults participate in learning activities.
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• The simple act of reading every day is
associated with improved health-literacy scores:
38% higher for those aged 16 to 65, and 52%
higher for those aged 66 years and older.
• Canadians with the lowest health-literacy skills
are 2.5 times more likely to report being in
fair or poor health than those with the highest
skill levels. This is true even after correcting for
factors such as age, education and gender.
• The prevalence of diabetes increases
significantly as health literacy decreases. A
similar relationship, although not as strong, is
found for high blood pressure.
• Health literacy is more complex than general
literacy. Mastering health-literacy tasks requires
the use of more than one literacy skill (prose,
document and numeracy), often simultaneously.
• The three most vulnerable populations, in terms
of health literacy, are seniors, immigrants and
the unemployed.

Level of Education
Level of education has an impact on adult participation in
several spheres of learning, including workplace learning,
volunteering and use of the internet.
On average, Canadians with one or more university degree
are three times as likely to participate in adult education
and training (formal and non-formal) as those with less than
secondary education.151
Although the rate of participation in work-related training
rose between 1997 and 2002, the gap between the bettereducated and the less-educated increased.152 One-third of
employed adults aged 25 to 64 were engaged in informal,
self-initiated, job-related learning activities.153 The highest
rate was among workers with a university degree (50%), and
the lowest was among those with a high-school diploma or
less (16%). Surveys consistently show that distribution of
training is uneven.154 Managers and professionals tend to
receive more training than blue-collar workers.
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Figure 4.10:
Participation rate of the adult workforce in selfdirected, informal, job-related learning, by gender,
age and level of education, Canada, 2002
60%
50%

Adults who are more engaged in community activities
generally have higher levels of prose literacy.161 The 2003
IALSS suggests that literacy may be a key factor in building
a socially engaged community, “while such a community
in turn may be more likely to develop a literacy-rich
environment to sustain and improve its literacy base.”162
Research suggests that adults with low literacy skills are
less likely to pursue formal education. Individuals most in
need of skills upgrading, such as those with the lowest
levels of literacy or education, are the least likely to report
an interest in training and often do not see the benefit of
participating in any type of structured learning activity.163
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Adults with a higher level of education are more likely
to participate in volunteer activities. In 2004, 37% of
individuals without high-school diplomas volunteered an
average of 140 hours, compared with 59% of those with a
university degree who volunteered 180 hours.155
Internet access also rises with educational level. Eighty per
cent of adults with at least some post-secondary education
used the internet in 2004, compared with just half (49%) of
those with only a high-school education.156
Among adults aged 19 to 64, 51% of those with a university
education participated in non-voting political activities,
compared with 18% of those with a high-school diploma
or less.157 Moreover, according to a 2003 study, having
graduated from high school is estimated to raise the
probability of voting by 9% in Canada.158

Literacy Skills
Participation in employer-sponsored training, use of the
internet, and the pursuit of formal education can affect
literacy skills.

The learning needs and priorities of adults change as
they get older, and are reflected in the pattern of adult
participation in, and access to, formal job-related training
and volunteer and civic activities.
Younger workers participate more than older workers
in formal job-related training. In 2002, 42% of workers
between the ages of 25 and 34 participated in formal
job-related training compared with 23% of older adults
between the ages of 55 and 64.164 Level of education,
however, affects those results. Older adults (aged 56 to
75) with one or more university degree had a higher rate
of participation (41%) in job-related training compared
with those who had not completed high school (8%).165
Yet, most of the learning in which retired or nearly retired
adults participate is for personal interest, rather than for
work-related reasons, according to the 2003 International
Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (IALSS).166
Young adults aged 15 to 24 volunteer the most (55%),
followed by adults aged 35 to 44 (51%). The rate continues
to decrease with age, with 32% of seniors (65 and older)
volunteering. Although rates of volunteerism decline with
age, intensity increases. Volunteers aged 65 and over
contribute an average of 245 hours per year, while those
aged 15 to 24 contribute an average of 139 hours.167
Adults under 30 years of age are more than twice as likely
as older adults to participate in political activities, such
as searching for information on a political issue. They are
also six times more likely than adults aged 65 and older to
participate in a march or demonstration.168

Workers in Canada, the United Kingdom and the United
States who most use literacy skills at work are six to eight
times as likely to receive education and training from their
employers as those who use workplace literacy skills the
least.159 Computer and internet usage is strongly associated
with improved literacy skills and higher earnings. Individuals
most in need of skills upgrading are the least likely to use
computers and the internet.160
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Table 4.11:
Percentage of Canadians who participated in selected political activities in the previous year, by age group, Canada, 2003
Searched for
information on a
political issue

Contacted
newspaper or
politician

Signed petition

Boycotted/chose
product for ethical
reason

Attended a public
meeting

Participated
in a march or
demonstration

Age Group
15–29

33.2

8.4

29

20.2

16.3

9.9

30–49

25.3

13.7

30.3

23.7

23.2

6.1

50–64

24.5

16

28.8

20.2

25.5

5.5

16

11.3

15.7

7.4

19.6

1.5

65 or older

Source: Schellenberg, Grant. 2003 General Social Survey on Social Engagement, Cycle 17: An Overview of Findings.
Catalogue no. 89-598-XIE. Ottawa: Statistics Canada, July 6, 2004.

Older workers—an important labour source
There is a potentially dramatic impact of delaying
retirement on the labour supply in Canada. However, what
constitutes as retirement can vary considerably. Workers
near retirement may choose to stop work completely or
may continue on a part-time basis. Often the decision to
retire is not clear-cut. One-quarter of retirees later return
to the labour force.169
Education can play a role in retirement. In general, those
with more education tend to work longer than others.170
Many older workers have let their skills decline and have
not been encouraged by employers to retrain or upgrade
their skills. As the Policy Research Initiative (2005) notes,
many such policies made sense when labour was in surplus
supply. They have since become barriers to adjustment
and flexibility.171
Many employers are revisiting their human resources
strategies in an effort to retain and retrain these workers.
However, retention requires more than just encouraging
workers to stay on: it demands the creation of policies and
programs aimed at the unique needs of this group.

Income Level and Employment
Income level and employment have been shown to have an
impact on adult participation in learning activities such as
using the internet and volunteering in the community.
The gap in internet access widens as income declines. Access
to the internet is nearly universal (92%) among individuals
in the highest income quartile, but declines to only slightly
over half (55%) of those in the lowest income quartile.172
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Employed older workers aged 56 to 75 participate more
(38%) in adult learning than their counterparts outside the
labour force (12%).173

Social Factors: Family Background and
Community Networks
Adults’ hopes and expectations about education are
often influenced by the values, expectations and levels of
education of their parents.174 Other factors, such as social
networks within the community and prior civic engagement
(during their youth), also affect adult participation in
learning, confirming that learning habits and interests
initiated earlier in life can carry over into adulthood.
In 2003, 41% of Canadians whose parents had been
volunteers participated in political activities. Individuals
who were in secondary school when their parents had
volunteered in the community were 1.3 times as likely to
engage in political activities as individuals whose parents
did not volunteer.175
Almost half of all non-retired Canadians aged 19 to 64
who were involved in student government, and 39% of
those who belonged to a youth group, participated in a
non-voting political activity as an adult.176
The ALL data show that parents’ levels of educational
attainment strongly affect their adult children’s participation
in education and training. Adults with less education than
their mothers or fathers are more likely to participate in
adult learning than adults with the same level of education
as their parents. Yet, adults with a higher level of education
than their parents are less likely to participate in adult
learning than those who have the same level of education
as their parents.177
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Life Transitions
Adult participation in a range of formal, non-formal and
informal learning activities varies considerably over the life
course: it may be partial or full-time, sporadic or sustained.
Its intensity and purpose shifts in response to changes in
life circumstances, needs, interests, opportunities and
challenges.
Adult learning is not a linear process—it is characterized by
multiple pathways to learning that can vary from individual
to individual, and can shift throughout the life course.
These learning pathways are often complex, diverse,
unpredictable and difficult to discern in the aggregate
data of many studies on adult learning. Life events such as
marriage, birth of children, loss of employment, divorce
and illness typically vary across the lifespan and can affect
how, when, and if adults pursue learning.
The number of family transitions has shifted radically in
recent years and can have an impact on adults’ financial
circumstances and work/life balance. This, in turn, can
affect their capacity to take advantage of learning
opportunities.
About 83% of the cohorts of women born in 1920 and
1940 experienced the transition from being single to being
married by the age of 31, with very few other transitions in
their marital status taking place.178 However, there were far
more transitions for the cohort born in 1970, from being
single to living common-law (46%), from being single to
being married (41%), from common-law to being single
(12%), and 10% of marriages resulting in separation.179
Most adults are married with children
Married-couple families, with children aged 24
and under, comprise the largest family structure,
but findings from recent Census data suggest
this trend is now on the decline. The Census
enumerated a total of 8,896,840 families in
2006, an increase of 6.3% from 2001. Of these,
6,105,910 were married-couple families and
1,376,865 were common-law-couple families. The
number of lone-parent families increased by 7.8%
to 1,414,060.180
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Research shows that, on average, adults will enter and
leave the labour force (e.g., change jobs, take time off
in-between jobs etc.) about 17 times throughout their
lives, and that those with less education are more likely
to experience more transitions; adults with less than high
school will experience twice the number of transitions of
individuals with university degrees.181

Multiple, Complex Barriers to Learning
Multiple, complex barriers limit the type and degree of
adult participation in learning.
For example, post-secondary education programs are
often designed for young people who have yet to take
on the adult responsibilities of work and family. For many
adults, the pursuit of post-secondary education can be
fraught with obstacles such as lack of financial resources or
time because of work and family commitments, challenges
related to day care, and lack of employer support.
Adults need to be clear about the benefits and outcomes
of learning and training opportunities. Many do not
participate in learning because available opportunities
do not map well with their needs. Courses may be
inappropriately scheduled or pedagogically unsuitable for
adults, and often they may not be clearly linked to further
learning or employment opportunities.182
Other challenges such as lack of literacy, technological and
critical-thinking skills can also constitute very real barriers
to further learning.183

Lack of Recognition of Previous Skills
and Experience
Lack of recognition of previous skills and experience,
including academic credentials (whether acquired in a
foreign country or at home), constitutes a serious barrier
to adults who would like to pursue additional learning and
training opportunities.
Although immigrants have a comparatively higher level
of education than their Canadian-born counterparts, they
may experience lower rates of employment because of
a lack of recognition of foreign credentials and lack of
official-language skills. As a result, they resort to working
in low-skilled, low-paying jobs that are not commensurate
with their experience and qualifications.
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Table 4.12:
Distribution of highest level of schooling according to immigration status, aged 25 to 64, Canada, 2006
No high school

High-school
certificate or
equivalent

Apprenticeship or
trades certificate or
diploma

College, CEGEP or
other non-university
certificate or
diploma

University certificate
or diploma below
the bachelor level

University
certificate, diploma
or degree

22.9

%
Total population

15.4

23.9

12.4

20.3

5

Non-immigrants

15.9

24.9

13.5

21.5

4.2

20

14

21.1

9.1

16.7

7.5

31.6

Immigrants

Source: Statistics Canada. Census of Population, 2006. Catalogue no. 97-560-X2006025. Ottawa: Released March 4, 2008.

Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition (PLAR)
Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition (PLAR) involves
reviewing, evaluating and acknowledging the information,
skills and understanding that adult learners have gained
through informal learning (experiential or self-directed)
and/or non-formal learning (non-credit courses and
workshops) as opposed to through formal education.184
Recognition of prior learning has the potential to serve
as a critical bridge between the world of informal and
experiential learning, in which the great majority of
adults are actively engaged in their everyday lives, and
the organized systems of education, employment and
citizenship with which they interact in their careers and
community lives.185

Unfortunately, detailed data on PLAR are limited, and
we do not have a clear understanding of employers’ and
professional organizations’ involvement in PLAR on a
nation-wide basis.190

THE ROAD AHEAD
Key Observations
As this report demonstrates, the value and contribution
of learning are evident at all stages of life—and learning
in the adult years is no exception. Ongoing learning can
influence income, job satisfaction, political participation,
and health and well-being. It also enhances Canada’s
economic productivity and competitiveness.

In Canada, as in many other countries worldwide, PLAR is
present within the education and training systems. Formal
PLAR policies and supports are much more widespread
at the community-college level than at the university or
secondary level.186 PLAR appears to be primarily available
for undergraduate rather than graduate-level studies.187

Research on each life stage shows that learning begets
further learning. Beyond the economic and personal rewards
are important social contributions. Adults are influential
role models—as learners and as active citizens—for their
children, co-workers and their communities. Thus, adult
learning contributes to social capital and social cohesion.

At Canadian and international post-secondary institutions,
PLAR implementation and uptake by learners appears to
be concentrated in certain disciplinary areas, notably health
sciences (dietetics, nursing, pharmacy and optometry),
human services (early childhood education and social work)
and business education.188

The sites and modes of learning in the adult years are
diverse and complex. Research shows that although formal
learning is vital, informal learning—in the workplace, at
home and in the community—is also important and can
improve technical skills, impart specific knowledge, and
especially develop the softer skills increasingly demanded
by the modern workplace. Yet informal learning and the
significance of its contribution are largely unrecognized by
governments and employers.

Much informal and non-formal learning for many adults
is acquired through their work experiences. Only a small
proportion of the general public, however, is aware of
PLAR, according to research findings. More than onehalf of all Canadian adults and over 60% of employed
workers (representing approximately 12 million workers)
would be interested in enrolling in further education with
recognition of prior learning. In that case, their informal
learning achievements could be applied as credits toward
a wide range of academic courses and other training
programs.189
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Similarly, recognition of adults’ prior learning and
experience needs to be broadened. In Canada, as in
many other countries worldwide, formal Prior Learning
and Assessment Recognition (PLAR) policies and
supports are much more widespread at the community
college level than at the university or secondary level. 191
Its implementation and uptake by learners appears to be
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concentrated in certain disciplinary areas, notably health
sciences (dietetics, nursing, pharmacy, optometry), human
services (early childhood education and social work) and
business education.192

The Challenge for Canada
Although Canada leads OECD countries with the highest
proportion of adults aged 25 to 64 (60%) with university or
college or trades attainment,193 one-quarter of Canadian
adults has only a high-school education or less.194 Nine
million adults (42%) between the ages of 16 and 65 lack
the literacy skills considered essential in today’s economy
and society,195 while recent projections suggest that over
the next decade, the situation will not improve, particularly
in light of an aging population.196
Low wages, unemployment, poverty and social exclusion
are the consequences for many individuals and their
families. The social costs are profound: lost productivity,
weaker innovation and competitiveness, poorer health and
well-being, and higher social expenditures.
An evolving global market and rapidly changing
technologies place a premium on workforce skills, both
hard (technical proficiency) and soft (such as problem
solving, critical thinking, leadership, communication skills
and adaptability).
Continuous learning and training over the life course are
key to economic growth and social well-being. Countries
that recognize this fact are developing and implementing
innovative strategies to increase and broaden the range
of learning opportunities for their citizenry.
Yet in Canada, research shows that rates of adult
participation in education and training activities have
stagnated.197 Those who most need learning opportunities
are, ironically, the least likely to obtain them. All of this
is occurring against a backdrop that includes an aging
workforce, pending skills shortages and an increasingly
competitive and demanding workplace.
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Key Information Opportunities
and Challenges
Canada is well positioned to build on its strong PSE system
and significantly expand learning opportunities for adults.
However, significant data gaps hamper our capacity to
develop the potential of the adult learning years. There are
still a number of areas that require further understanding,
such as:
• What are the particular learning needs of adults,
especially those most at risk, including unattached
individuals aged 45 to 64, persons with a workrelated disability, recent immigrants, lone parents and
Aboriginal Peoples?
• What more do we need to know about the provision
of adult learning in Canada, including programs,
policies and effective practices in jurisdictions
across Canada?
• To what extent does informal learning and communitybased education impact on skills development,
especially for low-skilled adults and those with low
levels of education?
• What is the extent of employers’ and professional
organizations’ involvement in PLAR on a country-wide
basis? What are the factors that lead to higher uptake
of PLAR, and approaches to quality assurance?
How well do existing PLAR policies meet the needs
of adult learners?
• To what extent do older workers mentor younger
employees? What is the extent of skills loss/
maintenance in older adults? What is the potential
for older workers to offset labour market shortages
through delayed retirement or alternate work
arrangements?
• What are the most effective and efficient incentives
for workplace training used by countries that have
developed lifelong learning agendas?
• What are the learning opportunities afforded by
new technologies and how can greater equity of
access be achieved?
Canada’s fragmented approach to adult education and
learning could be strengthened by the development of an
adult learning strategy. This would enable Canadians to reap
the full economic and social potential of lifelong learning.
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OUR CHANGING ENVIRONMENT,
OUR LEARNING FUTURE

Projections Suggest Similar Proportion, More
People with Low Literacy Skills

Canadians recognize the value of learning and training to
their personal, social and economic lives. Lifelong learning
is an essential ingredient of a vibrant democracy.

Canada’s first projections of literacy levels, released by CCL
in June 2008, indicate that the proportion of Canadians
with low levels of literacy will remain virtually unchanged
over two decades —from 48% of all adults (aged 16 and
older) to 47% in 2031. 3 Moreover, due to population
growth, Canada will see a 25% increase in the number of
adults with low literacy skills, from almost 12 million to a
total of 15,029,000 adults.

It is also our greatest safeguard against an uncertain future
as we face the challenges of increased globalization,
including rapid advancements in new technologies and
demand for innovation and higher productivity.
Learning matters to individuals, providing benefits such as
better health, more job opportunities and a higher quality
of life. Learning matters to communities, where success is
directly linked to the skills and engagement of the people
who live there. And learning matters to our country’s ability
to maintain a high standard of living and to participate fully
in the knowledge economy.

At least two of every three seniors aged 66 and older are
considered to have low levels of literacy. Due to shifting
demographics, by 2031 the absolute number of seniors
with low literacy skills will increase by 103%, representing
3.1 million more low-skilled seniors in our population
since 2001.4

Continuous learning over the life course is key to individual
development, social cohesion and economic prosperity.
Learning is fundamental to our experience of being human
and affects virtually every aspect of our lives. Learning
is a “lifetime affair”1 that lies at the very core of human
potential. It fosters our ability to think, to create, to solve
problems and to build the kind of society that we want for
ourselves, our children and our country.

Increasing Demand for Skills and Learning

Learning is Lifelong, Life-wide and
Interdependent
Lifelong learning includes all forms of learning (formal,
non-formal and informal), occurs at different learning sites
and extends from early childhood into retirement. Both
formal and informal learning—which develop skills and
abilities essential at work, home and in the community—
are necessary for success in today’s economy.
Skills acquired early on make later learning easier. Skills are
cumulative over the life course, and, as James Heckman noted
in 2000, these abilities in turn foster further learning.2
Yet learning trajectories are as unpredictable and nonlinear
as individuals’ lives. Success or failure at any given stage
can have repercussions over the long term.

An Uncertain Future: Why
Canada Needs to Act Now
Collectively, Canadians are facing a number of challenges
in the future. Shifting workforce demographics, rapid
advancements in technology and increased competitive
pressures that stem from the global economy are
transforming not only our society, but our understanding of
the nature and purpose of learning. We live in an increasingly
globalized world where advancements in the production of
new knowledge occur at an unprecedented rate.
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Many Canadians lack sufficient competencies to succeed in
an increasingly complex world. Employers seek employees
with a more sophisticated array of capabilities, beyond the
basic job requirements. These skills include: decision-making,
teamwork, problem solving, entrepreneurship, leadership,
information and communication technology (ICT) skills, the
ability to communicate effectively and a desire to learn.
Canadians will need to upgrade their skills on a continuous
basis if they are to succeed in today’s economy.

Lifelong Learning: a Unique
Opportunity for Canada
The concept of lifelong learning is, therefore, not just a
abstract concept. It is a perspective that can help to address
the social and economic challenges and opportunities that
define the 21st century.
Although globalization is often seen as having negative
consequences, Canada has a unique opportunity to
respond positively to the many challenges that lie ahead
by fostering a culture of lifelong learning.
Canada can rise to emerging challenges from a position of
strength. Indeed, “Canada’s economic and labour market
performance is strong. The Canadian economy is recording
solid growth. Inflation is low .… We have skilled, talented
and well educated people .… This country boasts one of
the best educated populations in the world.”5
What we do today can shape our future. We need to take a
long-term perspective on learning, a responsive rather than
reactive approach that reflects the needs and aspirations
of Canadians now, and in the future.
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The Canadian Context
Efforts to forge a learning society in Canada need to reflect
the unique characteristics of this country, rather than
replicate models defined beyond our borders. Our society
is shaped by our vast geography and by our culturally
diverse population.
Canada has the second-largest land area in the world,
behind Russia, but has a very low population density
(3.5 people per square kilometre). 6 Two-thirds of the
population is concentrated along the Canada–United
States border and more than 80% of Canadians (25 million)
live in urban areas. Northern regions of Canada are very
sparsely populated.7
Canada also has enormous cultural diversity. The 2006
Census data indicate that Canada had a higher rate of
population growth (5.4%) than any other G8 country
between 2001 and 2006, with two-thirds attributable to net
international migration.8 The 2006 Census also identified
more than 200 ethnicities, including Canada’s Aboriginal
peoples and individuals of European and Asian origins.9

Canada’s Education Sector
Canada is also unique for its high education attainment rate.
According to a 2007 study by the OECD, Canada placed
second on an international list of countries comparing
overall post-secondary attainment, ahead of Japan, the
United States and Australia. The same study showed that
in terms of the proportion of citizens having completed
university, Canada placed seventh overall—behind topranked Norway, Israel and the United States.10
Responsibility for formal education in Canada is widely
diffused across 10 provincial and three territorial
jurisdictions, while some responsibilities (such as Aboriginal
education) fall within the federal domain. Elementary and
secondary school education is free to all Canadian citizens
and permanent residents (typically up to age 18).11
Currently, Canada has 92 universities that are members
of the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada
(AUCC). There are more than 10,000 undergraduate and
graduate degree programs offered in Canada, as well as
professional degree programs and certificates.
Canada has a wide variety of publicly funded community
colleges that are members of the Association of Canadian
Community Colleges. The association represents 150 postsecondary colleges, institutes of technology, polytechnics,
Collèges d’enseignement général et professionnel
(CEGEPs) and university-colleges that include 900 campuses
and serve 1.5 million full- and part-time students. Canada’s
colleges are unique for their combination of employer-

centred curricula and their ability to adapt to the economic
and social needs of the communities in which they operate.
In 2005, there were as many college graduates in Canada
(23%) as university graduates (23%).12
Additionally, Canada’s private post-secondary education
sector provides program instruction to more than 150,000
students each year.13
Canada also offers a variety of “second chance” options
to young people and adults who drop out of school but
later wish to continue their formal education.14 As part of
the regular curriculum, universities, colleges and vocational
institutes offer programs targeted to particular groups,
such as refresher courses for select professional groups,
learning for retirees, or mini-courses and workshops.

Creating Favourable
Conditions for Lifelong
Learning: Three Priority Issues
To build a dynamic, forward-thinking country we need
successful learners, confident individuals, responsible
citizens and effective contributors to society and the world
of work. However, this objective can only be achieved
by creating and maintaining favourable conditions
for learning.
Creating favourable conditions is our immediate goal.
These conditions are premised on three priority issues:
building a strong foundation for learning; providing
smooth transitions and flexibility; and offering ongoing
opportunities.

A Strong Foundation for Learning
To participate fully in the workforce and to contribute
fully as members of their communities and of society,
individuals must have a solid foundation of skills. These
skills are acquired through formal and informal learning
contexts that include the home, the school, the workplace
and the community.
However, the process of learning and skills acquisition
begins not with compulsory education, but in early
childhood, when human abilities and motivation are
shaped by families and learning environments within the
community. Research has demonstrated that developing
skills (such as literacy) and positive attitudes toward
learning early in life make later learning easier. Children
who start school willing and ready to learn usually continue
to do better throughout school and in the workplace.15
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As John Abbott, president of the 21st Century Learning
Initiative, notes, “learning is like a three-legged stool. One
leg represents school-based or structured learning; the
other two legs represent the community and the home. A
three-legged stool will balance on any surface, provided
that each leg is of equal length. Education systems,
community and home are equal partners in the learning
process.”

Smooth Transitions and Flexibility
The critical learning intersections that connect the ages and
stages are as unpredictable and nonlinear as individuals’
lives. They affect individuals at all stages in life, but
particularly young people on the threshold of adulthood.
Young adults often experience a number of daunting
transitions as they leave high school and make their way
toward PSE and the labour market. While some enter the
labour market immediately, others go directly into a postsecondary education program, while still others “dip in and
out” of several options that include combinations of work,
study, travel and skills development.
Factors such as family background, previous learning
success and availability of resources (informational,
monetary) can affect the timing and quality of young
adults’ decisions. Smoothing the transitions between
key life events (such as graduation from high school or
university) by allowing for greater flexibility could enable
young people to gain the education and training they want,
and need, when they need it.
Similarly, adult learners, often with competing demands of
work and family, oscillate between the labour market and
education and training. They, too, need a flexible system
responsive to their specific needs and to the impact of life
events (birth of children, loss of employment and divorce)
in order to pursue further learning. Measures to facilitate
smooth transitions and greater flexibility could enhance
the ability of many adults to overcome barriers associated
with insufficient resources (time and money) and the lack
of recognition for previous skills and experience.
With appropriate resources, adults (young and old) are
better able to fulfil their potential as skilled workers and
as contributing members of their community, while also
attaining their personal aspirations and life goals.
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Ongoing Opportunities
Integrating the learning needs of individuals across the
lifespan requires ongoing opportunities in all areas of
life—at school, at the workplace, in the community and
at home. Success will largely depend on the extent to
which society actively engages and makes demands of
its citizens’ skills and knowledge, promotes the use of
individuals’ competencies and encourages individuals to
think, act and be engaged.16
The responsibility for creating a learning society is shared.
Canadians need to recognize and seize as many learning
opportunities as possible; and society needs to foster an
environment where such individual awareness and initiative
can occur. As the OECD observes, we need to create a
system in Canada that responds to people’s needs and
enables individuals to be independent and autonomous
learners who are able to determine when they need further
education and what steps they should take to acquire it.17
Indeed, ongoing learning opportunities are particularly
important during the adult years. All too often learning
and education are perceived as the domain of youth. We
need to view learning in the adult years as a priority and to
provide opportunities that respond to the specific learning
needs of adults at all levels of skills development.

International Examples of
Lifelong Learning Strategies
Around the globe there is strong interest in the formation
of socially productive skills.18 The European Union (EU),
some of its member countries and Singapore are pursuing
policies and programs that support lifelong learning among
their citizens. A brief survey of that work follows.

European Union
The European Union is committed to extending lifelong
learning opportunities to its member states and facilitating
workers’ and learners’ transborder mobility through a
range of innovative initiatives.
The EU’s Lifelong Learning Programme (LLP) supports
learning opportunities from childhood to old age. With a
budget of almost €7 billion for the period 2007–2013,19 it
is composed of four sectoral programs: school education
(Comenius), higher education (Erasmus), vocational training
(Leonardo da Vinci) and adult education (Grundtvig).20
Quantified targets have been set for all programs, such as
increasing placements in enterprises to 80,000 per year
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by the end of the program.21 The LLP also includes an
integrated program composed of activities in four themed
areas—policy cooperation and innovation, languages
and language learning, information and communication
technology, and dissemination—across all sectors of
education and training.22
The EU has also established the European Qualifications
Framework (EQF), a translation tool for the classification
and comparison of learning outcomes for general and
higher education, vocational training and non-formal
learning—at European, national and sectoral levels.23 The
website PLOTEUS, which stands for Portal on Learning
Opportunities throughout the European Space, provides
learners, workers and educational professionals with
information about studying and training in Europe.24

Charting Europe’s progress in education
and learning
In March 2000, the European Council responded
to the changing global economy with the Lisbon
Strategy, a comprehensive economic and social
policy plan for the European Union “to become,
by 2010, the most competitive and dynamic
knowledge-based economy in the world, capable
of sustainable economic growth, with more and
better jobs and greater social cohesion.”*
To track Europe’s progress toward targets
in the area of education and training, the
European Council uses a framework of indicators,
benchmarks and statistics, as summarized below.†  

Many EU countries have implemented measures to reduce
barriers to adult learning. Under Norway’s Competence
Reform, adults have a legal right to primary, lower
secondary and upper secondary education and to the
assessment of their non-formal and informal learning.25 The
U.K.’s national program, Train to Gain, offers employers
fully subsidized training for low-skilled employees up to a
first Level 2 qualification and support for progression to
Level 3.26
EU countries are also addressing the learning and
developmental needs of young children. Finland’s National
Board of Education has developed a curriculum to guide
the organization and content of Early Childhood Education
and Care programs, reflective of the concept of EduCare,
where care, education and instruction are integrated.27

• learning to learn skills
• upper-secondary completion rates of young
people
• professional development of teachers and
trainers
• higher-education graduates
• cross-national mobility of students in higher
education
• participation of adults in lifelong learning
• adult skills
• educational attainment of the population
• investment in education and training

Sixteen core indicators monitor progress toward
the Lisbon objectives:

Five EU benchmarks for 2010:

• participation in preschool education

• no more than 10% early school-leavers

• special needs education

• decrease of at least 20% in the percentage of
low-achieving pupils in reading literacy

• early school-leavers (less than
upper-secondary completion)
• literacy in reading, mathematics and science
• language skills
• ICT skills
• civic skills
______________________________________________

• at least 85% of young people should have
completed upper-secondary education
• increase of at least 15% in the number of
tertiary graduates in Mathematics, Science and
Technology (MST), with a simultaneous decrease
in the gender imbalance for these areas of study
• 12.5% of the adult population should participate
in lifelong learning

*

Lisbon European Council, “Presidency Conclusions,” March 23 and 24, 2000. Cited in Commission of the European Communities,
Progress Towards the Lisbon Objectives in Education and Training, Commission Staff Working Paper (Brussels: 2005), p. 68.

†

Commission of the European Communities, Progress Towards the Lisbon Objectives in Education and Training: Indicators and Benchmarks,
Commission Staff Working Document (Brussels: 2008).
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Singapore
Singapore has developed a pragmatic, lifelong learning
system to address unemployment—by enhancing the
country’s competitiveness in the knowledge-based
economy.28 The government’s contributions to its Lifelong
Learning Endowment Fund, which was established in 2001
to provide education and training subsidies, are expected to
reach $5 billion (roughly $3.7 billion Canadian) by 2010.29
Singapore’s Continuing Education and Training (CET)
Masterplan has clearly established goals and identified
sectors of priority. Industry-driven, the CET aims to provide
workers with relevant skills that employers value. Programs
reflect the needs of adults for shorter, more practiceoriented courses and improved access through affordability
and reduction of unnecessary academic pre-requisites.30
CET’s Workforce Skills Qualification (WSQ) system, which
covers all major industries, has certified 145,000 workers
since it was established three years ago.31 Since then, 19
CET centres have been created and have the capacity to
train 22,000 workers a year. The annual training capacity
is targeted to reach 80,000 workers by 2010.32

Realizing Our Vision for Canada
Lifelong Learning in Canada
The federal government’s long-term plan for Canada,
Advantage Canada: Building a Strong Economy for
Canadians (2006), identified quality education as key to
developing a globally competitive country. The plan calls
for a workforce that aspires to be “the best educated,
most skilled and most flexible” in the world. It commits to
creating “new opportunities and choices” for people to
excel and achieve their potential.33
To achieve this vision, Canada needs to commit to a
lifelong learning strategy. Indeed, the importance of
lifelong learning to social and economic development has
long been recognized among OECD countries. By 1996,
OECD ministers of education were not only advocating
lifelong learning as a concept, but calling for lifelong
learning strategies that demonstrated a “wholehearted
commitment to new system-wide goals, standards and
approaches, adapted to the culture and circumstance of
each country.”34
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In line with this commitment, Canada appointed an
Expert Panel on Skills in 1998, which recommended
making lifelong learning a national priority. Objectives
included: helping employers upgrade the skills of their
employees, addressing the special learning and skills needs
of Aboriginal communities, and further developing new
computer-based learning technologies.
By 2002, the federal government had released Canada’s
Innovation Strategy, which called for the strengthening of
learning in this country to ensure equality of opportunity
and economic innovation in the knowledge society.35 The
strategy emphasized that meeting the challenges ahead
is not about a short-term solution or a series of one-time
initiatives. It is about a long-term commitment to action by
Canadians and their governments, “to build together the
future we all want, for ourselves and for our children.”36
There is much to be done to make lifelong learning the
norm for Canadians. If we fail to act now, we run the risk
of jeopardizing our future social and economic well-being.
We can no longer afford to view the purpose of education
and learning as primarily the preparation of youth for the
labour market, or a commodity with a fixed end-point. No
longer can we afford to compartmentalize each stage of
life without recognizing critical intersections that connect
the ages and stages.

Canada’s Objective
Canada’s objective is to create a society in which individuals
can seize the opportunities they want and need in order
to make full use of their talents and potential. In short, it
is about building a learning society. It is about providing
the opportunities needed to succeed in the workplace. It is
about becoming better parents, more engaged community
members and more fulfilled as individuals.
Creating a culture of lifelong learning requires action from
many parts of our society. Governments, the education
sector and businesses must collaborate to respond to the
challenges ahead. Individuals and families must incorporate
learning into their daily lives. Improving the skills levels of
our current and future population must be a high priority
for us all.
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CCL’s Commitment to Lifelong Learning

Report on the State of Learning in Canada

Lifelong learning is a fundamental priority for the Canadian
Council on Learning. Over the next three years, CCL will
continue to demonstrate the importance and value of
lifelong learning through a number of core products and
initiatives, and collaboration with key organizations, as
described below.

The State of Learning in Canada report is intended to
be the most comprehensive and up-to-date report to
monitor learning in Canada. It takes a life-course approach,
exploring issues related to learning from early childhood
through the senior years.

Composite Learning Index
Measurement is the basis for tracking improvement, yet
learning has traditionally been a difficult concept to quantify
and report on—especially learning that takes place outside
the classroom. CCL’s Composite Learning Index (CLI) is the
first of its kind in the world. The index is designed to help
assess the state of learning across Canada, over time and
throughout all ages—from early childhood to advanced
adulthood.
The CLI uses a wide array of data on both formal and
informal learning, as well as the personal, social and
economic dimensions of learning. The CLI was first
released in 2006 with two main objectives: to stimulate
an informed discussion of lifelong learning in Canada;
and to identify areas of strength and weakness in learning
conditions nationally, and in individual communities, to
enable communities to learn from one another.
In May 2008, CCL released its third annual CLI. With three
sets of results, CCL was able, for the first time, to report
trends in CLI scores for communities across Canada.
The CLI has received significant international attention
and validation from such organizations as the European
Union and the OECD. During 2008–2009, CCL will work
with international organizations to develop an international
learning index that can be used to compare learning
conditions among countries.

Annual Report on the State of Post-secondary
Education in Canada
The annual PSE report examines the degree to which our
post-secondary education sector is keeping pace with
Canada’s economic and social challenges. It provides an
evidence-based overview of the status of PSE in Canada,
with a focus on national goals and indicators that are
necessary to ensure Canada’s PSE sector is providing
Canadians with the skills they need to succeed.
In 2008, CCL will issue its third annual report on postsecondary education, updating the data presented in 2007
and reporting on significant activities in this area in the
past year.

Through State of Learning in Canada, CCL aims to stimulate
an active dialogue on the role of learning in our society
and fulfil our vision of being a catalyst for lifelong learning
across Canada.

Thematic reports
CCL produces a series of thematic reports on issues related
to Aboriginal learning, work and learning, adult learning,
early childhood learning and health.
CCL also produces reports that feature some of our
crosscutting themes (literacy, culture, e-learning, gender,
and learning in French in minority settings).

Annual Survey of Attitudes toward Learning
The annual Survey of Canadian Attitudes toward Learning
(SCAL) is conducted in co-operation with Statistics Canada
and explores the attitudes of Canadians on learning.
Data collection occurs in March and April of each year;
major report findings are released each fall.

Lessons in Learning
Published online bi-weekly, the Lessons in Learning articles
explore a wide range of topical issues on learning, such
as homework, learning cities, apprenticeships and the
importance of unstructured play. The articles also provide
links to relevant research in Canada and abroad.

21st Century Learning Initiative
Launched in 2005, the 21st Century Learning Initiative
is composed of a network of academics, researchers,
policy-makers and learning practitioners from numerous
countries. Its goal is to facilitate the development of new
approaches to learning that draw upon the most current
insights into the human brain, the functioning of human
societies, and learning as a community-wide activity.
In 2008–2009, CCL will continue to support the work of
this program in Canada through workshops and other
initiatives with provincial partners.
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National Prior Learning Assessment and
Recognition (PLAR) Framework
Recognition of prior learning is based on the premise
that learning can occur in many settings—at school, in
the workplace, through life experience—or in another
country. PLAR involves the identification, documentation,
assessment and recognition of previously acquired
knowledge. Following the recommendation of its 2006
Report on Post-secondary Education, CCL began work,
in 2007–2008, on developing a framework for a national
PLAR strategy. In 2008–2009 CCL will issue a report on the
results of this work.

CCL’s knowledge centres
CCL’s work is complemented by a network of five
knowledge centres located across the country, each of
which addresses learning challenges critical to Canadians.
The knowledge centres provide advice to CCL with respect
to research priorities for each domain, and indicators to
assess the state of learning in each domain and to enable
CCL to measure progress.
CCL’s five knowledge centres focus on:
• developing insights into Aboriginal learning through
networks within the Aboriginal community, with the
goal of enhancing learning opportunities;
• promoting adult learning both in and out of the
classroom, so that all adults are better able to
participate fully in today’s knowledge-based society
and economy;
• setting Canadians on the right path from their earliest
days, through early childhood learning that ensures
every child can reach his or her full potential in life;
• helping Canadians achieve healthy minds and healthy
bodies, by understanding the relationship between
health and learning; and
• developing effective approaches to work and
learning that contribute to the success of employees
and employers.
The primary focus of the knowledge centres’ activities
is knowledge exchange. These activities will take many
forms throughout 2008–2009, such as annual conferences,
workshops and roundtables, speakers’ series, sponsored
knowledge exchange projects, and the production of
research synthesis reports.
For more information on the work of CCL’s knowledge
centres visit www.ccl-cca.ca/CCL/AboutCCL/
KnowledgeCentres/
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