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Introduction
With the province facing a competitive global economy, an aging workforce and an increasing
reliance upon immigration to address skills shortages, ensuring adequate literacy and essential
skills levels for Ontarians is a growing priority. Indeed, the goal of Employment Ontario (EO) is
for the province to “have the most educated people and highly skilled workforce in North
America in order to build the province’s competitive advantage.” As literacy and essential skills
are the foundation upon which such a workforce will rest, EO’s Literacy and Basic
Skills/Academic Upgrading programs are helping to build that foundation.
Ontario’s Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) Program serves over 56,000 people annually. These
programs assist learners 1 in pursuing their goals – employment, further education and training
or independence. Literacy and basic skills programs across Ontario make every effort to be
responsive to the needs of their individual communities as well as the unique needs of their
participants.
Through an ongoing service planning process, these programs collaborate not only with their
EO partners, but also with other community stakeholders such as mental health agencies, local
community development councils, Early Years Centres, public health organizations, Ontario
Works (OW) and Associations for Community Living. Literacy and essential skills touch most
elements of community development, playing a significant role in meeting the skills needs of
any community.
In June 2009, Essential Skills Ontario (formerly the Ontario Literacy Coalition) published Literacy
in Ontario. The publication quickly became an important resource of information and data for
both practitioners and policy makers. Literacy and Essential Skills in Ontario updates the 2009
version of Literacy in Ontario - incorporating the most recent information available on literacy
and essential skills programming trend data. Our reason for this is simple: as our lives,
communities and workplaces change in response to evolving technology and a knowledgebased economy, the skills adults need are different and wider-ranging today than they were
ten, twenty, even 30 years ago. The information collected in Literacy and Essential Skills in
Ontario allows us to better address all the essential skills adult Ontarians need to thrive in
today’s rapidly-changing world.

1

Learner, Student and Client are terms used throughout this report. Typically, “learner” refers to people in literacy
programs; “students” refers to people in Academic Career Entrance (ACE) courses and those seeking an academic
credential; and “client” is used when speaking about Employment Ontario (EO) clients or literacy learners as they
relate to EO.
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Literacy and Essential Skills in Ontario comes at a time when literacy and essential skills
programming is in transition. The past few years of the economic recession have heavily taxed
the resources of agencies as they have tried to respond to the changing economic reality in
Ontario. Also, the system under which literacy programming is provided is transitioning as the
new Ontario Adult Literacy Curriculum Framework (OALCF) is introduced and fully
implemented.
The data contained in this document is taken from the Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges
and Universities’ (MTCU) Information Management System (IMS). Since April 1, 2012, the IMS
system has been replaced by an online case management system that reports directly into the
Employment Ontario Information System - Case Management System (EOIS-CAMS).
Literacy and Essential Skills in Ontario publication will be useful to EO Service Providers
(literacy, training and employment providers), MTCU staff, other levels of government and
those with an interest in literacy and essential skills. Our hope is that it will provide a better
understanding of the literacy and essential skills field in Ontario.
Literacy and Essential Skills in Ontario is divided into four parts:
1.
2.
3.
4.

What are Literacy and Essential Skills?
Literacy and Essential Skills Programming in Ontario
Ontario Literacy and Essential Skills Trends and Issues
Literacy and Essential Skills Programming Statistics

For further information about this publication, please contact:
Essential Skills Ontario
65 Wellesley Street East, Suite 503
Toronto, ON M4Y 1G7
(416) 963-5787
info@essentialskillsontario.ca
www.essentialskillsontario.ca
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Chapter 1. What are Literacy and Essential Skills?
The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) states that
literacy is “a human right, a tool of personal empowerment and a means for social and human
development.”i The International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey (IALSS) defines literacy as:
[…] the ability to understand and employ printed information in daily
activities at home, at work and in the community–to achieve one’s goals,
and to develop one’s knowledge and potential.
The IALSS definition of literacy focuses on what a person can do rather than on a static notion
of competency based on level of educational attainment. This approach emphasizes the
practical nature of literacy and the need to link literacy skills to a person’s everyday reality.
Literacy has moved from a skill set that is nice to have to one that is necessary to have if a
person wants to meet his or her personal and economic goals.
IALSS was a seven-country initiative conducted in 2003 and examined three types of literacy –
prose, document, and numeracy:
 Prose literacy – the knowledge and skills needed to understand and use information

from texts including editorials, news stories, brochures and instruction manuals.
 Document literacy – the knowledge and skills required to locate and use information

contained in various formats, including job applications, payroll forms, transportation
schedules, maps, tables and charts.
 Numeracy – the knowledge and skills required to effectively manage the mathematical

demands of diverse situations.ii2
Each of these domains was divided among five levels. The definition of each level, using the
prose literacy domain as an example, is provided in Table 1.1.
Building on IALSS, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
launched Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) across
partner countries in 2011. As the most comprehensive international survey of adult skills ever
2

A fourth domain, problem solving, was examined in IALSS but is not generally considered as part of IALSS’ literacy
domains. While IALSS reports on all three types of literacy, for this report, only prose literacy scores will be used,
unless explicitly referenced.
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undertaken, PIAAC measures the skills and competencies needed for individuals to participate
in society and for economies to prosper. It was created to help governments better understand
how education and training systems can nurture these skills. PIAAC breaks new ground by
allowing literacy levels to be compared over a 13-17 year period for participating countries, and
includes better understandings of complex problem solving. The much-anticipated PIAAC
results are set to be released in 2013.
Table 1.1

Descriptions of the International Literacy Levels

Level 1

Level 2

Level 3

Level 4

Level 5

Read relatively short text, locate, and enter a piece of information into that text, and
complete simple, one-step tasks such as counting, sorting dates, or performing simple
arithmetic. (However, it should be noted that only 3.8% of Canadians have extremely
limited word reading ability, what the public might consider “illiterate”)iii

The ability to sort through “distracters” (plausible, but incorrect pieces of information),
to integrate two or more pieces of information, to compare and contrast information
and to interpret simple graphs.

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

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

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

Source: Canadian Council on Learning. (2008). Reading the future: planning to meet Canada’s future
literacy need. (p. 10). Ottawa.
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Essential skills not only focus on the traditional basic skills that are necessary to navigating in
today’s world – such as reading, writing and math – but also incorporate other important skills
such as digital, problem solving, numeracy, engineering and language.
The Ontario Skills Passport (OSP) defines essential skills as those that enable people to perform
tasks required by their occupation and other activities of daily life. These skills provide people
with a foundation for learning other skills and enhance and individuals’ ability to adapt to
change. Skill levels are provided for each skill.

The skills included in the OSP are:






Reading Text: The comprehension of text consisting of sentences and paragraphs.
Writing: The preparation of written materials for a variety of purposes.
Document Use: The use of labels, lists, signs, graphs, charts, tables, forms and other
similar materials.
Computer Use: The use of any type of computerized technology.
Oral Communication: The use of speech for a variety of purposes.

Numeracy






Money Math: The use of mathematical skills in making financial transactions, such as
handling cash, preparing bills and making payments.
Scheduling, Budgeting and Accounting: Planning for the best use of time and money, as
well as monitoring of the use of time and money.
Measurement and Calculation: The measurement and calculation of quantities, areas,
volumes, and/or distances.
Data Analysis: The collection and analysis of data in numerical form.
Numerical Estimation: The production of estimates in numerical terms.

Thinking Skills





Job Task Planning and Organizing: The planning and organization of one’s own work.
Decision Making: The making of any type of decision, using appropriate information.
Problem Solving: The identification and solving of problems.
Finding Information: The use of a variety of sources, including written text, people,
computerized databases and information systems. (See also Reading Text, Document
Use, Computer Use, and Oral Communication above)iv
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Human Resources and Skills Development Canada’s (HRSDC), Office of Literacy and Essential
Skills (OLES) defines literacy and essential skills as:


those that are needed for work, learning and life



are the foundation for learning all other skills



help people evolve with their jobs and adapt to workplace change

Literacy traditionally includes the following four skills:


Reading



Writing



Document Use



Numeracy

Essential skills also include the skills needed for all forms of communication, whether in the
workplace or daily interactions in the community. They include the four skills associated with
literacy above, as well as the following five skills:


Computer Use



Thinking



Oral Communication



Working with Others



Continuous Learning

Through extensive research, the Government of Canada and other national and international
agencies have identified and validated these key essential skills. These skills are used in nearly
every job and at different levels of complexity. They also provide the foundation for learning all
other skills and enable people to evolve with their jobs and adapt to community change.
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Literacy Skills of Ontarians
Using the International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey (IALSS) definitions, the percentage of
Ontarians at literacy levels 4 and 5 is similar to the rest of the country (Table 1.2). It is
estimated that 17% of Ontario’s population can perform literacy tasks at levels 4 and 5. The
province has a larger percentage of its population at Level 1 than Canada’s population in
general, meaning 21.3% of people in Ontario “can read relatively short text, locate and enter a
piece of information into that text, and complete simple, one-step tasks such as counting,
sorting dates or performing simple arithmetic.” Level 1, however, does not mean you cannot
read; only 3.8% of Canadians have extremely limited word reading ability, what the public
might consider “illiterate.”v
Table 1.2:
Population 16 Years and over by Prose Literacy Level, Canada and Ontario, 2003

Canada

Ontario

Level 1

19.9%

21.3%

Level 2

27.8%

26.7%

Level 3

35.4%

35.0%

Level 4/5

17.0%

17.0%
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Based on IALSS data released in 2003, Ontario had a greater percentage of its population at
level 1 than all other jurisdictions except Quebec, New Brunswick, Newfoundland, and Nunavut
(Chart 1.1) 3. Ontario’s population at level 3 is 35% as compared to 35.4% for Canada. The
largest percent of Alberta’s population (39.6%), as well as Yukon’s (39.3%) are at level 3. The
jurisdiction with the greatest percentage of its population at level 4/5 is the Yukon at 27.3%.
The percentage of those at level 4/5 is the same for Ontario and for Canada – 17%. All
provinces and territories west of Ontario, except for Manitoba, had larger percentages of their
population at levels 4/5 than Ontario.
Chart 1.1

3

At present, we cannot provide a more updated picture of literacy in Ontario and the other provinces due to the
lack of additional data released since IALSS.
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A key motivator for improving literacy and essential skills is the demands of the new economy.
In the new economy, literacy skills are more than just reading prose – they involve reading
documents, numeracy and problem solving – all essential skills. IALSS examined all these
dimensions of literacy - Chart 1.2 presents Ontario’s scores on the four dimensions of literacy
skills. These scores are comparable to those of Canada. Problem solving skills appear to be the
weakest skill with 72.5% scoring at levels 1 and 2. Over 50% of the population is at level 3 or
higher in prose and document literacies, while only 44.1% are at that level on the numeracy
dimension.
Chart 1.2
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Canada is a country rich in diversity that attracts a high number of immigrants. While
information specific to Ontario is not publicly available, Chart 1.3 provides an understanding of
the influence of immigration on national literacy levels.
In general, Canadian-born adults have stronger literacy skills than immigrants. Immigrants,
both recent and long-term, comprise most of those who scored at level 1. While over 60% of
Canadian-born are at level 3 or higher, only approximately 30% of immigrants are at that level.
The largest percentage of Canadian-born and recent immigrants fall into level 3, although
recent immigrants do have a larger percentage of their population at levels 1 and 2 than do
Canadian-born. Established immigrants have lower levels of literacy and essential skills.
Chart 1.3
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The language in which the test was taken influences prose literacy proficiency (Chart 1.4).
IALSS was conducted in the language of the respondent’s choice. Those who completed IALSS
in French had a lower overall level of literacy scores. Some 54% had proficiency scores below
level 3. Several different factors may contribute to poorer performance on literacy assessments
among the Francophone. These factors included lower overall educational attainment,
bilingualism, the reading readiness of students entering Grade 1 in minority French-language
schools as well as the specific challenges faced by schools operating in minority-language
contexts.vi
Chart 1.4

The challenge for Ontario and its literacy and essential skills programs is how to reach the 1.9
million people with the lowest levels of literacy skills as well as the 2.4 million people who read,
but not well enough for today’s economy. Currently, Ontario Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) and
Academic Career Entrance (ACE) programs are funded only to serve about 50,000 learners each
year.
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Why Do People Face Literacy and Essential Skills Challenges?
There are many reasons why some people have not developed a solid foundation in literacy and
essential skills.vii These reasons, while not limited to the list below, generally fall within the
following categories:
Past School Experience
In the past, limited school opportunities existed because schools, particularly high schools,
were either unavailable or inaccessible in rural areas due to lack of transportation. In some
cases, children did not want to leave home to attend the only schools available to them. Some
people did not enjoy school or felt out of place, were unable to finish school due to personal
circumstances, had poor first language acquisition, or may never had attended school.
Unaddressed Special Needs
Some people had special learning needs that were not addressed. School was difficult for
them, they did not learn as fast as others did or they were labelled “learning disabled.” They
may have had physiological problems such as poor eyesight or hearing, physical/mental
disabilities or emotional and/or psychological problems that affected their learning.
Poverty
Poverty produces hunger, which interferes with education - affecting one’s ability to
concentrate on learning. A stable, comfortable home, with a quiet space for homework, is
crucial to one’s education. However, low family income often means poor housing, including
overcrowding and perhaps unhealthy and unsafe conditions. Poverty can cause worry, tension,
stress, and instability, which can make it difficult or impossible either to make time for or to
concentrate on studying. A lack of money for special expenses such as eyeglasses, hearing aids,
the “right” clothes, school photographs, and activities creates functional disadvantages as well
as visible inequality between disadvantaged children and their not-so-poor classmates.
Although literacy is related to poverty, it must also be said that getting
literacy does not guarantee getting out of poverty. That possibility is also
limited by minimum wage rates, vocational training policies, and the
structure of the labour market.viii
“Dropping Out”
People who leave high school without completing their diplomas may be dealing with
unsupportive educational environments, peer pressure, drug and substance abuse, a
dysfunctional family or community situations. They did not get all the attention and help they
needed in school and/or at home. Many people drop out of school because:
Chapter 1 – What are Literacy and Essential Skills?
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 they have to support themselves or help support their families
 for women, pregnancy
 if they are in special educational institutions, their program ends or they become too

old, and they have nowhere else to go
 they are failing, feeling frustrated and humiliated, and do not see any point in

continuing, so they give up
 they experienced conflict between working and going to school

Why People Do Not Seek Help
If there are so many people with lower skills levels, why do they not attend programs? For
some, it is hard to admit they have difficulties with literacy and essential skills. People with low
skill levels often overestimate their proficiency and so do not seek out programs. Many people
have organized their lives in such a way that they can avoid certain tasks, keep literacy tasks
simple and based on memorization, or enlist others (spouses, children) to perform the tasks.
Typically, a crisis – such as a promotion at work or the loss of a job, the loss of a spouse, or a
change in life course – precipitates the requirement to improve skills. However, for many,
literacy and essential skills are not an issue in their daily lives.
Even the most credible literacy statistics only tell us how many people have
difficulties on a test — in a bundle of literacy task simulations, all in a row,
outside of any normal daily context. The statistics do not say how many
people have difficulties in life. Many can deal adequately with everyday
routines without having literate skills — substituting memory for reading,
getting help filling out forms, and so on. Many who cope well in their lives
neither identify themselves as “illiterate” nor perceive themselves as likely
to choose to study.ix
Since many adults with low skill levels may not identify themselves as “illiterate”, literacy
programs may have difficulties amassing learners. To appeal to these adults, Essential Skills
Ontario, like many programs, has shifted its focus from ’literacy‘ to ’essential skills‘ in order to
appeal to a broader audience in need of training.
Economic and Social Implications of Literacy and Essential Skills
Literacy and essential skills play a key role in various economic and social outcomes for
Canadians. Literacy and essential skills have a direct impact on productivity, income, labour
force participation, health, poverty reduction and citizen engagement. The research supporting
Chapter 1 – What are Literacy and Essential Skills?
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increased investment in adult education and literacy and essential skills is abundant from
reliable sources:
Economic Growth
 A one percent increase in adult literacy levels could generate a 1.5 percent permanent

increase in the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita.x In Canada, this would
amount to about $18 billion a year that could be re-invested in Canadians’ other
priorities.
 Investment in education is three times as important to economic growth over the long

run as investment in physical capital such as machinery and equipment. xi
 Educating the least educated has a greater impact on GDP than increasing the skills of

those with higher literacy skills. xii
 Raising a country’s literacy scores by one percent relative to the international average

is associated with an eventual 2.5 percent relative rise in productivity and a 1.5 percent
rise in national income per person. xiii For example, a two percent increase in wages
and earnings from improvements in national literacy would provide approximately a
1.8 percent increase in revenue in a country that is dependent primarily on valueadded tax.xiv
Labour Market
 Over 60% of the earnings premium associated with high school graduation and slightly

fewer than 50% of the earnings premium associated with a university degree can be
attributed to increased literacy skills.xv
 People with low literacy skills are about twice as likely to be unemployed for six

months or more. xvi
 Low-skilled adults have a greater chance of being unemployed than those with higher

literacy skills. The duration of unemployment for those with low skills may also be
greater. Those with low literacy skills are clearly at a serious disadvantage with respect
to access to the labour market.xvii
Health
 “Improved literacy becomes a receding goal when a learner’s poor health acts as a

barrier to learning. It is hard to learn when you are hungry. It is difficult to focus when
you are in chronic pain or when you are taking medication. It is hard to maintain
regular program attendance or to demonstrate a commitment to learning when you
are making frequent trips to a doctor’s office or the emergency ward. It is almost
Chapter 1 – What are Literacy and Essential Skills?
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impossible for an organization to show funders that their program is viable and
effective when learners are out for a week or more at a time as illness moves through
their families.”xviii
 More than half of working age adults in Canada (55% or 11.7 million) are estimated to

have less than adequate health literacy skills. Eighty-eight percent of adults over the
age of 65 (3.1 million) appear to be in this situation.xix
 Canadians with the lowest health literacy scores are 2.5 times as likely to see

themselves as being in fair or poor health as those with skills at level 4 or 5. This
relationship holds even after removing the impact of age, gender, education, mother
tongue, immigration and Aboriginal status.xx
 Canadians with the lowest health literacy skills were found to be more than two-and-a-

half times as likely to be receiving income support. xxi
Poverty
 Adults who score at levels 1 and 2 on the numeracy scale are more likely to obtain

social assistance payments from the government.xxii Sixty-five percent of social
assistance recipients have low literacy skills.xxiii
 Between 22% and 50% of adults with lower levels of literacy live in low-income

households, compared with only 8% of those with high-level literacy skills. xxiv
 Adults living in low-income households receive less job-related training and education

and engage less frequently in activities (both on the job and in the home) that favour
the development of literacy abilities.xxv
Justice
 Upon arrival in correctional institutions, approximately 65% of offenders test at a

completion level lower than Grade 8 and 82% lower than Grade 10. xxvi According to the
Correctional Service of Canada (CSC), the average education level of newly admitted
offenders serving two years or more, is grade seven. These realities can contribute to
a person’s chances of incarceration in the first place. xxvii
 Research by CSC in the early 1990s and in 1997-98 showed that offenders who

completed Adult Basic Education (ABE) – Grade 10 had a 21.3% reduction in readmissions.xxviii
 Studies show that prisoners who participate in prison-based education (literacy

training and adult basic education) are less likely to re-offend. Every dollar allocated to
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vocational and basic education programs for offenders yields a 200-300% return on
investment.xxix
 Literacy is crucial to ensuring equal access to justice. Accused persons, witnesses and

victims with low literacy skills may not have equal access to justice. The text and
process surrounding the legal system from arrest to sentencing can be complex and
alienating to anyone, especially to those who have low literacy skills. xxx
Learning Disabilities
 Learning disabilities affect at least 10% of Canadians. More than 80% of these

Canadians have trouble learning to read.xxxi
 In the United States, adults who had a learning disability had lower average prose,

document and quantitative literacy scores than adults who did not have a learning
disability.xxxii
Literacy and Persons with Disabilities
 One in seven (3.4 million) Canadians ages 15 years and over has a disability.

xxxiii

 Approximately 50% of Canadian adults with disabilities experience literacy

challenges.xxxiv
 Twenty percent of adults with disabilities have less than a grade 9 education, as

compared to 8.1% of adults without a disability who have less than a grade 9
education. xxxv
 Persons with disabilities make up a disproportionate number of the 48% of Canadian

adults who function at the two lowest literacy levels. xxxvi
Newcomers
 Many new Canadians not only have to develop the ability to understand, evaluate and

use printed and digital information at home, at work and in the community; they must
also develop this ability in a new language (English or French). xxxvii
 According to Statistics Canada, there are 832,000 immigrants in Ontario who do not

read and write well in English or French. Some of these people came to Canada with
the ability to speak English or French fluently, but their reading and writing skills are
less developed.xxxviii
 There is a close tie between literacy programs and other settlement needs for the

learner. These include accessing social and health care services, employment,
transportation, safety, housing and child rearing. xxxix
Chapter 1 – What are Literacy and Essential Skills?
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Civic Engagement
 Literacy and essential skills are not just for understanding, but are for thinking critically

and responding appropriately. To participate fully in civic life, citizens must have the
skills necessary to access and act upon information. Literacy is more than just a tool it is a necessity for civic engagement.xl
 Literacy and essential skills are key to participating in the democratic process. Literacy

groups have observed that persons with less literacy skills generally do not vote. The
voting process requires some sophisticated skills, including: registering to vote;
understanding rights; deciphering a ballot; understanding all the campaign literature
and feeling confident to make an informed decision.xli

Conclusion
Literacy and essential skills strongly relate to a number of indicators of success at home, at
work and in the community, and are an important and significant part of the solution.

Chapter 1 – What are Literacy and Essential Skills?
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Chapter 2. Literacy and Essential Skills Programming in Ontario
The Ontario government through the Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) Program provides literacy
and essential skills training. The provincial government has been funding literacy training since
1981.
The LBS Program is part of the overall Employment Ontario (EO) network. In 2007, Employment
Ontario brought together employment and training services from the federal and provincial
governments into one coherent and comprehensive service delivery system. This chapter
provides an overview of the EO network in general and the LBS Program specifically. It also
touches upon the role played by other provincial ministries and the federal government in the
area of literacy, essential skills and language training.

Employment Ontario (EO)
Employment Ontario (EO) is the Ontario government’s one-stop training and employment
service. Over the past three years, the Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities (MTCU)
has been working to bring all its training and employment services, whether delivered directly
by government or by third-party agencies, under one roof. The goal is to increase access to
training and employment services while reducing duplication and inefficiencies. xlii
The following programs and services are provided through EO:
1. Apprenticeship Client Services
2. Apprenticeship Enhancement Fund (AEF)
3. Apprenticeship Innovation Fund (AIF)
4. Co-op Diploma Apprenticeship Program (CODA)
5. Employment Benefits and Support Measures (EBSMs)
6. Employment Ontario Network Development Fund (EONDF)
7. Employment Service (ES)
8. Job Creation Partnerships (JCP)
9. Labour Market Partnerships (LMP)
10. Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS)
11. Ontario Employment Assistance Services (OEAS)
12. Ontario Self Employment Benefit (OSEB)
13. Ontario Skills Training Enhancement Program (OSTEP)
14. Ontario Youth Apprenticeship Program (OYAP)
15. Pre-Apprenticeship Training Program
Chapter 2 - Literacy and Essential Skills Programming in Ontario

18

16. Second Career
17. Sector Initiative Fund Program (SIF)
18. Specialist High Skills Major
19. Summer Jobs Service (SJS)
20. Targeted Initiative for Older Workers (TIOW)
The client is the focal point of EO. Rather than expecting the client to find the appropriate
services, the rationale of EO is that there is “no wrong door” – that is, any EO agency should be
able to deal with the client without the client experiencing duplication or having to explain their
situation numerous times.
At the heart of EO is the notion of Integrated Service Delivery (ISD). All Ontario governmentfunded training and employment services are being brought under one roof linked byvarious
means, such as a single client information service network, a unifying brand (Employment
Ontario) and performance expectations that include collaboration with other EO agencies.
These key principles guide all of Employment Ontario service delivery, including the LBS
Program:








accessibility
client-centric
quality
integration
cost-effectiveness
accountability
community-based coordination

All Employment Ontario service providers must provide Ontarians with information on and
referrals to all other EO employment and training programs and services as appropriate. LBS
agencies have both a responsibility and a mandate to refer adults to the most appropriate
program to help them meet their personal, training and employment goals. The EO network is
client-centric: it is based on identifying what services need to be brought together to support
an individual’s pathway. Literacy agencies do inter-agency referrals as well as refer to other
services in the broader EO community. For example, a learner might have need for employment
counselling, housing services, childcare services and income support. The LBS agencies will help
the learner access those services. They will also ensure that the learner is directed to the
program most suited to their needs.
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Employment Ontario’s Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) Program
The objectives of the LBS Program are to:








provide instruction to adults who lack the required literacy and basic skills to prepare
them for successful transition to goals related to employment, further education and
training and independence
provide learners with appropriate referrals to access additional supports they may need
to achieve their goals
coordinate literacy and other services to help Ontario toward a seamless adult
education and training system that supports an adult’s lifelong learning
provide learners with quality literacy services that meet their needs
focus literacy services on those adults most in need of them
ensure accountability to government, to the public and to learners in the provision of
literacy services that are effective, efficient and satisfy customers

In addition to the key principles that apply to all EO services, the LBS Program achieves these
objectives by being: learner-centered, based on adult education principles, transition-oriented,
and linked to the broader education and training system as well as the labour force.
The LBS program focuses on adults who reside in Ontario and are unemployed, with special
emphasis on people receiving income support. The LBS Program is also open to employed
Ontarians who need to improve their literacy and basic skills in order to maintain or upgrade
their work skills. No fees are charged to clients and learners for LBS Program services.

Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) Service Delivery
The LBS Program currently provides funding support to over 200 service delivery agencies at
over 300 sites in Ontario across four cultural service streams (Anglophone, Francophone,
Native, and Deaf). xliii Program sites are based in community, school and college settings across
the province.
In 2009 – 20104, more than 56,000 people received LBS training, with 7 out of 10 learners going
on to further education and employment.xliv This was an increase from 51,747 learners in 200809.xlv To be eligible for the LBS Program, a learner should be out of school and in need of the
literacy and essential skills necessary to find and keep a job or to meet everyday needs.xlvi
Chapter 4 of this report provides more detailed statistics on the LBS Program.

4

This period reflects the most recent data that has been collected.
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In 2009, the province announced a two-year initiative (2009-10 and 2010-11) of $90 million to
expand LBS training, including funding for community projects, distance learning and workplace
literacy and essential skills. In March 2011, the Ministry of Training, College and Universities
(MTCU) committed to sustaining this funding as well as to spending an additional $44 million
over the next three years on literacy and basic skills.
Through the LBS program, learners access five services that contribute to the development of a
learner plan. Service providers may focus on preparing learners for different goal paths
(employment, apprenticeship, secondary school credit, postsecondary and independence) but
each learner, regardless of the focus of the service provider’s programming, receives the same
five services:






Information and Referral
Assessment
Learner Plan Development
Training
Follow-up
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The following figure shows how each of these services contributes to the learner’s transition to
goals beyond the LBS Program.
Figure 2.1: LBS Program Services

1. Information and Referral
The information and referral service ensures that information about the LBS Program Service
The information and referral service ensures that information about the LBS Program Service
Provider’s literacy training opportunities, approaches and targeted clients is available to
learners, potential learners, volunteers, other interested individuals and referring
organizations. The literacy service planning and coordination (LSPC) process is the responsibility
of each LBS service provider which includes: ensuring the funds for LBS Programs are used
effectively to deliver excellent services in the community, ensuring that the referrals of learners
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are timely, and promoting partnerships between LBS Program funded service providers and
other Employment Ontario stakeholders. This process is facilitated by the Regional Literacy
Networks - the doorway to literacy services, advice, and information - who support service
providers through training, tools and resources to determine the effectiveness of the literacy
programming, is a community-wide marketing and promotion strategy developed to
communicate that the LBS service providers are part of an integrated system of LBS service
provision which in turn is integrated into the broader EO program provision. It is often at the
stage of information and referral that a service provider conducts a very general literacy
screening for a client to determine if referral to the LBS Program would be appropriate.
LBS service providers also provide learners entering their delivery site with information on and
referrals to all Employment Ontario employment and training programs and services.

2. Assessment
Assessment is any process or procedure that gathers information for making decisions about a
learner’s knowledge, skills, behaviours and abilities. It forms a critical part of everyday activities
in a literacy program as decisions are made on how to best meet learners’ needs. Assessment
includes a wide range of approaches from informal procedures to formal standardized
assessments and tests. LBS service providers conduct assessments at intake (upon registration
and placement), during programming (as part of program delivery) and at exit (when learners
complete the learner plan).
In the LBS Performance Management Framework there are three effectiveness measures that
relate to learner assessment: i) learner progress, ii) completion of goal path and iii) learner
gains. The indicators of the measures will be required to be reported by LBS service providers to
the Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities (MTCU).
Learner progress is indicated by the successful demonstration of the number of goal-related
milestones identified in the learner plan.
Milestones are goal-related assessment activities that learners complete to demonstrate their
ability to carry out goal-related tasks. They are aligned to the OALCF and are standard indicators
of learner progress towards completion of their goal path. Milestones answer the question,
“Can learners apply the skills they are developing to purposeful tasks?”
Completion of a goal path is indicated by the completion of the learner plan that includes:



goal-related milestones
goal-related culminating tasks
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goal-related learning activities

A culminating task is more complex than a milestone task and is also aligned to the curriculum
framework, which uses broad competencies to organize learning content and describes learner
proficiency using three levels of performance. It reflects a task that a learner could expect to
perform upon exiting the LBS Program. A culminating task answers the question, “Can the
learner manage the expectations of the learning, training or work setting after leaving the LBS
Program?”
The learning activities detailed in a learner plan include the competencies, skills and content a
learner must develop to meet the requirements of the goal. A completed learner plan indicates
a learner has completed their learning goal and is transition-ready. The learner plan answers
the question, “What does the learner need to achieve to be transition-ready?”
Learner gains assessments provide one indicator that the LBS Program supports the progress of
learners. Learner gains are usually assessed by standardized tools that measure abilities in a
general way. The learner gain score may provide information about increases in learner ability
to use prose and document literacy and numeracy using the 500-point scale of the International
Adult Literacy and Skills Survey (IALSS).

3. Learner Plan Development
The learner plan describes the goal path: the learning or program elements that prepare
learners for their next steps beyond the LBS Program. It includes the learner’s goal, background
information, assessment results, milestone tasks, culminating task, learning activities, program
duration, additional supports required by the learner and referral results.
Information required by MTCU is collected at registration and recorded in the Employment
Ontario Information System – Case Management System (EOIS-CAMS) where the learner plan is
generated automatically.
Learner plan development requires LBS service providers to work with the learner to identify
and document the learning activities that will be undertaken to prepare the learner to
transition to their goal while at the LBS service provider. It ensures that learners understand the
steps that are required to achieve their goal and that they have a clear understanding of the
sequence of training and the time necessary to achieving the learning identified for their goal
path.
The learner plan reflects the balance of skills, knowledge and behaviours a learner needs for
their goal path and provides clear ways for learners to understand their progress towards
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completion of the goal path. By using the language of the OALCF competencies and levels for
the milestone tasks and for culminating tasks, the learner plan will provide other stakeholders
with easy-to-understand ways of understanding what a learner has achieved at the LBS
Program. The LBS Program offers learners the opportunity to develop the range of literacy and
basic skills required for successful transition to the following goals:






employment
apprenticeship
secondary school credit
postsecondary education
independence

The goal is what the learner wants to achieve once leaving the Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS)
Program. It is the next step to which the learner transitions after completing the LBS Program.
The goal path refers to the preparation required to exit LBS and transition to their goal and is
delivered by an LBS service provider:


The employment goal path primarily prepares the learner for an activity for which an
individual earns a wage or salary. Preparation for activities that model work, such as
volunteering at a workplace, internships and community placements, are also included
in the employment goal path.



The apprenticeship goal path prepares learners for on-the-job, workplace-based
training programs towards a career in the skilled trades. Preparation for specific
vocational skills training is also included in the apprenticeship goal path.



The secondary school credit goal path prepares learners for Ontario Ministry of
Education secondary school credit courses leading to an Ontario Secondary School
Diploma (OSSD).



The postsecondary goal path prepares learners for formal education opportunities at a
college or university for which high school completion or its equivalency is the normal
entrance requirement.



The independence goal path prepares learners for the literacy and basic skills required
in four functions that contribute to personal independence (managing basic needs,
managing personal health, managing personal issues and relationships as well as
participating in the community).
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The new Ontario Adult Literacy Curriculum Framework (OALCF) uses the common language of
goal paths to describe the scope of the LBS Program delivered by colleges, school boards and
community-based organizations. For the purposes of describing learner outcomes for
community literacy services planning and coordination, learner plan development and the
Ministry’s business planning process, goal paths replace the terms LBS Levels 1 – 5 and
Academic and Career Entrance (ACE) for all learners.
4. Training
The focus of the LBS Program is the literacy instruction that LBS service providers deliver to
adult learners in order to enable them to acquire the skills and competencies necessary to
transitioning to their goal. All other LBS services support the training service. Learners not only
acquire the skills and competencies, but also demonstrate the ability to use the newly acquired
competencies for authentic and meaningful tasks.
The LBS Program uses competencies - broad generic categories of learners’ abilities - to
organize the full range of learning addressed in the LBS Program. The competencies are:







Find and use information
Communicate ideas and information
Understand and use numbers
Use digital technology
Manage learning
Engage with others

Taken together, the six competencies cover the full range of ways in which learners will need to
use their abilities once they reach their goals.
The LBS Program’s curriculum framework describes learner proficiency at three levels of
performance and helps practitioners and learners clarify the connections between literacy
development and the tasks learners perform in work, learning and community settings. The
curriculum framework extends literacy instruction beyond discrete skill building and focuses on
the interaction of skills, knowledge and behaviours that reflect learners’ needs, goals and
interests.
Different LBS service providers use different training approaches and methods to respond to
the unique challenges of the learners and to reflect their learning requirements, but all training
must lead to measurable results that include completion of goal paths and learner progress.
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Instructional Approaches
Learners in Ontario have a range of literacy instructional approaches available to them along
with a variety of venues in which to take their training. People who want to improve their
literacy and essential skills come from all different kinds of social and economic backgrounds
and they all bring individual challenges, histories and learning styles to the learning process.
For this reason, Ontario’s Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) Program provides four basic approaches
to instruction:
Figure 2.2: Approaches to Instruction
Tutoring

Small Group

Large Classroom
or Group

Online Learning

a. Tutoring
 One tutor and one learner matches
 Tutor is responsible to one learner (not a group of learners at the same time)
 Individualized programming
 Often suited for learners with basic literacy levels requiring high-need support

b. Small Group
 Two to eight learners work in a group
 One instructor/tutor responsible to all of the learners in the group
 Peer, cooperative and self-directed learning is included
 Individualized programming and instruction, as well as group learning
 Often suited for learners who enjoy working with other people
 Can act as a bridge of transition to classroom training (whether literacy or other)

c. Large Group or Classroom
 Nine to 35+ learners
 One instructor or teacher responsible to many learners
 Individualized programming and instruction as well as teacher-led learning
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 May include many strategies: working in small groups, self-directed learning,

blended delivery which combines various distance learning methods with face-toface classroom instruction, workbooks, e-learning classes or self-paced approaches
 Often suited for learners with intermediate and advanced skills who do not require

individualized instruction, and who wish to continue to further education or
training, such as entrance to a College program or high school credits

d. Online and Distance Learning


An asynchronous course management system: Learners can essentially tackle
course material at their own pace, with support from the practitioner as needed.
The flexibility of this kind of model makes it ideal for learners who work well
independently.



A synchronous “virtual class” approach: Learners come to class at a specific time
and they benefit from the dynamic nature of an online classroom including peer-topeer discussions. They can get immediate support from their instructor if they have
a computer problem or a question about class content. This approach is ideal for
lower level literacy learners because instructors can help learners on the spot. xlvii



e-Channel: The Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities (MTCU) has also
created the e-Channel Partnership. The partners deliver online literacy and essential
skills and Academic Career Entrance (ACE).
o e-Channel is an online classroom and meeting space for students, teachers,
coaches, trainers and leaders of adult literacy. There is a wide range of
courses/classes including: Math, Reading, Science, Writing, Spelling, Algebra,
Using Computers, How to use Facebook, etc.
o The LearningHUB is the Anglophone partner managed by the Centres for
Employment & Learning of the Avon Maitland District School Board.
o The College Sector Committee (CSC) delivers the Academic and Career
Entrance (ACE) programming.
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o The Deaf Literacy Initiative is developing a resource for that community.
o e-Channel is supported by the AlphaPlus Centre and Contact North/Contact
Nord which hosts the Centra and Plato Learning platforms.

Other Approaches to Increasing Literacy Levels
In addition to the above noted models, there are other approaches used in Ontario to increase
literacy levels. These approaches include Family Literacy and Workplace or Workforce Literacy
and Essential Skills.
Family Literacy
Family literacy refers to the literacy practices of parents, children and family members as they
go about their daily lives and negotiate relationships both within the family and between the
family and the broader community.xlviii
“In family literacy programs, caregivers develop parenting skills, literacy skills and, in some
cases, language skills. The caregivers’ goals may be to help their children get ready for school
and to ensure that their children thrive in school, but these programs also open a door to the
caregiver and inform them about the literacy resources and services available to them.” xlix In
some cases, family literacy programs must involve the parent and improve their literacy skills as
well as those of the child. Others however, view any program or event that encourages a love
of reading within a context of the family to be considered family literacy.
Workplace or Workforce Literacy and Essential Skills
Workplace literacy and essential skills refers to workplace programs for workers who are
employed full or part-time. Workplace education programs operate within or near the
workplace. They are planned by employers, unions and workers with educational providers who
have expertise in workplace literacy and essential skills.
Workforce literacy and essential skills refers to programs available to workers – and potential
workers – that assist individuals in developing the skills necessary for success in the workplace.
Workforce literacy focuses on the need of the individual, especially those with the goal of
finding work. l
Workplace programs often include training in all of the essential skills.
In 2009, MTCU launched the Workplace Literacy and Essential Skills (WLES) Initiative. This
initiative saw a number of projects take place in workplaces across the province. Essential Skills
Chapter 2 - Literacy and Essential Skills Programming in Ontario

29

Ontario led the Cooperative Development Approaches (CODA) project in collaboration with
employer, labour and literacy partners. The project developed innovative training solutions
that addressed employees’ skills in areas such as writing, oral communication, document use,
math and computer skills at work.

5. Follow-Up
LBS service providers contact learners at exit and at three, six and twelve months after they
leave the LBS Program in order to document their outcomes. This delivery service helps
demonstrate the value and effectiveness of the four other delivery services in meeting the
literacy needs of learners.
Literacy and Basic Skills Service Development
In addition to LBS training, MTCU provides funding to organizations for activities that support
the delivery system.
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Figure 2.3: The Current Ontario Literacy and Basic Skills Infrastructure

Source: Adapted from the College Sector Committee. Understanding Ontario's
Delivery System. Based on a schemata developed by AlphaPlus.
Retrieved from http://www.collegeupgradingon.ca/about/deliverysystem.htm

Provincial Literacy Groups
In order to respond to distinct learner needs, Literacy and Basic Skills funding distinguishes
among four cultural streams: Anglophone, Francophone, Native as well as Deaf and Deaf-Blind
learners. Provincial organizations for each stream provide support through research, advocacy
and coordination.
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Essential Skills Ontario (formerly known as Ontario Literacy Coalition) is a non-profit
organization that works to find the most innovative, efficient and effective solutions
that provide adults with the skills they need to thrive in a rapidly-changing world.
Essential Skills Ontario inspires and leads the development of literacy and essential skills
solutions through excellence in collaboration, research and innovation. For more
information, see www.essentialskillsontario.ca.



La Coalition ontarienne de formation des adultes (COFA) offers support services to
providers of French language LBS programs working in the community, school board and
college sectors. It provides information, support and training to its members. COFA
also heightens public awareness with promotional campaigns aimed at the Francophone
population in Ontario. For more information, see www.coalition.on.ca.



Ontario Native Literacy Coalition (ONLC) is a provincial networking and field
development organization supporting and serving Native literacy practitioners and
learners in Ontario. The ONLC provides information, support and training to Native
literacy practitioners to enhance ability and awareness of literacy issues. For more
information, see www.onlc.ca.



Deaf Literacy Initiative is a provincial umbrella organization that provides accessible and
culturally relevant training, research, networking and resources to the Deaf and DeafBlind literacy community in Ontario. For more information, see www.deafliteracy.ca.

Regional Literacy Networks
The 16 regional networks are the doorway to literacy services, advice and information. A key
role of the networks is documenting and guiding the development of literacy services within
their regions. Each year, networks bring together literacy programs, literacy and essential skills
stakeholders and other community resources to talk about literacy issues and to create literacy
pathways. These pathways help people who have completed LBS training take the next step to
employment, apprenticeship, secondary school credit, postsecondary or independence.
The Literacy Service Planning (LSP) is an annual process, funded by the Ontario government and
coordinated by the regional literacy networks. The LSP process includes participation and input
from all LBS agencies (Anglophone, Francophone, Native, and Deaf and Deaf-Blind agencies)
and a wide range of other key community stakeholders. LSP analyzes the local demographics
and then examines local programs within each community to see if there are gaps or
duplications in services. The outcome of the process is a regional detailed LSP report that
includes an environmental scan, an outline of the services offered by each agency, and an
assessment of gaps. The LSP process includes active participation in the annual development of
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a report that forecasts Trends, Opportunities and Priorities (TOPS Report) led by the local
workforce planning boards. Regional literacy networks work to ensure that the LBS Program is
recognized as an essential component of action items proposed to address each region’s skills
development needs and, as such, is reflected in the annual TOPS report. The TOPS report is
also utilized in the LSP process as a source of current labour market information that supports
LBS program planning and delivery. For further information about Ontario’s workforce
planning boards please see http://www.workforceplanningontario.ca/
Regional Literacy Networks help literacy agencies determine what services should be offered as
well as help them determine the effectiveness of their programming. The LSP process allows
the community to set targets and then monitor results. The LSP process also outlines the
annual plan for meetings, professional development, literacy promotional activities,
information sharing and project activities. Throughout the year, the regional networks support
their member agencies, represent literacy issues and concerns on a regional level and act as
liaisons with provincial organizations.
Regional Literacy Networks can be located on Essential Skills Ontario’s map at:
http://www.essentialskillsontario.ca/program-map

Sector Literacy Networks
The four provincial sectoral networks are also part of the literacy infrastructure. These four
sectoral networks represent the methodologies of each of the four delivery sectors: colleges,
school boards, community agencies and the Laubach system. Provincial sectoral networks
enable programs in each of these sectors to discuss issues specific to their delivery systems.
Sectoral networks deliver practitioner training that meets the specific needs of a sector. They
conduct sector-specific research, develop and deliver staff training, create materials and
develop innovative delivery approaches. They facilitate communication between programs and
governments, link literacy programming with the broader educational delivery system and
represent the needs and concerns of their streams and sectors. They also raise public
awareness of literacy issues and the need for literacy services.


The College Sector Committee for Adult Upgrading (CSC) is guided by a provincial
working group with representatives of the 22 Anglophone and two Francophone
colleges. It links to the broader delivery of college programming through the college
consortium Colleges Ontario. www.collegeupgradingon.ca



CESBA represents the broad spectrum of programs offered in Ontario schools to
promote and advance adult and continuing education. www.cesba.com
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The community-based organizations are under the Community Literacy of Ontario
(CLO) network. CLO is a provincial literacy network of over 100 community literacy
agencies across Ontario. www.nald.ca/clo



Laubach Literacy Ontario (LLO) is a provincial network of some 50 community-based
literacy and basic skills programs that use the services of volunteer tutors and trainers.
www.laubach-on.ca

Literacy Service Agencies
AlphaPlus Centre actively supports research and promotes best practices in adult education for
practitioners and programs that work with adult learners in the Deaf and Deaf-Blind, Aboriginal,
Francophone, and Anglophone communities through innovative use of technology and research
as well as the design, development and dissemination of information and resources.
Ningwakwe Press and Centre FORA provide support for the Native and Francophone sectors.

Literacy and English as an Additional Language5
While LBS programs do not address the oral communications training needs of English as an
Additional Language (EAL) speakers, they are often called upon to support their literacy and
essential skills needs.
Overall, immigrants of working age performed in French or in English at a significantly lowwe
level than the Canadian born population. Many of these people are highly literate in their
native languages; they may simply not have had the time or the opportunity to develop
sufficiently high literacy skills in one of Canada’s official languages li. IALSS found that 60% of
immigrants score below level 3 on prose literacy compared to 37% of the Canadian-born
population. Furthermore, the results showed that immigrants whose mother tongue differs
from that of the test language (English or French) had lower average scores overall than
immigrants whose mother tongue was English or French. lii
There are wide variations among people who speak EAL in terms of their English literacy skills.
One can speak a language without being able to read it, while it is equally as true that one can
read a language and not speak or understand it. EAL speakers have a number of learning
needs, including learning oral communication in English and learning to read and write in
5

The term “English as an Additional Language,” (EAL) is an attempt to recognize the number of languages spoken
by immigrants in contrast to the more widely used English as a Second Language (ESL). FAL denotes French as an
Additional Language.

Chapter 2 - Literacy and Essential Skills Programming in Ontario

34

English. How well they are able to gain these literacy skills can depend on how literate they are
in their own language and on the alphabet used by their mother language. In general, people
who are literate in their own language are more successful in becoming literate in additional
languages. Those whose mother language uses a Roman alphabet are also more likely to be
successful in English language literacy.liii
The length of time in the country and oral fluency can also determine which type of program
(literacy or EAL) is required. Dr. Robin Millar has coined the term “ES/FS literacy” meaning
English Second/French Second Literacy. Dr. Millar’s working definition refers to immigrants
who have been in Canada for five or more years, have oral communicative competence in
English or French, have limited mother tongue literacy and who attend literacy programs
(rather than EAL or FAL programs).liv
There is a range of programs available for EAL or FAL training:lv


Enhanced Language Training (ELT) – Programs that provide job-specific, advanced-level
English training to adults. ELT is particularly useful for internationally-trained
professionals.



English linked skills programs – Classes that help learners develop English language
skills while learning other business or technical skills, such as typing or computer skills.



English Literacy Development (ELD) programs – Classes for people who speak a
language other than English and do not read or write very well in any language. Literacy
classes help to improve reading, writing and basic math skills in English.



English for special needs programs – Classes that accommodate learners’ emotional,
physical and/or developmental needs.



English for special purposes programs – Classes that focus on language skills related to
specific areas of interest (for example, workplace, or academic reading and writing).



Job preparation programs – Programs that provide English as an Additional Language
(EAL) training for those getting ready for a job.



Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada (LINC) – A program offered at no cost
to eligible adult learners by the Government of Canada.



Occupation-Specific Language Training (OSLT) – Programs that help newcomers learn
the job-specific vocabulary they need to work in their field. Occupation-specific
language training is particularly useful for internationally-trained professionals. Some
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programs, such as those run by Colleges Ontario, also provide information about the
socio-cultural skills needed at Canadian workplaces.


Private English as a Second Language programs – Classes at private language schools.
Mainly focused on visitors to Canada and international students. Usually, the learner
has to pay a fee for these classes.



Test preparation classes – Classes that help prepare for certain English ability tests such
as TOEFL or International English Language Testing System.

There is no systematic research to help understand why a learner might end up in one program
instead of another. There are policy and a program gaps for those adults with low literacy and
educational attainment in their first language who do not meet federal LINC requirements and
may have been in Canada for a long time. Such individuals may bounce back and forth between
EAL and literacy programs or end up in the wrong program. lvi
The Ministries of Education (EDU), Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration (MCI), and the
Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities (MTCU) are collaborating on the Adult Literacy
and Language Strategy, which is expected to improve learner outcomes across the range of
adult literacy and language programs.

Literacy and Other Ontario Ministries


In addition to MTCU, other provincial ministries play a role in literacy and essential skills.
For example, the Ministry of Education (EDU) is responsible for child and youth
education. Targets for literacy and essential skills as well as numeracy levels have been
set and a regime of testing instituted. In some parts of the province, tutoring has been
provided to enhance literacy and essential skills outcomes. School boards play a key
role in both child and youth literacy and essential skills as well as adult literacy and
essential skills.



The Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration (MCI) and the federal government both
have a role to play in EAL. Even though EAL and literacy and essential skills are separate
policy jurisdictions, adults with low literacy and essential skills and education in their
first language attend both EAL and literacy programs in Canada.



The Ministry of Community and Social Services (MCSS) is responsible for social
assistance or welfare through the Ontario Works (OW) program. OW benefits are for
people who need money because they are unable to find work or are temporarily
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unable to work. OW has two main parts: Financial Assistance and Employment
Assistance. Financial Assistance provides money for food, shelter, clothing and other
household items for people who have no other means of support. Employment
Assistance provides help for people to find work or become job-ready. This includes
getting work, taking training courses, completing high school, learning parenting skills,
improving English skills, volunteering and finding housing. lvii


The Ministry of Children and Youth Services (MCYS) runs the Early Years Centres (EYC).
A key function of these centres is the promotion of literacy skills among children and
youth and their parents. Family literacy programs are often found in these centres and
LBS agencies work closely with the EYCs to ensure that children get the best start at
reading and practicing literacy and essential skills.
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Chapter 3. Ontario Literacy and Essential Skills Trends and Issues
Social and economic conditions influence literacy and essential skill requirements and
responses. This chapter examines the trends and issues currently affecting literacy and
essential skills in Ontario.
Provincial Trends and Issues
The economic downturn of 2008 and 2009 hit Ontario hard. The Ontario government’s 2009
Labour Market annual report (the most recent available) stated that Ontario lost 161,200 jobs
in 2009, accounting for 58% of all the jobs lost in Canada due to the recession. Manufacturing
was especially hard hit. More people found themselves in jobs that were more unstable. Those
with post-secondary education were less affected by the downturn. “Among the 25-64 age
group, employment for those with less than a high school education dropped by 8.7% and fell
by 3.2% for individuals with high school education. By comparison, employment for individuals
with post-secondary education was relatively unchanged (-0.3%) in 2009.”lviii
By the end of 2010, employment increased, regaining 96% of the jobs lost during the economic
downturn. Although the unemployment rate was declining, at 8.1% it was still much higher
than the 6.5% rate at the beginning of the economic downturn. lix However, most of the
increase in jobs was for those with post-secondary education, accounting for 109,800 of the
125,200 net jobs. Job loss persisted for those with less than a high school completion.
The Canadian Council on Learning (CCL) created a learning index based on UNESCO’s four pillars
of learning – Learning to Know, Learning to Do, Learning to Live Together and Learning to Be. lx
In 2010, CCL applied the index to Canadian cities, provinces and territories as well as the
country as a whole. A high rating on the index indicates a strong learning environment.
Ontario’s cities perform better than the Canadian average for major cities and the overall
Canadian average for all cities in the study.
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Chart 3.1

Source: Chart based on data contained in Canadian Council on Learning. The 2010 composite learning index: five
years of measuring Canada’s progress in lifelong learning. Retrieved from http://www.cli-ica.ca/en.aspx

.
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Chapter 4: Literacy Programming Statistics
Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) agencies provide data regularly to the Ministry of Training,
Colleges and Universities’ (MTCU) Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) Program Management website.
The website has data covering fiscal years 2005/2006 up until February 28, 2010. The
information management system was retired at the end of fiscal year 2011/2012. The
statistical information that follows is based on the most recent fiscal year information and,
where available, includes five years of information.

Number of Learners
In fiscal year 2011/2012, Ontario literacy programs provided training to over 60,000 adults. Of
these adults, 45,238 attended Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) programming while 14,817
attended Academic Career Entrance (ACE).

Chart 4.1
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Participation in Literacy and Basic Skills/Academic Upgrading programming has been steadily
increasing over the last five years, from 45,876 in 2005/2006 to 60,055 in 2009/2010. Since
fiscal year 2005/2006, there has been a 24% increase in the number of learners.

Chart 4.2
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Cultural Streams
Literacy and Basic Skills/Academic Upgrading programs are offered in four cultural streams –
Anglophone, Francophone, Native and Deaf and Deaf-Blind. Chart 4.3 shows that by far most
programming takes place in the Anglophone stream with 88% of all programming. Of the
remaining learners, seven percent attended programs in the Francophone stream, five percent
in the Native stream and one percent in the Deaf and Deaf-Blind stream.

Chart 4.3
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Delivery Sectors
Three delivery sectors – the college sector, the school board sector and the community sector,
provide literacy and basic skills programming in Ontario. In 2011/2012, 23,400 (39%) learners
were in programs offered by the college sector, 18,365 (31%) learners in community-based
sector programs and 18,290 (30%) in school board sector programs.

Chart 4.4
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In 2011/2012, the school board sector and the community sector were the largest providers of
Literacy and Basic Skills Levels 1 to 5, although it is interesting to note the larger number of
learners at Literacy and Basic Skills Levels 1 to 5 who attend programs offered by the college
sector.

Chart 4.5
All LBS/AU Learners by Program of Study and Delivery Sector
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Gender
Fifty five percent of the 2011/2012 LBS/AU students were women.

Chart 4.6

All LBS/AU Learners by Gender
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Age
In 2011/2012, most LBS/AU learners resided in the 25–44 age group. 26,410 learners were age
25–44, 16,214 were aged 19–24 and 13,956 were aged 45–64. There were few learners under
the age of 19 (1,445), presumably because this age group was, for the most part, still in school.
Learners over the age of 65 were also a small group, numbering 2,363 in 2011/2012.

Chart 4.7
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Younger learners were more likely to attend Academic Upgrading programs, while older
learners tend to attend Literacy and Basic Skills programs. Thirty seven percent of Academic
Upgrading learners were under the age of 24 compared to 26% of Literacy and Basic Skills
learners. Thirty one percent of Literacy and Basic Skills learners were over the age of 45
compared to 18% of Academic Upgrading learners. However, the largest group of learners was
in the 25 – 44 age group, no matter which program is considered.

Chart 4.8
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Learners in the Francophone and Deaf and Deaf-Blind Stream were more likely to be older than
learners in the Anglophone and Native streams. Forty-six percent of Deaf and Deaf-Blind
learners and 48% of Francophone learners were aged 45 or older, compared to 25% of
Anglophone learners and 27% of Native learners. Among younger learners, 30% of Anglophone
and 24% of Native streams learners’ age were 24 or younger, while both the Francophone
stream and the Deaf and Deaf-Blind stream had 19% in these age groups.

Chart 4.9
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Source of Income
Learners are asked to provide information on their source of income when they enter Literacy
and Basic Skills programs. Multiple responses are allowed. The largest percentage of responses
for this time period was “other.” In terms of identifiable sources of income, the largest
percentage of learners indicated employment income, with a slightly lesser percentage naming
Ontario Works (OW) as their source of income. Employment income was cited as a source of
income by 26% of learners, OW by 24%, Employment Insurance (EI) by nine percent Ontario
Disability Support Program (ODSP) by ten percent and Workers Safety Insurance Board (WSIB)
by one percent of learners.

Chart 4.10
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The greatest number of learners - almost 13,000 - were at Literacy and Basic Skills Level 3 in
2011/2012, followed by Level 2 (11,972). Proportionately, just over one-half of learners were
assessed at Literacy and Basic Skills Level 3 or lower (55%), although only 13% of learners were
assessed at Level 1. One quarter of all learners were assessed at Literacy and Basic Skills Levels
4 and 5.

Chart 4.11
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Examining the data from the last five years, the percentage of learners in lower levels has
declined while there has been a steady increase in learners at Level 5 and Academic Upgrading.
In 2005/2006, 18% of learners were assessed at Level 1 compared to 13% in the last fiscal year.
The percentage of learners at Level 5 was 8% in 2005 – 2006 and 10% in 2009/ 2010. Level 2
learners declined from 23% of all learners in 2005/2006 to 19% in 2009/2010. Academic
Upgrading showed the greatest increase from 8% in 2005/2006 to 19% of all learners in
2009/2010.

Chart 4.12
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Training Goals
Learners are tracked by their stated training goal: employment, training and education or
independence. Since this data became available, the Ontario Adult Literacy Curriculum
Framework (OALCF) Initiative has turned these three training goals into five: employment,
secondary school credit, post-secondary, apprenticeship and independence.
Among all learners, 67% were involved in LBS/AU programming in order to proceed to further
training and education, while 22% were hoping the program would lead to work. Ten percent
of learners were participating in programs to improve their level of independence.
In 2011/2012, most learners were pursuing Literacy and Basic Skills/Academic Upgrading
training in order to proceed to further education and training.

Chart 4.13
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Over the past five years, Literacy and Basic Skills/Academic Upgrading programming has seen a
steady increase in learners seeking further education and training. The number of learners
looking for further training and education grew from 58% in 2005/2006 to 67% in 2009/2010.
Despite a perception that employment-related LBS/AU training was a priority, over the same
period, those seeking training for the purpose of gaining employment fell from 29% to 23%.
Those seeking independence also fell from 13% to 10%.

Chart 4.14
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One might expect different pictures to emerge when looking separately at Literacy and Basic
Skills learners versus Academic Upgrading learners in terms of their training goals. However,
IMS data informs us that AU and LBS learners share similar educational attainment objectives.
There was a steady increase in the percentage of Literacy and Basic Skills learners seeking
further training and education – from 55% to 62% over the past five years, and a slight decrease
in those seeking employment – from 30% to 26%. The independence category remained fairly
stable over time. It should be noted that 96% of all learners who indicated a training goal of
independence were Literacy and Basic Skills learners.

Chart 4.15
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Contact Hours
Literacy and Basic Skills and Academic Upgrading programs track the number of contact hours
each learner receives. In 2011/ 2012, the average number of contact hours for each learner
was 54 hours. Those with the lowest levels of literacy received the fewest contact hours: 47
hours for Level 1, 43 hours for Level 2 and 51 hours for Level 3. Academic and Career Entrance
(ACE) and Level 5 learners received the highest number of contact hours, at 65 and 77
respectively.

Chart 4.16
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All Literacy and Basic Skills and Academic Upgrading Levels have experienced decreases in the
average number of contact hours. The only increase in contact hours was for those awaiting
assessment. Contact hours declined over the five years:







From 107 in 2005/2006 to 47 in 2011/ 2012 for Level 1
from 123 in 2005/2006 to 143 in 2011/2012 for Level 2
from 120 in 2005/ 2006 to 51 in 2011/2012 for Level 3
from 132 in 2005/2006 to 58 in 2011/2012 for Level 4
from 150 in 2005/2006 to 77 in 2011/2012 for Level 5; and
from 151 in 2005/2006 to 65 in 2011/ 2011 for Academic Upgrading
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If you remove those who were not yet assessed, the percentage decreases in contact hours is
evident. Contact hours at Level 2 decreased the most by 64.71%, while level 5 decreased the
least at 48.37%. LBS 1,3,4 and AU all decreased by roughly the same from 56 to 57%.

Chart 4.17
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Exit Status
When a learner leaves a program, their status is recorded. In 2011/2012, 40% of learners
indicated they were leaving to pursue further training or education, 28% were employed and
24% unemployed, while 3% were performing volunteer work. Programs had lost contact with
4% of exiting learners.

Chart 4.18
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Programs track former learners at three months and six months after leaving the program. In
2011/2012, the percentage of those employed at exit increased at 3 months and six months.
Initially, 28% of learners were employed, growing to 34% after six months. Unemployment
decreases from 24% at program exit to 15% at six months. The number for those involved in
further education and training increased after three months, but decreased after six months. It
should be noted that the percent of lost contacts more than doubled over the six months.

Chart 4.19
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Throughout the last five years, there has been a decline in the percentage of learners, reporting
they were unemployed at three and six months upon follow up status. The percentage of
employed learners also followed a pattern of increasing employment at months three and six.

Chart 4.20
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Reasons for Leaving
Literacy and Basic Skills programs report on the reasons for leaving programs. Most learners
leave upon reaching their desired Literacy and Basic Skills goal. In 2011/2012, 62% of all
learners reported they left because they reached their Literacy and Basic Skills goal (56% of
Literacy and Basic Skills learners and 78% of Academic Upgrading learners). Fourteen percent
left after the assessment, 12% left at the request of the agency and 18% left for their own
reasons.

Chart 4.21
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Conclusion
Literacy and essential skills are central to an individual’s success and to the province’s overall
economic and social well-being. Ensuring that all Ontarians have the literacy and essential skills
necessary is the role of Ontario’s Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) delivery agencies and service
support organizations.
Ontario provides literacy and essential skills services to a wide range of learners. The system in
Ontario has evolved over a long period of time in order to respond to the needs of individuals
regardless of where they start or where they are going. The involvement of multiple providers
who receive both regional and provincial support ensures that there is a program that meets
the learning, cultural and geographic needs of the greatest number of Ontarians.
Ontario’s literacy and essential skills programming stands ready to support Employment
Ontario (EO) delivery agencies and their clients in a seamless way. The evidence is clear that LBS
programs are successful. The literacy and essential skills field has strong infrastructure that
provides regional coordination and sector support. In addition, provincial level organizations
represent the interests of their constituencies to the public and to governments. Support
organizations such as AlphaPlus ensure that practitioners have the information and resources
required.
The evidence is clear that investments in literacy and essential skills result in personal, societal
and economic benefits. Literacy and essential skills are the key to full participation of
individuals in the community and workplace as well as economic stability and community
cohesion in Ontario. Literacy and essential skills are the foundation for future well-being of our
province.
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Acronyms
ABE

Adult Basic Education

ACAATO

Association of Colleges of Applied Arts and Technology (now Colleges
Ontario)

ACE

Academic and Career Entrance/Access Carrières Études Certificate

AdLKC

Adult Learning Knowledge Centre

AFLO

Action for Family Literacy Ontario

ACE

Academic Career Entrance

AU

Academic Upgrading

BIF

Budget Initiative Funding

BTSD

Basic Training for Skills Development

CESBA

Ontario Association of Adult & Continuing Education School Board
Administrators

CIPMS

Continuous Improvement Performance Management System

CLB

Canadian Language Benchmarks

CCL

Canadian Council on Learning

CLLN

Canadian Literacy and Learning Network (formerly Movement for Canadian
Literacy)

CLO

Community Literacy of Ontario

COFA

La Coalition ontarienne de formation des adultes

CSC

College Sector Committee for Adult Upgrading

CSC

Correctional Services of Canada

DLI

Deaf Literacy Initiative

EAL

English as an Additional Language

EDU

Ministry of Education

EI

Employment Insurance

ELD

English Literacy Development
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ELT

Enhanced Language Training

EO

Employment Ontario

EOIS

Employment Ontario Information System

EOIS-CaMS

Employment Ontario Information System – Case Management System

ERC

Employment Resource Centre

ES / FS Literacy

English Second / French Second Literacy

EYC

Early Years Centres

FAL

French as an Additional Language

GDP

Gross Domestic Product

GED

General Educational Development

HRSDC

Human Resources and Skills Development Canada

IALS

International Adult Literacy Survey

IALSS

International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey

IMS

Information Management System

LBS

Literacy and Basic Skills Program

LBS Levels

Literacy and Basic Skills Levels (Five levels of literacy and basic skills
proficiency)

LCP

Literacy Community Planning

LINC

Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada

LLO

Laubach Literacy Ontario

LMA

Labour Market Agreement

LMDA

Labour Market Development Agreement

LSP

Literacy Services Plan or Literacy Services Planning

LSUDA

Literacy Skills Used in Daily Activities

MCI

Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration

MCL

Movement for Canadian Literacy (now CLLN)

MCSS

Ministry of Community and Social Services

MCYS

Ministry of Children and Youth Services
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MTCU

Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities

MWP

Multicultural Workplace Program

NLS

National Literacy Secretariat

NOC

National Occupational Classification

OALCF

Ontario Adult Literacy Curriculum Framework

OBS

Ontario Basic Skills

OBSW

Ontario Basic Skills in the Workplace

ODSP

Ontario Disability Support Program

OECD

Organisation for European Economic Co-operation

OLC

Ontario Literacy Coalition (now Essential Skills Ontario)

OLES

Office of Literacy and Essential Skills

ONLC

Ontario Native Literacy Coalition

OSLT

Occupation-specific language training

OSSC

Ontario Secondary School Completion

OSSD

Ontario Secondary School Diploma

OTAB

Ontario Training and Adjustment Board

OW

Ontario Works

PIACC

Programme for the International Assessment for Adult Competencies

STTF

Strategic Training and Transition Fund

TOP

Trends, Opportunities and Priorities

TUP

Technical Upgrading Program

UNESCO

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization

WHMIS

Workplace Hazardous Materials Information System

WLKC

Work and Learning Knowledge Centre

WSIB

Workplace Safety and Insurance Board

W/WEBS

Workplace/Workforce Employment and Basic Skills

YMCA

Young Men’s Christian Association
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