
Factsheet #2 
Literacy and Citizenship 

Literacy is not just for understanding but also for thinking critically and responding. 
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 citizenship.

Literacy is a key to a healthy democracy. Citizenship is about both rights and 
responsibilities. Unfortunately, for almost half of all adult Canadians, poor literacy 
acts as a barrier to accessing those rights and as an obstacle to meeting those 
responsibilities. Less literate people are disenfranchised from power, control, and 
decision-making. As such they may be skeptical and may not value or respect the 
system in which they feel like outsiders. 

Literacy is a key in creating engaged citizens. Literacy barriers force people to the 
margins where they become alienated from participation in the broader society. When 
people are burdened with poverty, poor health or isolation, civic participation may be 
seen as a luxury or a pointless pursuit for those who will benefit. This sense of 
powerlessness undermines social cohesion. 

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

Literacy is a key to a healthier and less violent society. Low literacy contributes to 
poverty, crime and poor health. The disparity between haves and have-nots grows 
wider. Literacy skills are needed to participate fully in society, and to ensure that 
society is more equitable. An inclusive society benefits everyone. 

Literacy is a key to including immigrants and newcomers in Canadian life. 
Immigration currently accounts for more than 70% of net growth in the labour force 
and by 2011 will account for all net growth in the labour force. Proficiency in one of 
Canada’s official languages allows new Canadians to access services, training and 
employment so that they can benefit and contribute as citizens. Having a more literate 
and tolerant population also allows diversity to thrive. 



Literacy is a key to true citizen engagement. Increasingly governments are seeking 
input from citizens on public policy development. When governments try to engage 
consumers and stakeholders on issues that affect them, those without good literacy 
and information processing skills are increasingly disadvantaged in the process. This 
often leaves out less literate citizens and thus does not democratically reflect the 
entire population. 

What can be done 

• MCL has actively worked with Elections Canada to develop plainly written 
election materials for less literate Canadians. MCL also distributed this 
information to students and instructors in literacy programs to who recognizes the 
issues of including less literate Canadians. 

• MCL encourages the use of plain language in all aspects of society to be as 
inclusive as possible. 

• Literacy programs fill an important role in modeling and transmitting information 
to students on the rights and responsibilities of citizenship. The adult education 
experience itself should be an experience of participatory democracy. 

• Our less literate citizens need a meaningful role in the consultation process. 
Citizen engagement activities must find ways to provide less literate people with a 
meaningful role in the democracy. 

Suggested Literacy and Citizenship Resources

Canadian Policy Research Networks debates many social and economic issues 
and has done a lot of work on social cohesion, citizenship and diversity in 
Canada. For their research and publications go to www.cprn.org
The Change Agent Newsletter is a biannual, theme-based newspaper that 
enables adult educators to integrate social justice issues into their curriculum. A 
special issue on Civic Participation was published in 1998 and is still available in 
print or online through the New England Literacy Resource Centre at 
www.nelrc.org/changeagent
Citizenship and Immigration Canada have statistics, information, and teaching 
activity guides that support and celebrate Canadian diversity in a very inclusive 
way. Go to www.cic-gc.ca
Elections Canada has information on voting, the electoral process and 
government in Canada online at www.gc-ec.ca
Grass Roots Press has a number of materials on preparing adults to be more 
active in their communities including two books called: Civic Participation and 
Community Action Sourcebook: a Resource for Adult Educators and Educating 
for a Change can be ordered by contacting 1-888-303-3213 or 
www.literacyservices.com

Also read MCL’s literacy.ca newsletter (Summer 2002 issue) on literacy and citizenship, 
available online at www.literacy.ca
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