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What is this study about? 
The foreword to this study sets the context well: “Literacy refers to proficiency in reading 
and writing a language.  In Canada, a constitutionally bilingual country, the vitality of the 
two major language groups depends to a large extent on their literacy in their mother 
tongue.”    
 
The focus of this paper is the state of literacy in the French language in Canada.  As the 
text explains, the Canadian report on the results of the first International Adult Literacy 
Survey (IALS), Reading the Future: A Portrait of Literacy in Canada (Statistics Canada, 
1996), did not provide detailed analysis of survey respondents literacy skills in terms of 
their sociolinguistic background.   This study is an attempt to fill that gap.  
 
The paper has five chapters and a conclusion.  The first Chapter examines the 
importance of literacy in industrialized countries, describes the issues facing 
francophone communities and reviews the data available at the time of writing. Chapter 
2 is about methodology.  It explains the survey’s main features, some of the key 
variables used to define literacy and literacy training, and the limitations of the 
francophone sample, along with the methodological options underpinning this study. 
Chapter 3 paints a portrait of francophone literacy in Canada.   Chapter 4 attempts to 
make sense of a very specific situation: literacy in the context of francophone language 
use being transferred to English.  Chapter 5 looks at the process of producing literacy 
and the literacy training of francophones, while attempting to sort out the impact that 
various social and cultural factors have on literacy.  At the end of the study there is 
“Conclusion and Outlook” that examines the vulnerability of francophone literacy in 
Canada and provides comments on future surveying. 

 
What are the questions addressed by the study? 
The original intent was to explore the demographic, social and economic characteristics 
of francophones in relation to their levels of literacy.   However the researchers found 
that the French mother tongue sample in the IALS was too small to accomplish this 
objective.   Consequently francophone literacy had to be examined globally first, and 
then in light of two other factors: (1) the literacy practices and behaviours of 
francophones at home and at work; (2) the “literacy acquisition” process, i.e., the factors 
that contribute to the development of literacy in a language. 
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The study also explores the literacy differences between francophones in Quebec and 
francophones in other provinces, “an important distinction since the former live in a 
mostly French environment while the latter reside in provinces where the majority of 
people are anglophones.”  The paper also compared the literacy of francophones with 
that of anglophones and, in some cases, allophones, in order to show how francophones 
measure up. 
 

Why is this study important? 
This study is important because it explores both the state of francophone literacy in 
Canada and literacy in French in Canada.   The first refers to the reading and writing 
skills of individuals whose mother tongue is French, no matter what language they used 
(English or French) in responding to the IALS questionnaire.  The second is concerned 
about the skills and characteristics of people who responded to the IALS survey in 
French.  The distinction between these two forms of literacy is important. The authors 
say, for the future of Canada’s Francophones as well as for the future development of 
policies and programmes designed to ensure the promotion and protection of French-
language minority communities across the country.   
 
The study is also important because it highlights the fact that, on most of the IALS 
indicators, francophones fare worse than anglophones in Canada.  As the paper 
concludes:  “The data reveal a set of factors that cumulatively paint a rather problematic 
picture, into which is etched a formidable cultural and literacy challenge.” 
 

What does the study conclude? 
The general conclusion of this paper is that francophone literacy in Canada is 
“vulnerable” in that a large proportion of francophones have marginal reading and writing 
skills, and few of them have superior skills.   In short, compared with anglophones, 
francophones are less proficient at reading and writing, read less often and are less 
likely to include reading and writing as part of their daily activities.  Although the 
improvement in education and literacy among young people is encouraging, it is having 
little impact on the literacy picture as a whole.   Between 1989 when the Literacy Skills 
Used in Daily Activities (LSUDA) study was conducted, and the 1994 IALS, 
francophones’ overall results did not get significantly better, and the gap between 
anglophones and francophones remained much the same. 
 
The paper presents a number of indicators drawn from IALS results to support this 
conclusion.  For example more than half of all francophones are at the lowest of the five 
IALS literacy levels (1 and 2).  In IALS level 3 is considered the prerequisite for most 
occupations.   There are proportionally about half as many francophones as 
anglophones at the highest level (4/5).    
 
As well francophones are below the average of adults who took part in the IALS in 
industrialized countries.   This is true not only of all francophones as a group but also of 
each of the sub-populations studied: Quebec, Ontario and especially New Brunswick.   
On the whole, francophones read and write less than anglophones and use public 
libraries less than anglophones. The authors speculate that this is probably due to 
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cultural factors and, for francophones outside Quebec at least, the insufficient number of 
French-language libraries available.   
 
The paper also concludes that the generally lower literacy of francophones outside 
Quebec is due to the phenomenon of “language transfer”.   Nearly 40% of francophones 
outside Quebec have switched to English as the language they use most often.  This 
transfer is evident not only at work but also in recreational activities and at home.   
 
The study also concluded that most francophones, whether they live in Quebec or 
another province, appear to have a very high opinion of their reading skills, although 
they rate their writing skills somewhat lower.   “Such optimism flies in the face of their 
test scores, which are lower than anglophones’ scores.” 
 
Finally the report ends with a section devoted to the then-proposed 2003 Adult Literacy 
and Life Skills (ALL) study.  It makes a number of suggestions urging that the next 
literacy survey be comprehensive enough to allow for the same analyses and statistical 
profiling of francophones as for the entire population of Canada, something that was not 
the case with IALS.  The study expresses the hope that plans will include exploring in 
detail the distinction between literacy in French and general francophone literacy through 
the analysis of a small sample of the French and English literacy levels of francophones 
who tend to use English most often.   It also suggests that the next survey allow for 
comparisons of the data on francophone Canada with the data for other societies 
characterized by a linguistic duality or plurality (like Belgium or Switzerland). 
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