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Executive Summary 

Towards a New Understanding of Literacy 

The International Adult Literacy survey (IALS) of 1995 advanced a new understanding 
of literacy as a continuum of skills that is influenced by many factors including social and 
economic conditions. The IALS identified literacy skills in three categories: prose, 
document and quantitative, with levels of ability ranging from limited to high. The 
working definition of literacy put forward by the IALS is, "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." 
(Background information on the International Adult Literacy Survey, p. 2, 
www.nald.calnls/ials/ialsreps/ialsl1.t2/ials2/backe.htm).Using this definition, the IALS 
revealed that approximately 80% of older Canadians do not have the basic literacy skills 
needed to meet the demands of everyday life. 

It has been well documented that education and literacy are "determinants of health" 
(Canadian Public Health Association 2000, Building a Healthy Future, p. 10). The 
National Population Health Study (NPHS) reveals that education levels may be the 
strongest predictor of health and that those with higher levels of education are more likely 
to be in very good to excellent health than those with lower levels. Therefore it appears 
that if the literacy levels of older Nova Scotians were improved, one could expect a 
positive change in their quality of life, health, and well-being 

Nova Scotia Seniors for literacy Project 

The Nova Scotia Seniors for Literacy Project was undertaken by the Nova Scotia Senior 
Citizens' Secretariat and funded by the National Literacy Secretariat, Human Resources 
Development Canada (HRDC) in partnership with the Nova Scotia Department of 
Education. An advisory committee of representatives with an interest in the literacy needs 
of seniors provided support and guidance (Appendix 1). Valerie White, Executive 
Director of the Senior Citizens' Secretariat served as project administrator and Deirdre 
Kazi as the project coordinator. 

The goal of the project was to prepare a strategic plan to guide the development of 
programs, services, and projects that are best able to address the literacy needs of seniors 
in Nova Scotia. The objectives of the project were to: 

•	 document the literacy needs of seniors in Nova Scotia 
•	 prepare a final report to summarize the data and present a strategy for systematically 

addressing literacy issues among seniors in Nova Scotia. 

http://www.nald.calnls/ials/ialsreps/ialsl1.t2/ials2/backe.htm


Two methods of qualitative data collection were used: focus groups with seniors and a 
discussion via conference call with Coordinators of Community Learning Networks 
across the province. 

Focus Groups With Seniors 

Nine focus groups, involving a total of 93 seniors, were held in various locations 
throughout the province. Seniors were invited to attend the sessions to: 

•	 talk about issues that would improve their quality of life  
•	 identify barriers to learning 
•	 identify community learning opportunities 
•	 determine if they would be interested in sharing their expertise with other seniors in 

the community 

Seniors who attended the focus groups identified the following barriers to participation in 
learning programs: 

•	 programs and opportunities are not always adequately publicized  
•	 lack of transportation to and from program sites  
•	 fear of embarrassment among potential participants  
•	 lack of trust 

The focus group participants, though not willing to betray any personal inadequacies, 
were eager to name their learning needs and areas of interest, summarized as follows: 

Health Education Topics 	 Personal Interest Topics 
•	 prescription • history 
•	 nutrition • community history 
•	 natural medicine • genealogy 
•	 physical fitness • hobbies 

• foreign languages 
Technology • travel 
•	 computer/interest 
•	 banking 

Other suggestions and comments arising from the focus groups included: 

•	 the subject matter of programs should be relevant to the everyday lives of seniors 
•	 program leadership could come from seniors with experience and expertise in 

relevant topics 
•	 resources should be found to keep successful programs going 



The observations and reflections of the focus group participants helped inform the 
Recommendations for Community-Based Literacy Programs for Seniors, on Page 4. 

Discussion with Learning Network Coordinators 

Learning Networks, supported by the Nova Scotia Department of Education's 
Community Learning Initiative (CLI), provide community-based upgrading programs to 
adults throughout the province. Prior to the discussion, the six coordinators who 
participated were briefed on the project and sent a list of questions to consider about the 
literacy needs of seniors. Their opinions echoed what many seniors had already expressed 
in the focus groups, including: 

• provide transportation 
• offer food 
• provide flexible daytime programs 
• offer programs that are relevant to the everyday lives of seniors  
•	 respect the life experiences of seniors 
•	 engage seniors to serve as community coordinators and program facilitators  
• experiment with different ways of attracting seniors to learning programs 
• offer programs of consistent quality 
•	 create a trusting environment where seniors feel safe to express themselves 
•	 create an informal environment that combines learning with an opportunity to 

socialize 

Other comments made by the Coordinators serve as a reminder that seniors are a diverse 
group whose age differences span more than half a century. With that in mind, seniors' 
literacy programs must be tailored to meet the needs of sub-groups of seniors whose 
interests, education, and backgrounds are varied. The Coordinators agreed with seniors in 
the focus groups who said the word "literacy" is sometimes perceived negatively, a 
perception that might be overcome if literacy programs were marketed as opportunities 
for "life-long learning". They also reported that some Learning Networks have 
successfully offered outreach programs to isolated and immigrant seniors. 

Identifying the Needs of Isolated Seniors 

Information collected as part of a research project conducted by the Women's Network in 
Prince Edward Island provided insight into the literacy needs of isolated seniors and how 
to meet those needs. In Nova Scotia, the Learning Network Coordinators and focus group 
participants provided additional information. Findings related to the literacy needs of 
isolated seniors include: 

•	 they have a great interest in socializing 
•	 they prefer to learn in informal rather than formal settings 



Recommendations for Community-Based Literacy Programs for Seniors 

An analysis of the data collected as part of the Nova Scotia Seniors for Literacy Project 
has given rise to 21 recommendations pertaining to the development of community-based 
literacy programs for seniors. These recommendations are intended to inform the 
development of programs, services, and projects to address the literacy needs of Nova 
Scotia seniors: 

1.	 Develop a communications plan to promote the concept of literacy as life-long 
learning and inform community leaders and the public of the learning needs of 
seniors. 

2.	 Encourage community members and organizations to support life-long learning 
programs for seniors. 

3.	 Encourage seniors to playa central role in the planning and development of seniors' 
programs. 

4.	 Partner with individuals and community organizations to provide sustainable 
programs. 

5.	 Link seniors' programs to other community-based literacy programs to foster program 
sustainability. Possible links include: family literacy programs, recipe exchanges and 
hobby groups, technology programs taught by the private sector (banks), medication 
awareness programs, school-based programs, etc. 

6.	 Hire a well-respected and trusted local senior to coordinate the seniors' programs. 

7.	 Employ paid program facilitators who are close in age to the program participants. If 
that is not possible, employ a facilitator who is sensitive to the needs of seniors. 

8.	 Offer programs that are relevant to the everyday lives of seniors. 

9.	 Keep program fees to a minimum or offer them free. 

10. Offer seniors' programs close to where seniors live, keeping in mind that the seniors 
in greatest need of literacy programming are often the least likely to seek out learning 
opportunities. 

11. Ensure seniors have access to suitable transportation to and from program sites and 
that ample parking is available either free or at low cost. 

12. Offer flexible daytime programming. Try scheduling new programs prior to or 
immediately following already existing programs and encourage seniors to participate 
in both. 



13. Offer refreshments or combine programs with opportunities to share meals, as this 
provides seniors with a welcomed opportunity for social interaction. 

14. Use a variety of methods to entice seniors to participate in programs including having 
invitations extended by well-known and respected seniors. 

15. Provide seniors with the agenda and program expectations ahead of time to help 
alleviate their fear of the unknown. 

16. Provide a safe, trusting, and casual learning environment by establishing group 
guidelines and norms when the program meets for the first time. 

17. Provide program materials in large print and ensure the physical environment is 
senior friendly. 

18. Include storytelling as a means of learning and a great way to start a literacy program. 

19. Offer one-to-one and small group learning opportunities. 

20. Use strategies to increase the motivation of seniors, including following-up with them 
when they are absent to let them know someone cares. 

21. Celebrate the successes of senior learners. 



Introduction 

Towards a New Understanding of Literacy 

The International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), 1995, revealed that approximately 80% 
of older Canadians do not have the basic literacy skills needed to meet the demands of 
everyday life (Appendix 2). 

It has been well documented that education and literacy are "determinants of health" 
(Canadian Public Health Association 2000, Building a Healthy Future, p. 10). The 
National Population Health Study (NPHS) reveals that education levels may be the 
strongest predictor of health and that those with higher levels of education are more likely 
to be in very good to excellent health than those with lower levels. The direct correlation 
between one's literacy abilities, health, and socio-economic status is also supported by 
Statistics Canada data, 1998. 

Nova Scotia Seniors for Literacy Project 

To gain more insight into the learning needs of Nova Scotia seniors, the Nova Scotia 
Senior Citizens' Secretariat undertook the Seniors for Literacy Project, and secured 
funding from the National Literacy Secretariat, Human Resources Development Canada 
(HRDC) in partnership with the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Funding was 
received in October 2000, and an advisory committee of representatives with an interest 
in the literacy needs of seniors was established to provide support and guidance to the 
project. Valerie White, Executive Director of the Senior Citizens' Secretariat served as 
project administrator and Deirdre Kazi as the project coordinator. 

The goal of the project was to prepare a strategic plan to guide the development of 
programs, services, and projects that are best able to address the literacy needs of seniors 
in Nova Scotia. The objectives of the project were to: 

•	 document the literacy needs of seniors in Nova Scotia 
•	 prepare a final report to summarize the data and present a strategy for systematically 

addressing literacy issues among seniors in Nova Scotia 



Literature Review and Other Research 

An important part of the project involved reviewing the findings from other Canadian 
studies on the topic of seniors and literacy and learning more about the programs already 
underway for seniors in Nova Scotia and other Canadian jurisdictions. Since much of this 
information is relevant to the Nova Scotia Seniors for Literacy Project, a brief summary 
of these findings is included in Appendices 3 and 4. 

Data Collection 

Two methods of qualitative data collection were used in the project - focus groups with 
seniors and a discussion via conference call with Coordinators of Community Learning 
Networks across the province. 

Additionally, information collected as part of a research project conducted by the 
Women's Network in Prince Edward Island provided insight into the literacy needs of 
isolated seniors and how to meet those needs. 

Focus Groups 

With the help of local seniors, nine focus groups, involving a total of 93 seniors, were 
held in Legion halls and seniors' clubs throughout the province. Although the project 
could have accommodated a greater number of focus groups and participants, seniors 
who participated in the sessions expressed gratitude for being asked their opinions and 
most were anxious to receive feedback from the final report. 

Table I shows the location of the focus groups and number of participants: 



Table 1. Focus Group Locations and Participation 

Location Number of Participants 

West Pubnico 28 
Preston 7 
Lower Sackville 1 
St. Pierre 16 
Antigonish 5 
Sydney 8 
New Waterford 8 
Ingonish 9 
Inverness 3 
Membertou 8 

Total: 9 focus groups Total: 93 participants 

Publicity 

Advertising was arranged through cable stations and CBC public service announcements. 
Flyers, brochures and a letter of explanation were delivered to seniors' councils, seniors 
clubs and local churches. Seniors were encouraged to register for the focus groups using 
a toll free number. In most cases, it was up to a local senior to explain the purpose of the 
focus group to other community members and to encourage participation. Refreshments 
were offered as an added incentive to attend. 

Purpose and Format 

Seniors were invited to attend the sessions to: 

•	 talk about issues that would improve their quality of life 
•	 barriers to learning 
•	 identify community learning opportunities 
•	 determine if they would be interested in sharing their expertise with other seniors in 

the community 



The focus groups started with a video "Never too Old to Learn", highlighting a successful 
learning group for seniors in Saskatchewan and the numerous historical and cultural 
barriers to learning that many older Canadians face. The video stimulated the seniors 
interest in the subject of literacy and fostered their participation in the discussions which 
followed. Since literacy is a very personal and sensitive subject for many, the questions 
were designed to generate discussion around literacy issues without identifying the 
literacy levels of participants (See Appendix 2). Discussion questions included: 

•	 What are the issues that would improve the quality of life for seniors in your 
community? 

•	 What resources are available in your community to help seniors improve their skills? 
•	 What problems do seniors face when trying to improve their reading, writing, and 

number skills? 
•	 Would you or someone you know be interested in sharing knowledge and expertise 

with other seniors in your community? 
•	 What other comments do have about literacy and learning? 

Discussion with Learning Network Coordinators 

A discussion involving six Learning Network Coordinators was held via conference call. 
The Learning Networks, which are supported by the Nova Scotia Department of 
Education's Community Learning Initiative (CLI), provide community-based upgrading 
programs to adults throughout the province and to adult communities of special-interest 
such as Acadian, African Canadian, Deaf, Mi'kmaq, and English as a Second Language 
(ESL). 

Prior to participating in the conference call, the coordinators were briefed on the project, 
sent a list of the discussion questions and encouraged to share their expertise and 
experiences related to seniors and seniors' programming. The questions used to guide the 
discussions are included in Table 2. 



Table 2. Discussion Questions for Learning Network Coordinators 

1. A. Please describe the upgrading programs for seniors in your community. 
B. What is the rate of senior participation in these upgrading programs? 
C. Why do you think seniors do or do not participate in these upgrading programs? 
D. What can be done to encourage participation among seniors? 

2. A. What kind of partnerships have been developed in your community? i.e. between 
seniors groups and organizations, other learning institutions, and business and/or 
government? 

B. Who can we partner with to develop services in our communities? 
C. What can be done to expand or develop these partnerships? 

3. Based on the findings from the focus groups with seniors below, what strategies can 
be used to tackle these challenges? i.e. Conduct information sessions to dispel the 
myths about literacy. 
Findings from Focus Groups 
• There is a lack of appropriate transportation. Seniors need to be picked up and 

dropped off. 
• Refreshments should be offered in sessions where seniors are invited. 
• A social element should be included in seniors programs. 
• Take the programs to seniors whenever possible. 
• Piggyback onto pre-existing programs whenever possible. 
• Don't start with a literacy program but rather build a group dynamic based on a 

common interest such as health and safety. 
• There is a real division between the needs of 55-65 year olds and those who are 

65+. 
• There is a need for a paid community-based coordinator to organize and oversee 

seniors programming. 

Reaching Isolated Seniors – PEI Seniors Literacy Research Project 

The Women's Network PEI published the results of the Seniors Literacy Research Project 
in October 2000. The project gathered data from a sample of isolated seniors through a 
home-based questionnaire.  An independent researcher administered the questions orally 
to 20 seniors, 10 men and 10 women, in their homes on Prince Edward Island. The 
seniors' answers provided information about literacy in terms of their past realities and 
hardships, present coping skills, and future opportunities. 

Findings 

This next section of the report outlines the findings associated with the seniors' focus 
groups, the discussion with the Learning Network Coordinators, and the Seniors Literacy 
Research Project in Prince Edward Island. 



Focus Groups 

Seniors who attended the focus groups identified the following barriers to participation in 
learning programs: 

•	 Programs and Opportunities Are Not Always Adequately Publicized - Seniors said 
they were either totally unaware of or lacking in details about programs available in 
their own or neighboring communities. 

•	 Lack of Transportation to and from Program Sites - Seniors cited the lack of public 
and/or organized transportation in many communities. They said many seniors rely on 
their friends, families, and volunteers for transportation. Additionally, seniors with 
mobility problems and those who live alone or in isolated locations have even greater 
transportation problems than others and are less likely to seek out learning 
opportunities by themselves. 

•	 Fear of Embarrassment among Potential Participants - Seniors suggested this 
barrier is more difficult to overcome if a participant had prior difficulty in a learning 
environment or has low self-esteem. 

•	 Lack of Trust - Seniors said they were hesitant to participate in activities that might 
not be offered on a continuing basis due to a lack of funding or volunteers. 

Seniors said the word "literacy" is sometimes perceived negatively, a perception that 
might be overcome if literacy programs were marketed as opportunities for "life-long 
learning". Some said they are not interested in formal literacy education at this stage of 
their lives but are interested in programs on stimulating subjects. Although not willing to 
betray any personal inadequacies, they were eager to name their learning needs and areas 
of interest, which were similar across the province, varying only slightly. These are 
summarized as follows: 

Health Education Topics 	 Personal Interest Topics 
•	 prescription • history 
•	 nutrition • community history 
•	 natural medicine • genealogy 
•	 physical fitness • hobbies 

• foreign languages 
Technology • travel 
•	 computer/interest 
•	 banking 



Suggestions for Successful Seniors’ Programs 

Focus group participants made several comments and suggestions aimed at increasing the 
participation rates of seniors and making the learning setting more conducive to senior 
learners, including: 

•	 Offer programs that are relevant to the everyday lives of seniors. 

•	 Provide a range of programs to meet the diverse needs of seniors. Offer programs to 
isolated seniors on a one-to-one basis in their homes or in small group settings at 
central locations. 

•	 Make one-to-one tutoring available to seniors who need it. 

•	 Offer large print for reading and labeling. 

•	 Offer programs at different times, primarily in the daytime, to accommodate seniors' 
busy schedules. If seniors are already on-site for a program they may decide to stay 
for additional ones. 

•	 Include a social element to programming and keep the atmosphere casual. Build-in 
opportunities for storytelling. 

•	 Offer refreshments or combine programs with meals. Serving food is an opportunity 
for a social gathering in many cultures, and for seniors offering food will increase the 
likelihood of participation. 

•	 Provide free and ample parking. 

•	 Offer programs free or at a low cost. 

•	 Select seniors with experience and expertise in relevant topics to serve as program 
leaders. 

•	 Hire a paid community-based coordinator to administer programs and follow up with 
participants. Sometimes knowing that someone cares can be enough motivation for 
seniors to stay involved. 

•	 Use retired seniors as guest speakers particularly on health topics, income tax, legal 
issues, and hobbies. Retired seniors are an untapped resource of knowledge and 
experience. 

•	 Involve community members in seniors' programs to utilize their many talents. 



•	 Partner with community businesses, including banks, to build sustainable 
programming.  Solicit sponsors such as seniors' clubs, CAP sites (Community Access 
Program), local Legions, Lions Clubs, Learning Networks, Human Resources 
Development Canada, community service agencies, home and school programs, and 
churches. 

•	 Encourage seniors to publicize programs to their friends and acquaintances. 

Discussion with Learning Network Coordinators 

During the course of discussion which was guided by but not limited to the pre-circulated 
questions, the coordinators shared their personal knowledge and opinions on literacy 
programming for seniors. 

One coordinator spoke of starting a reading circle among seniors and described how she 
made it work by first building trust, a comfort level, and group dynamic. Another 
coordinator spoke of her experiences with immigrant seniors and the barriers she 
encountered with family members who kept their senior relatives isolated. She also 
described the problems she had with seniors who did not relate well to younger tutors but 
had a resounding success with older tutors. Another described the success of French 
language classes in an Acadian community when snacks were added, a group dynamic 
was formed, and participants could enjoy the social aspect of participating in the classes. 
An adult-educator in the Mi 'kmaq community discovered that although seniors did not 
want to talk about literacy per se, they did want to talk about other issues such as 
cooking, intergenerational reading, and the importance of having someone check in on 
them for safety and security reasons. 

The Coordinators agreed that it wasn't enough to simply call seniors to attend a program 
or event. Instead, they had to encourage them individually and offer refreshments, a 
chance to socialize, and an opportunity to trade stories and opinions. 

They discussed the barriers to successful seniors' programming including transportation, 
funding, and the need for a community-based senior to represent seniors and encourage 
continuity. They spoke of program sustainability and the need to get the community 
involved. Additional strategies suggested by coordinators to improve participation rates 
among seniors include long-term programming, changing the language of literacy, and 
providing information sessions and social-marketing messages targeted towards seniors 
and the community. 

The Coordinators agreed that seniors prefer informal learning environments, programs 
should be available to isolated seniors, and programs should be inclusive so that those 
with reduced vision, hearing, and mobility can participate in ability-appropriate activities, 
regardless of their age. 



A summary of the suggestions made by the Coordinators which echoed what many 
seniors had already expressed in the focus groups, included: 

• provide transportation 
• offer food 
• provide flexible daytime programs 
• offer programs that are relevant to the everyday lives of seniors 
•	 respect the life experiences of seniors 
•	 engage seniors to serve as community coordinators and program facilitators 
• experiment with different ways of attracting seniors to learning programs 
• offer programs of consistent quality 
•	 create a trusting environment where seniors feel safe to express themselves 
•	 create an informal environment that combines learning with an opportunity to 

socialize. 

Other comments made by the Coordinators serve as a reminder that seniors are a diverse 
group whose age differences span more than half a century. With that in mind, seniors' 
literacy programs must be tailored to meet the needs of sub-groups of seniors whose 
interests, education, and backgrounds are varied.  The Coordinators agreed with seniors 
in the focus groups who said the word “literacy” is sometimes perceived negatively, a 
perception that might be overcome if literacy programs were marketed as opportunities 
for “life-long learning”.  They also reported that some Learning Networks have 
successfully offered outreach programs to isolated and immigrant seniors. 

Reaching Isolated Seniors – PEI Seniors Literacy Research Project 

Findings of the study include: 

•	 Most seniors faced hardships attending and finishing school due to the tough 
economic conditions at the time.  Men generally helped on farms or related activities 
and women worked in the service industry. 

•	 The majority said they did not have a problem with or issue with reading or writing.  
They suggested that those who do have problems are helped by family and friends 
when necessary. 

•	 Two-thirds of the participants cited eye problems as an impediment to reading and 
writing. 

•	 Most seniors wanted large print on books and medicine bottles. They suggested more 
books be available on audiotape. 

•	 Older participants were less interested in learning opportunities than the younger ones 
who expressed an interest in community learning opportunities like local history and 
genealogy. 



•	 The majority of seniors did not access computers, e-mail, or the Internet. 

•	 There were no significant gender differences in the male and female answers to most 
questions. 

•	 Many seniors were continuing to learn informally. 

Recommendations arising from the project pertaining to the provision of literacy 
programs to isolated seniors include: 

•	 Help seniors cope with written work by offering large print especially on medicine 
bottles. 

•	 Provide opportunities for socialization in addition to making technology available to 
seniors. 

•	 Preserve seniors' stories. 

•	 Base literacy programs for seniors on good life-long learning models that promote 
education in the community not just in institutional settings. 

•	 Provide seniors with an opportunity to guide the program development, tell their 
stories, and teach others from their experience. In the process their own literacy skills 
may be developed. 

Recommendations for Community-Based Literacy Programs for Seniors 

An analysis of the data collected as part of the Nova Scotia Seniors for Literacy Project 
has given rise to 21 recommendations pertaining to the development of community-based 
literacy programs for seniors. These recommendations are intended to inform the 
development of programs, services, and projects to address the literacy needs of Nova 
Scotia seniors: 

1.	 Develop a communications plan to promote the concept of literacy as life-long 
learning and inform community leaders and the public of the learning needs of 
seniors. 

2.	 Encourage community members and organizations to support life-long learning 
programs for seniors. 

3.	 Encourage seniors to play a central role in the planning and development of seniors' 
programs. 



4.	 Partner with individuals and community organizations to provide sustainable 
programs. 

5.	 Link seniors' programs to other community-based literacy programs to foster program 
sustainability. Possible links include: family literacy programs, recipe exchanges and 
hobby groups, technology programs taught by the private sector (banks), medication 
awareness programs, school-based programs, etc. 

6.	 Hire a well-respected and trusted local senior to coordinate the seniors' programs. 

7.	 Employ paid program facilitators who are close in age to the program participants. If 
that is not possible, employ a facilitator who is sensitive to the needs of seniors. 

8.	 Offer programs that are relevant to the everyday lives of seniors. 

9.	 Keep program fees to a minimum or offer them free. 

10. Offer seniors' programs close to where seniors live, keeping in mind that the seniors 
in greatest need of literacy programming are often the least likely to seek out learning 
opportunities. 

11. Ensure seniors have access to suitable transportation to and from program sites and 
that ample parking is available either free or at low cost. 

12. Offer flexible daytime programming. Try scheduling new programs prior to or 
immediately following already existing programs and encourage seniors to participate 
in both. 

13. Offer refreshments or combine programs with opportunities to share meals, as this 
provides seniors with a welcomed opportunity for social interaction. 

14. Use a variety of methods to entice seniors to participate in programs including having 
invitations extended by well-known and respected seniors. 

15. Provide seniors with the agenda and program expectations ahead of time to help 
alleviate their fear of the unknown. 

16. Provide a safe, trusting, and casual learning environment by establishing group 
guidelines and norms when the program meets for the first time. 

17. Provide program materials in large print and ensure the physical environment is 
senior friendly. 

18. Include storytelling as a means of learning and a great way to start a literacy program. 

19. Offer one-to-one and small group learning opportunities. 



20. Use strategies to increase the motivation of seniors, including following-up with 
them when they are absent to let them know someone cares. 

21. Celebrate the successes of senior learners. 



Conclusion 

We live in a world where literacy is increasingly becoming a necessity as more and more 
everyday technologies and services, such as banking, are becoming automated. Bank 
closures and the reduction in bank hours and teller services are quickly becoming a 
reality in many of our communities. Previously, if a person was unable to read, write, or 
do arithmetic they could get by with the help of a bank teller. Now, when faced with only 
an Automated Banking Machine (ABM), seniors must be able to read to complete their 
banking transactions. 

The Seniors for Literacy Project, particularly the suggestions made by seniors in the 
focus groups, the insight of the Learning Network Coordinators, the reflections of the 
isolated seniors who participated in the PEI Seniors Literacy Research Project, and the 
information collected through the literature review and other research has provided the 
Senior Citizens' Secretariat and Project Advisory Committee with valuable insight into 
the learning needs of seniors in Nova Scotia. 

Through the broad distribution of this final report we intend to draw attention to the 
literacy levels of seniors in Nova Scotia as well as to their learning needs and 
programming preferences.  We hope the report, particularly the Recommendations for 
Community-Based Literacy Programs for Seniors, proves useful to individuals who work 
in the fields of aging, education, recreation, and literacy and that it will lead to an 
expansion of successful learning initiatives for seniors. 
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Appendix 2 – Literacy Levels of the 

Adult Population in Atlantic Canada 


And Seniors in Nova Scotia


Literacy Level and Description 
(4 levels ranging from a high of 

Level 4/5 to a low of Level 1) 

Percentage of Population with 
Stated Literacy Level 

(across an average of all three 
measures – prose, document, 

and quantitative) 

Level 4/5: High Literacy Skills 
Individuals can deal easily with complex 
materials and integrate several sources of 
information to solve more complex problems. 

Atlantic Canadians 15% 

Nova Scotia Seniors 1% 

Level 3: Minimum Desired Level of Literacy 
Minimum Desired Level of Literacy Individuals 
can read but might have difficulties with 
complex texts and tasks. 

Atlantic Canadians 33% 

Nova Scotia Seniors 14% 

Level 2: Limited Literacy Skills 
Limited Literacy Skills Individuals can deal with 
written material that is simple, clearly laid out 
and in a familiar context. (For example, people 
may have adapted their literacy skills to 
everyday life but have difficulty learning new job 
skills requiring a higher level of literacy). 

Atlantic Canadians 27% 

Nova Scotia Seniors 27% 

Level 1: Very Low Literacy  Skills 
Individuals at this level have great difficulty 
reading and few of the essential skills needed to 
understand and use written materials. (For 
example, they may read information on a 
medicine package and fail to understand the 
correct amount of medicine to take). 

Atlantic Canadians 25% 

Nova Scotia Seniors 58% 

Source: HRDC. National Literacy Secretariat. 
NLS Newsletter, Volume 1, Issue 3. 



Appendix 3 – Key Points from Literature Review 

Findings from other Canadian studies on the topic of seniors and literacy of relevance to 
the Nova Scotia Seniors for Literacy Project include: 

•	 Existing literacy programs targeted at the general adult population do not address the 
needs of the illiterate elderly (Rutherford 1989, p. 13). New or different literacy 
programs for the elderly need to be developed due in part to cognitive, psychological, 
motivational and interest differences between older and younger adults (p. 15). 

•	 The basic skills of reading, writing and computing should be integrated into a subject 
that appeals to the particular group of students who are learning (Rutherford, 1989, p. 
21). Making the program fit the learners' needs in terms of interests, learning 
characteristics and accessibility is the key to success (Goettler, 1995, p. 29). 

•	 Older adults often prefer participatory learning and tend to be more selective; taking 
only what will be most useful to them (Goettler, 1995, p. 28). 

•	 Instructional strategies favored by older adults are demonstrations, learning by doing 
and discussions (Kasworm & Courtenay 1982 as cited in Rutherford 1989, p. 21). 

•	 A critical element of social cohesion, literacy helps people maintain their 
independence, enhance their quality of life and participate actively in society. 
Individuals with lower levels of education are less likely to engage in community 
activism and to participate in the democratic process (Training and Financial 
Assistance Branch, p. 14). 

•	 Promotion that focuses on motivating factors such as the desire for self-confidence or 
the opportunity to socialize may attract older adults to literacy programs (Goettler 
1995, p. 25). 

•	 By referring to literacy programs as something other than "literacy" we redefine the 
problem and leave people's dignity intact (Goettler 1992, p. 13). 

•	 Fears and apprehensions about being in a learning situation can be greatly reduced if 
social interaction is freely mixed with educational experiences (Rutherford, 1989,     
p. 17). 

•	 Older adults want age-appropriate community-based tutors who are trusted and 
sensitive to their needs. Feelings of insecurity and cautiousness may interfere with 
learning if the tutor is not alert to the need to decrease anxiety, build self-esteem and 
clarify expectations (Goettler 1995, p. 27). 



•	 Refer to literacy programs as continuing education and do not use the word literacy; 
ensure that seniors have a strong sense of ownership of the programs; structure the 
program around seniors' needs, time tables, bus routes, costs etc.; and have the seniors 
direct the curriculum and share responsibilities (Study by One Voice as cited in 
McCardle, p. 45). 

•	 Seniors do not generally participate in literacy programming for reasons such as: 

•	 They are presently coping to their satisfaction 
•	 Family and friends help them when they need it 
•	 They are not aware of learning opportunities 
•	 There is a social stigma attached to low literacy 
•	 Literacy courses are not designed with seniors in mind 
•	 Seniors want seniors as tutors 
•	 Seniors need courses relevant to their lives (Leading to Read, survey by One 

Voice, as cited in McCardle, 2000 p. 45). 

•	 The single most effective way to attract seniors to a literacy program is through direct 
contact with a sincere and trustworthy person (Rutherford 1989, p. 20). 

•	 If a literacy program is geared toward the motivational interests, cultural heritage and 
literacy needs of older adults it will attract learners (Goettler, 1995, p. 24). 

•	 Adults younger than age 55 enroll in courses for employment or skills upgrading but 
older adults are more often seeking self-actualization, personal fulfillment or 
socialization. Older adults have a great interest in understanding and solving their 
own developmental problems (Rutherford 1989). 

•	 First Nations people see learning as an interpersonal process rather than an 
impersonal task. Therefore, the opportunity to develop friendships with other learners 
strengthens the learning process (Goettler 1995, p. 35). 

•	 Household Internet use in 1999 increased for all age groups, but the growth in 
Internet use and home connections has been fastest in households headed by seniors 
65 and over, followed by households headed by individuals aged 55 to 64. However, 
there is a long way to go, only one tenth of households headed by seniors and one-
third of those headed by someone aged 55 - 64 used the Internet regularly, compared 
with more than half of younger households. One can clearly see the benefits that the 
Internet has to offer seniors when 54 percent of Internet users from home were 
seeking medical and health information, and another 28 percent used the Internet for 
electronic banking (Statistics Canada). 



• Characteristics of an "ideal" medication awareness program: 

•	 Senior driven with collaboration of professionals throughout the stages, i.e. 
planning, delivery, evaluation, follow-up. 70% of seniors requested peer 
education. 

•	 Topics need" to reflect an overall wellness model, i.e. lifestyle education, 
medication awareness, alternatives, self-responsibility, and life-long learning 
(75% of seniors). 

•	 A combination of group sessions and one-on-one interventions was deemed 
most helpful by 55% of those surveyed. 

•	 The optimal time period for a program is four sessions over a period of 4 
weeks, each session 3 hours long, according to 70% of participants. 
Participants also suggested that the duration could be up to 12 sessions. 

•	 There should be no cost or low cost if workbooks were involved. 95% 
indicated that there should be no cost and considered part of a regular health 
service. 

•	 Components of the program need to involve: lecture, discussion, video and/or 
skit, handouts, and social time. For those who used workbooks, 60% spoke of 
their effectiveness. Eighty percent spoke of the need to take handouts home to 
discuss with family. 

•	 Follow-up, was suggested as critical by 80% of seniors surveyed. i.e. 
telephone call from sponsoring seniors’ group, group sessions 1-3 months 
after end of program; and/or integration within a present health care initiative 
such as home care, medication review clinic, or VON. 

  (Seniors Bridging the Medication Awareness Gap in Atlantic Canada, 2000.) 



Appendix 4 – Existing Learning Programs for Seniors 

A variety of community-based programs for seniors and transportation services such as 
the ones listed below are offered in various parts of Nova Scotia and in other Canadian 
provinces and territories. The information presented here is intended to illustrate the 
range of programming already in place, not to serve as an all-inclusive list. 

Intergenerational Programs 
A number of elementary school teachers have initiated intergenerational programs 
involving their students and local seniors organizations. Many of these programs are 
successful for both the students and seniors. Some examples of school/senior programs 
are: 

Joy Program Mt. Carmel Elementary School in New Waterford Nova Scotia: Grandparent 
role models help students improve their self-image and assist them in developing social 
skills. Seniors come to the school one day per week to work with the students on life 
skills such as cooking, woodworking, sewing, painting and computers. This program was 
started for special needs students in 1973, and has grown in participation and popularity. 

Grandfriends Program. Spencer House. Halifax. Nova Scotia: Seniors from Spencer 
House have been sharing a variety of activities like story telling, discussions, and outings 
with the Grade One and Grade Three classes at nearby St. Mary's Elementary School 
since 1985. The seniors visit once a month. 

Seniors Project at Bell Park Academic Centre. Lake Echo Nova Scotia: This project is 
aimed a helping students learn about the past in a meaningful way. Each senior is paired 
with a student who interviews them. The student then prepares a booklet highlighting the 
stories and facts told to them by the senior, with help from parents who proofread and 
edit the work. Students then present the booklet called, "This is Your Life" to their senior 
partner. The students and seniors also go on outings together to places such as the Black 
Cultural Centre and Dartmouth Heritage Museum. 

Seniors Programs Sponsored by Government and Non-Profit Organizations 
Non-profit organizations and health-related societies often host programs for seniors to 
assist them with some of the challenges of aging. Various levels of government also 
sponsor programs with the needs of seniors in mind. 

Continuing Education Programs 
Continuing education programs for adults are available to seniors through local schools 
and colleges.  Acadia University Continuing Education Department Acadia Life Long 
Learning Centre: The Centre offers new learning opportunities for adults over the age of 
50. Courses designed to appeal to this age group are offered such as: Maritime History 
Since Confederation, Biblical Themes in English Literature, Lifewriting -- Telling Our 
Own Stories, Ideas in Modem Theatre, Defensive Driving, Financial Planning and Basic 
Nature Drawing. 



"Literacy" Programs 
Several Community Learning Coordinators in Nova Scotia are working with seniors to 
address their low literacy levels. A coordinated strategy to address this problem would be 
beneficial. 

Technology Programs 
Beginner computer courses for seniors in Nova Scotia are offered through many senior 
centers, clubs, the local library , or learning centers. Many are taught to seniors by other 
seniors. Other programs include: 

Acadia University Continuing Education Department Acadia Life Long Learning Centre: 
Two online courses are being offered in Fall 2001: Tell Your Story - Genealogy Online, 
and Navigating the Internet - For Older Adults. 

Smart Seniors. Western Valley Development Authority. Bridgetown: The Authority 
started an 8month pilot computer program for seniors using 15 community partners who 
provided computers, in-home computer set-up services, a training manual, a trainer, a 
venue and a free, 6-month Internet hook up. This was a community capacity-building 
exercise that was very successful. Since the partners have agreed to participate in the next 
program, it has built-in sustainability. The word has spread among seniors and a long list 
of eager participants are now ready to sign up for the next program. The seniors have 
spoken about their initial fears and apprehensions, but were comforted by the knowledge 
that most of their peers shared the same feelings. The trainer was sensitive to seniors' 
issues and worked with the seniors on a one-on-one basis to minimize the fear factor. 
Since graduating, the learners have reported feeling confident and having greater self-
esteem. They are anxious to continue learning and sharing their newly acquired skills 
with other adults. The seniors are using their computer skills in many different ways and 
in the process are furthering their own personal learning and connecting with friends and 
family around the world. 

Transportation Services 
Community-Based Transportation Association: The vision of this newly formed 
association is that all Nova Scotians with a transportation disadvantage will have equal 
access to community-based transportation programs and services. It advocates that all 
three levels of government have a responsibility to support the sustainability of inclusive 
community-based transportation. Some communities are addressing this problem by 
sharing resources and the expenses of a community van with neighboring communities. 

Seniors Programs in Other Canadian Jurisdictions 
Seniors programs in other parts of Canada have been successful in recruiting senior 
participants and raising literacy levels. Examples include: 

Seniors Education Center. University of Regina: The Centre has formed "Community 
Learning Groups" to provide outreach to seniors. It refrains from using the word 
"literacy" and instead uses the phrase, "keeping the mind active". 



It builds learning into social activities such as potluck dinners that have led to the 
creation of a cookbook. The Centre connects past and current affairs and encourages 
seniors to record their stories and memories. It also uses objects and reading to spark 
reminiscing (McCardle, 2000, p. 42). 

New Caledonia. British Columbia: There is a program in this location where seniors 
write about their life experiences as legacies for present and future generations. This 
occurs in an informal atmosphere where adult education principles are applied and insight 
is gained through shared activities. 

Seniors Bridging in the Medication Awareness Gap in Atlantic Canada (2000): Seniors 
surveyed as part of this program were asked to identify the characteristics of an "ideal" 
medication awareness program. Many of their suggestions, outlined in Appendix 3 could 
be transferred to any seniors' program. 
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