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Executive summary
The 1994 IALS sample in New Brunswick yielded 966 responses, 495 of which where in English and
471 were in French. All respondents were over the age of 16. The survey measured literacy in three
domains (prose, document and quantitative). Proficiency in these domains is measured by levels
(Level 1 being the lowest level of literacy and Level 4/5 being the highest). The results of this survey
can be summarized as follows:
l

Close to 60% of New Brunswick adults are in the lowest two levels of literacy in all three domains.
New Brunswick has a higher percentage of its population at the highest literacy levels on both
the prose and document scales than do the rest of Atlantic Canada and Quebec.

l

Generally speaking, the proportion of adults at Level 1, on all three scales, increases with age.
Likewise, at the other end of the scale, adults aged 26 to 35 have the greatest proportion at
Level 4/5 and those older than 65 have the smallest proportion at the highest literacy levels.

l

Adults who responded to the IALS in French consistently scored lower than those answering in
English on all three scales. Unlike Quebec, this language difference does not disappear when
age or education are controlled.

l

While some adults do manage to acquire literacy skills despite having low levels of education,
generally speaking, the higher the education attained, the higher the literacy level.

l

Adults with a university degree are close to five times more likely to be at the highest literacy
levels than those with only a secondary school education. Despite this, the payoff in New Brunswick
for graduating from high school is very large.

l

Once out of school, the workplace takes over as the primary factor that affects people’s literacy
skills. Jobs that make high literacy demands tend to promote literacy and allow it to grow. However,
workers whose jobs do not make high literacy demands are more likely to experience an erosion
of literacy skills. Thus, the jobs of adults at the lowest literacy levels do not seem to demand
many literacy activities.

l

Income assistance recipients in New Brunswick are twice as likely to be at Level 1 than either
employment insurance recipients or those receiving no income support.

l

Adults at Level 4/5 are six times more likely to be in professional or administrative occupations
(jobs in these categories are growing in number in New Brunswick) than those in lower literacy
groups. People at Level 1 are seven times more likely to hold primary or industrial occupations
(those categories are on the decline in New Brunswick).

l

Adults at Level 1 are more than five times more likely to be unemployed than those at Level 4/5.
Furthermore, those who are employed work fewer hours per week and fewer weeks per year
than those with higher literacy skills. More than three-quarters of those at Level 1 (in all three
domains) earn wages below the mean wage rate in New Brunswick.

l

Another factor that promotes literacy outside of either the education system or the workplace is
the personal literacy practices of the individual. Except at the highest level of literacy, reading
practices are typically weaker in New Brunswick than in the rest of Canada. However, adults in
New Brunswick at the lowest literacy levels do practice literacy more at home than at work,
unlike similar adults in other provinces.

l

Compared with those at Level 1, respondents at Level 4/5 are three times more likely to read a
book, five times more likely to write a letter and eight times more likely to visit a library. This
suggests that literacy is as much a habit as it is a skill.
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Introduction

Learning for life
A strategy for the future
Jean Pignal, Statistics Canada

Background
This study analyses the New Brunswick data collected for the International Adult Literacy Survey
(IALS) to better understand the occurrence of literacy in the province. Comparisons with the other
Atlantic provinces, Canada as a whole and the pool of countries involved in IALS offer some telling
insights.
The IALS was a seven-country initiative conducted in the fall of 1994 to create comparable literacy
profiles across linguistic and cultural boundaries. International results published in December 1995
(Literacy, Economy and Society: Results of the first International Adult Literacy Survey, 1995) showed
a strong plausible link between literacy and a country’s economic potential. National results published
in the fall of 1996 (Reading the Future: A Portrait of Literacy in Canada, 1996) expanded and extended
the analysis by providing more details about literacy’s constitution and impact in Canada.
Whenever possible, this report attempts to reproduce the analysis presented in the earlier publications.
Links to age, education, occupation and a variety of other demographic indicators are explored and
a separate chapter on the practices of literacy is presented.
The Canadian component of the IALS was primarily funded by Human Resources Development
Canada. Special funding for the senior population (over 65 years of age) was provided by the Seniors
Secretariat. In addition, a few provinces provided funding for a larger sample than would have been
allocated through a strict PPS (Proportionate to Population Sample) technique, in order to allow for
more detailed analysis within their boundaries. These provinces included Alberta, Ontario and, most
germane to this report, New Brunswick.

The importance of literacy
More than most provinces in Canada, New Brunswick has adopted the standard of a digital society.
While the goal of empowering citizens by encouraging the free access to information is commendable,
the reality sometimes falls short. As with printed material, electronic information requires particular
skills to assimilate and process it. The individual is, more than ever, a central ingredient in a region’s
recipe for economic success. As with the transformations of the Gutenberg revolution, governments
are quickly beginning to see the need for the development of their own human capital in order for it to
reach its full potential. Many governments are advancing the development of “basic skills” and “lifelong
learning” as tactics to strengthen their economies and to improve social and economic conditions
within their borders. Literacy is central to these goals. Without the ability to read and process printed
Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 89-565-XPB
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information, further learning becomes both onerous and expensive—to the detriment of both one’s
competitive advantage and social well-being. Clearly, a region with an adequately trained work force
have the short-term edge. However, those with a work force capable of adapting are those who will
best be able to face future economic challenges.

The IALS theoretical framework
Just as global societies are redefining themselves, the concept of literacy is undergoing an evolution.
Theoretical and technological advances have transformed literacy from a simple dichotomy into a
richer, more complex construct. More important than the simple ability to read, literacy now focuses
on the ability to use this written information. This dimension has the benefit of placing the practice of
literacy into a realistic context. Moreover, the new framework includes a continuum of abilities that
recognizes the various degrees of literacy across a more structured and well defined range of materials.
Thus, the results of the 1994 IALS are reported on three distinct literacy domains:
l

Prose literacy—the knowledge and skills needed to understand and use information from texts
including editorials, news stories, poems and fiction;

l

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 graphics; and,

l

Quantitative literacy—the knowledge and skills required to apply arithmetic operations, alone or
sequentially, to numbers in printed material, such as balancing a chequebook, figuring out a tip,
completing an order form or determining the amount of interest on a loan from an advertisement.

These three domains replace the traditional single literacy measure of reading ability, and reflect our
improved understanding of literacy as a cognitive activity.
The IALS framework is primarily concerned with measuring adult literacy skills, as determined through
tested proficiency levels, using stimulus materials drawn from real world applications found in specific
contexts within advanced industrial and post-industrial economies. Unlike many previous studies of
literacy, IALS is not about whether people can read a simple sentence, but is rather about whether
they can use the information found in such a sentence. The IALS concern is not with trying to find the
“illiterates” in society, but with measuring practical literacy as it is applied in everyday life.
Proficiency in each of the three domains is scaled in a range from 0 to 500 with 0 representing the
lowest ability score. To simplify reporting, these have been grouped into five empirically determined
1
literacy levels, shown below.

Figure I.1

IRT scale—range and skill level values

0

226
Level 1

1.

Level 2

326

Level 3

376

Level 4

500
Level 5

It should be noted that, due to a dearth of cases, Level 5 was collapsed with Level 4 for both this and the international report.
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Figure I.2

Description of the prose, document and quantitative literacy levels

Prose

Document

Quantitative

Level 1
(0 to 225)

Most of the tasks at this level require
the reader to locate one piece of
information in the text that is identical
to or synonymous with the information
given in the directive. If a plausible
incorrect answer is present in the text,
it tends not to be near the correct
information.

Most of the tasks at this level require
the reader to locate a piece of
information based on a literal match.
Distracting information, if present, is
typically located away from the correct
answer. Some tasks may direct the
reader to enter personal information
onto a form.

Tasks at this level require the reader to
perform single, relatively simple
operations (usually additions). Either the
numbers are already entered onto a
given document and the operation is
stipulated, or the numbers are provided
and the operation does not require the
reader to borrow.

Level 2
(226 to 275)

Tasks at this level tend to require the
reader to locate one or more pieces of
information in the text, but several
distractors may be present or low-level
inferences may be required. Tasks at this
level also begin to ask readers to
integrate two or more pieces of
information or to compare and contrast
information.

Document tasks at this level are a bit
more varied. While some still require
the reader to match on a single feature,
more distracting information may be
present or the match may require a
low-level inference. Some tasks at this
level may require the reader to enter
information onto a form or to cycle
through information in a document.

Tasks at this level typically require
readers to perform a single arithmetic
operation using numbers that are easily
located in the text or document. The
operation to be performed may be
easily inferred from the wording of the
question or the format of the material.

Level 3
(276 to 325)

Tasks at this level tend to direct readers
to search texts to match information that
requires low-level inferences or that
meets specified conditions. Sometimes
the reader is required to identify several
pieces of information that are located in
different sentences or paragraphs rather
than in a single sentence. Readers may
also be asked to integrate or to compare
and contrast information across
paragraphs or sections of text.

Tasks at this level appear to be most
varied. Some require the reader to make
literal or synonymous matches, but
usually the matches require the reader
to take conditional information into
account or to match on multiple features
of information. Some tasks at this level
require the reader to integrate
information from one or more displays
of information. Other tasks ask the
reader to cycle through a document to
provide multiple responses.

Tasks found at this level typically require
the reader to perform a single operation.
However, the operations become more
varied—some multiplication and
division tasks are found in this level.
Sometimes two or more numbers are
needed to solve the problem, and often
those numbers are embedded in more
complex displays. While semantic
relation terms such as “how many” or
“calculate the difference” are often used,
some tasks require the reader to make
higher-order inferences to determine the
appropriate operation.

Level 4/5
(326 to 500)

These tasks require readers to perform
multiple-feature matching or provide
several responses in which the
requested information must be identified
through text-based inferences. Tasks at
this level may also require the reader to
integrate or contrast pieces of
information, which are sometimes
presented in relatively lengthy texts.
Typically, these texts contain more
distracting information and the
information that is requested is more
abstract. At Level 5, some texts require
readers to make high-level inferences or
use specialized knowledge.

Tasks at these levels, like those of
previous levels, ask the reader to match
on multiple features of information, to
cycle through documents, and to
integrate information. Often, however,
these tasks require the reader to make
higher-order inferences to arrive at the
correct answer. Sometimes conditional
information must be taken into account.
At Level 5, multiple distractors, highlevel inferences and, sometimes,
specialized knowledge are needed.

Tasks at these levels often require
operations where typically either
quantities or operations are not easily
determined. At Level 5, readers are
required to perform multiple operations
sequentially, and must disembed the
features of the problem from the
material provided or rely on background
knowledge to determine quantities or
operations needed.
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Each domain requires a specific set of skills, as outlined in Figure I.2. The difficulty of the items
presented is generally based on three factors: the task being requested (the question); the stimulus
being presented (the text or graphic); and the respondent’s familiarity with the stimulus (his or her
specialized knowledge). The task requested proves to be the most important contributor, and familiarity
the least important contributor, to the item’s difficulty. Literacy, as understood by this report, is not a
simple value placing those who have it against those who do not. Rather, it is a continuous distribution
of abilities that depend on the type of information and the difficulty of the item presented. In short,
people at Level 1 do not have an absence of literacy; just a lower level.

Survey administration
The IALS was conducted in homes by experienced interviewers who administered the literacy tasks
in a neutral, non-threatening manner. The survey design combined educational testing techniques
with those of household survey research to measure literacy and to provide the information necessary
to make these measures meaningful. Respondents were first asked a series of questions to obtain
background and demographic information on educational attainment, literacy practices at work and
at home, labour force information, adult education participation and literacy self-assessment.
Once this questionnaire was completed, the interviewer presented a booklet to the participant
containing six simple tasks. If the respondent failed to correctly complete at least two of these tasks,
the interview was adjourned. Respondents who completed two or more tasks correctly were given a
much larger variety of tasks, drawn from a pool of 114 items, in a separate booklet. These tests were
not timed and respondents were urged to try each exercise. Respondents were given maximum
leeway to demonstrate their skill levels, even if their observed skills were minimal.
The primary objective of the IALS was to compare national Canadian literacy profiles with those of
several of Canada’s key trading partners. The Canadian sample was also designed to produce
estimates for several specific subpopulations. Included in these special samples was a considerable
2
augmentation of the sample in New Brunswick. The goal was to get 500 English and 500 French
responses in order to be able to provide some basic distributions of the literacy profiles of both
linguistic subpopulations and to compare these with the distributions in other regions of Canada. In
the New Brunswick sample, 495 responded in English and 471 in French, for a total of 966 responses.
It should be noted that the comparative analysis will have to proceed using regions. Besides New
Brunswick, only Quebec and Ontario have populations large enough to support estimates within the
limits of the IALS sample size. Comparisons with New Brunswick can only be made with these
regions: the Atlantic provinces (minus New Brunswick), Quebec, Ontario and the Western provinces.
It is also possible to make comparisons with Canada as a whole and with all other countries that
participated in IALS.
The main study sample was drawn from the Labour Force Survey frame. As a result, it excludes
inmates of institutions, persons living on Indian reserves and full-time members of the Canadian
Armed Forces. Other than these basic exclusions, the survey covers the entire population of New
Brunswick aged 16 and older.

2.

The basic sample is proportional to population for all provinces and regions. In such a scheme, the sample in New Brunswick
would have been about 230 responses. The current sample size of 966 represents an increase of about 730 or so responses.
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Chapter 1

A profile of literacy in New Brunswick
Jean Pignal, Statistics Canada
Describing literacy in New Brunswick cannot be done in a vacuum. In most cases, it is equally
important to provide a context for the distribution. Whenever appropriate, such a context is provided
using national figures to show New Brunswick’s relative position within the national picture. In some
cases, comparing with other regions may be more telling, in others, comparing with another of the
participating countries might provide interesting counterpoints. Differences between the three literacy
domains (prose, document and quantitative) are evident. However, unless they are atypical the written
analysis will concentrate on the scale most appropriate in order to avoid repetitious descriptions.

The global picture
Broadly speaking, the distribution of literacy across Canada can be described as gradually improving
as one moves nationally from east to west. It must be recognized however, that even within regions,
this distribution takes on slightly different patterns. New Brunswick has a larger percentage of its
population at Level 1 on the prose, document and quantitative scales than its three Atlantic neighbours
displayed collectively in Table 1.1. In fact, only Quebec has a larger percentage at this level on two of
the three scales. It should also be noted that New Brunswick has a larger percentage at Level 4/5 on
both the prose and document scales than do both Quebec and the rest of Atlantic Canada. On the
quantitative scale, the distributions in the Atlantic provinces are much more similar but, again, Quebec
lags behind and Ontario and the Western provinces have a considerable edge—close to a quarter of
their populations were at Level 4/5.
The discrepancy between New Brunswick’s ability distribution and those of the other Atlantic provinces
should be interpreted with some care. In this respect, the Literacy Skills Used in Daily Activities
Survey (LSUDA) conducted in 1989 might shed some light. While the LSUDA is not directly comparable,
the trends it uncovered have remained surprisingly stable. This study shows that, in the Atlantic
provinces, New Brunswick is second only to Nova Scotia in its profile of literacy skills. It has the
second lowest percentage of its population at the lowest literacy skill level and the second highest
percentage at the highest level of literacy measured in LSUDA. While we cannot directly examine the
IALS skill distributions in the other Atlantic provinces, their ability profile is evidently moderated by
the larger population and relatively well performing residents of Nova Scotia.
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Table 1.1

Distribution of literacy skills on the three scales by region, adults aged 16 and over
Prose scale
Level 1

Level 2

22
28
24
28
19
18

26
31
23
26
28
24

Level 3

Level 4/5

33
25
40
39
28
34

20
16
14
8
25
25

Level 3

Level 4/5

30
24
35
29
31
29

22
16
13
13
26
35

Level 3

Level 4/5

32
27
32
30
34
33

20
14
17
10
23
25

%
Canada
New Brunswick
Other Atlantic provinces
Quebec
Ontario
Western provinces

Document scale
Level 1

Level 2

23
29
28
31
21
19

24
30
24
27
22
25

%
Canada
New Brunswick
Other Atlantic provinces
Quebec
Ontario
Western provinces

Quantitative scale
Level 1

Level 2

22
25
22
28
20
18

26
34
29
32
23
24

%
Canada
New Brunswick
Other Atlantic provinces
Quebec
Ontario
Western provinces

In the Canadian sample of adults 16 and over, about 60% of New Brunswickers are in the lowest two
levels of literacy (see Table 1.1).
Placing the New Brunswick results in an international perspective provides a slightly different profile.
Table 1.2 shows the distribution along the three scales for the adult population aged 16 to 65 (in
order to be comparable with other countries that participated in the IALS) for New Brunswick and
compares them with Canada, Switzerland (a country that is likewise faced with the challenges of
bilingualism) and the United States (an important trading partner for New Brunswick). In this light,
the New Brunswick results, particularly on the prose scale, are very much in line with those of other
countries.

14
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Table 1.2

Distribution of literacy skills on the three scales by selected countries and New
Brunswick, adults aged 16 to 65
Prose scale
Level 1

Level 2

20
17
18
19
21

33
26
34
36
26

Level 3

Level 4/5

29
35
39
36
32

20
23
10
9
21

Level 3

Level 4/5

27
32
39
37
31

19
25
16
16
19

Level 3

Level 4/5

31
35
42
41
31

17
22
20
19
23

%
New Brunswick
Canada
Switzerland (French)
Switzerland (German)
United States

Document scale
Level 1

Level 2

21
18
16
18
24

33
25
29
29
26

%
New Brunswick
Canada
Switzerland (French)
Switzerland (German)
United States

Quantitative scale
Level 1

Level 2

16
17
13
14
21

36
26
25
26
25

%
New Brunswick
Canada
Switzerland (French)
Switzerland (German)
United States

Comparisons for both Table 1.1 (using adults aged 16 and over) and Table 1.2 (using adults aged 16
to 65), although for different age categories, do demonstrate the close association between literacy
skills and age.

Literacy and age
The Canadian IALS report found that the largest proportion of those at Level 1 were in the older age
cohorts, and that the likelihood of being at Level 1 increases with age. New Brunswick’s patterns are
only slightly different (see Table 1.3). The quantitative scale follows the national pattern, but the
3
youngest age cohort performs slightly worse than the next highest —after which the distribution
resumes the pattern observed nationally. Assuming that those at the lowest age group are nearest in
time to their educational experience, one might conclude that the system is doing a good job of
teaching quantitative skills. Recent census information puts New Brunswick’s general age distribution
in perspective.

3.

It should be noted that certain numbers regarding the distribution of age display a high degree of variation and should be examined
with caution; while this should not affect the general pattern of distributions, it likely does have an impact on the point estimates.
This analysis recognizes the weakness of the estimates but relies on the distribution to remain relatively stable.
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Table 1.3

The distribution of literacy skills on the three scales, by age group, New Brunswick,
adults aged 16 and over
Prose scale

Age

Level 1

Level 2

151
111
21
27
36
72

35
27
37
36
29
22

Level 1

Level 2

141
131
19
32
41
76

44
30
30
32
201
191

Level 3

Level 4/5

35
30
28
28
161
61

151
33
141
101
191
—

Level 3

Level 4/5

25
26
34
22
29
51

17
32
17
141
111
—

Level 3

Level 4/5

34
26
38
22
341
71

121
33
171
121
61
—

%
16 to 25
26 to 35
36 to 45
46 to 55
56 to 65
66 and older

Document scale
Age

%
16 to 25
26 to 35
36 to 45
46 to 55
56 to 65
66 and older

Quantitative scale
Age

Level 1

Level 2

51
121
17
26
36
70

49
29
33
41
24
23

%
16 to 25
26 to 35
36 to 45
46 to 55
56 to 65
66 and older
–

Too small to be expressed.

1.

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

The percentage of the New Brunswick population that had a highest level of schooling of less than
Grade 9 has steadily fallen from 60% in 1951 to 53% in 1961, 41% in 1971, 29% in 1981 and 20%
4
in 1991. The population 16 to 25 are roughly three times more likely to have an education higher
than Grade 9 than the cohort aged 66 and older. Not surprisingly, they are also less likely to be at
Level 1 on any of the three literacy scales. This finding suggests a strong relationship between
literacy and education.

4.

Statistics Canada, Educational attainment and school attendance: The nation (1991 Census). Statistics Canada Catalogue
no. 93-328-XPB. Ottawa, Minister of Industry, Science and Technology, 1993, p. 15.
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Literacy and education
It seems almost self-evident that literacy and education are linked. The association is straightforward—
the higher one’s level of educational attainment, the higher one’s literacy level. It should come as no
surprise that someone with a university degree is three to five times more likely to be at the highest
literacy levels than someone with only a secondary school education, depending on the scale being
measured (see Table 1.4).

Table 1.4

The distribution of literacy skills on the three scales by the highest level of educational
attainment, New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over
Prose scale

Highest level of education

Level 1

Level 2

84
54
28
91
121
—

91
37
47
39
31
171

Level 3

Level 4/5

71
91
16
34
44
30

—
—
91
18
121
53

Level 3

Level 4/5

21
71
19
32
35
25

—
—
21
14
30
52

Level 3

Level 4/5

21
81
151
39
44
43

—
—
91
91
18
50

%
Less than Grade 8
Completed primary school
Some secondary school
Secondary school graduate
Postsecondary non-university
University graduate

Document scale
Highest level of education

Level 1

Level 2

90
65
34
91
131
—

81
28
44
45
22
231

%
Less than Grade 8
Completed primary school
Some secondary school
Secondary school graduate
Postsecondary non-university
University graduate

Quantitative scale
Highest level of education

Level 1

Level 2

79
59
32
41
91
—

191
33
45
48
29
71

%
Less than Grade 8
Completed primary school
Some secondary school
Secondary school graduate
Postsecondary non-university
University graduate
–

Too small to be expressed.

1.

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

One surprising result in this table is the higher percentage of respondents at Level 1 among
5
postsecondary non-university graduates compared with high school graduates. This is inconsistent
with national results, which show a smoother progression from the highest percentage at Level 1 for
the respondents with less than Grade 8 to the lowest percentage at Level 1 for university graduates.
The New Brunswick distribution suggests that there is a much higher payoff for graduating from high
school in New Brunswick than in the rest of the country. In Canada as a whole, for example,

5.

This category includes educational institutions such as community colleges as well as trade and vocational schools.
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a respondent with some secondary school is two to three times more likely to find themselves at
Level 1 than a high school graduate; in New Brunswick, they are three to eight times more likely to be
at Level 1, depending on the scale examined. One possible explanation for this discrepancy is that
some graduates from postsecondary non-university institutions in New Brunswick either did not
complete their secondary school—they entered a technical institution without graduating from high
school—or are removed in time from this particular educational experience—they are taking some
form of continuing adult education or training without refreshing the skills they learned or were
introduced to in high school. What is certain is that educational attainment is the paramount requirement
for acquiring a solid literacy base.
Average literacy scores are much more consistent across Canada’s regions, when one keeps
educational attainment constant. Many of the regional differences between New Brunswick and the
rest of Canada are artifacts of regional differences in educational attainment, as Figure 1.1
demonstrates.

Figure 1.1

Average prose score by educational attainment for each region of Canada,
adults aged 16 and over

Average score on the prose scale
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The importance of education to literacy is central to any analysis of this type. The IALS is in many
respects a proxy outcome measure of the performance of the education system. In New Brunswick,
the system appears to be working quite well. However, as Figure 1.1 shows, the payoff is only garnered
by the actual attainment of a specific level. There is an extremely large payoff for high school
graduates—particularly in New Brunswick—and, while the IALS tells us what is rather than what
should be, it seems self-evident that every society should encourage its youth to complete their
secondary education.
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Literacy and gender
The Canadian report on IALS demonstrated some small differences between males and females.
The distribution supported previous studies that showed males doing better on the mathematics and
6
problem-solving (quantitative and document) domain and females doing better in reading (prose).
In New Brunswick, the pattern is rather different. On all three scales, females in New Brunswick are
shown to outperform their male counterparts (Table 1.5).

Table 1.5

Mean scores with standard deviation by gender
Mean

Prose
Document
Quantitative

Standard deviation

Male

Female

Male

Female

250
250
260

269
262
269

70
74
70

59
69
69

The distribution of literacy shows the same pattern (see Table 1.6). On all three scales, there are
more males at Level 1. However, at the same time, there were more males at Level 4/5 on the prose
and quantitative scales. The document scale is more consistently dominated by females; there were
fewer females at Level 1 and a greater percentage at Level 4/5. In effect, the standard deviations
show this effect: There is a greater level of variation in the distribution of males along the literacy
continuum while females are more clustered.

Table 1.6

The distribution of literacy skills on the three scales by gender, New Brunswick,
adults aged 16 and over
Prose scale

Gender

Level 1

Level 2

Male
Female

32
24

33
29

Level 3

Level 4/5

18
32

17
15

Level 3

Level 4/5

22
25

15
17

Level 3

Level 4/5

27
27

15
13

%

Document scale
Gender

Level 1

Level 2

Male
Female

31
28

31
30

%

Quantitative scale
Gender

Level 1

Level 2

Male
Female

27
23

31
37

%

6.

Technical report: Mathematics assessment 1993, Council of Ministers of Education Canada 1994; Technical report: Reading
and writing assessment, Council of Ministers of Education Canada 1995; The International Association for Evaluation of Educational
Achievement (IEA) Study of Reading Literacy: Achievement and Instruction in Thirty-two School Systems, Warwick B. Elley,
ed. 1994.
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While Table 1.6 mirrors the overall patterns found in Table 1.5, it is interesting to note the lack of
gender differential between literacy skills in New Brunswick.

The language of literacy
Language is a characteristic closely related with literacy. It provides not only the form for the stimulus
but also a window into the history of educational access. In New Brunswick this history is particularly
important, given that French-language education was not generally available in the province until the
late 1960s. This means that all but the two youngest cohorts of the French-speaking population in
New Brunswick have received their formal education in a language other than their mother tongue.
This, as we shall see, directly affects their literacy profiles.
The IALS provides special insights into the relationship between language and literacy. There are
several language variables available in the IALS dataset; the most important is the language in which
the test was taken. This variable was used to split the Canadian subpopulations and scale the Canadian
tests. In this regard it is the most credible variable that differentiates French from English respondents.
Respondents were allowed to choose in which language they wanted to answer the background
questionnaire (French or English), and, once completed, they were also offered a choice of which of
the two languages they wanted to use to complete the tasks.
In addition, the IALS background questionnaire also asked respondents about the language they
first learned as a child—their mother tongue. On a more restrictive note, if this language or list of
languages did not include the language of interview, they were asked to rate their current ability to
speak, write and understand that language. They were also asked to report: at what age they began
to learn the language of the interview (either French or English); which language they used most
often at home growing up; which language they first learned to read and write; which language they
currently use most often at home; which language they speak most often at work or school; and
which language they use most often during leisure activities. The respondents were then asked to
rate their proficiency in both the language of interview and the language in which they can express
themselves most easily.
The list of questions is impressive. However, only a subset of the population answered the bulk of
them, and so their usefulness at an aggregate level is limited to an examination of the Canadian
7
population in total. All respondents were asked to rate their proficiency in using the language of
interview at work. These self-assessment variables are best dealt with in the following chapter on the
use and practices of literacy at work and at home. So, the language of the cognitive test and mother
tongue are the most important linguistic variables for the present analysis.
The first question to examine is the issue of language transfer. This analysis must, necessarily, deal
with the number of people who have a mother tongue of French who chose to complete the cognitive
tasks in English, as well as those in the reverse situation. It is important to limit the analysis in such
a manner that those respondents with a mother tongue of both French and English are excluded.
8
Such people cannot, by definition, have a language transfer as we understand it. Likewise, those
respondents with a mother tongue other than either French or English must be excluded from the
analysis since, while many may have a language transfer, the direction of their transfer is predictable.
The amount of language transfer in New Brunswick based on the unweighted responses to the IALS
instruments is shown in Table 1.7.

7. The reason for this deficiency is simple: There is a dearth of respondents in New Brunswick (or in any single region for that matter)
who don’t have at least one of their first languages equivalent to the language which they chose to complete the background
questionnaire.
8. On the unweighted data, the bilingual (French and English) population accounts for only 18 respondents, far too few to allow for
any sort of analysis. In addition, respondents who have a mother tongue of neither French nor English account for only 10 respondents.
20
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Table 1.7

Mother tongue by language of cognitive test, New Brunswick (unweighted)

Mother tongue English
Mother tongue French

Completed test in English

Completed test in French

392 (99%)
77 (14%)

6 (1%)
463 (86%)

The results of this table are rather positive when placed in perspective. Very few “anglophones”
completed the test in French and while 14% of “francophones” completed the cognitive tasks in
English, this is low compared with the 47% who displayed this behaviour in Ontario. If assimilation is
an explanation for language transfers, then it seems to play a much smaller role in New Brunswick.
Citizens in New Brunswick are more at ease responding to literacy tasks in their mother tongue. This
suggests that they have the opportunity to use their language of choice in their daily life, at work, at
school, or at home, and that they feel proficient to both read and write information in that language.
The second question concerns a direct comparison of proficiency estimates of the two language
groups tested in New Brunswick. The most basic way to depict language and literacy is to look at the
proficiency based on the language of the test. In Table 1.8, respondents who answered the test in
English consistently show higher proficiency on all three scales. The gap is largest on the prose
scale, where a respondent who took the test in French is twice as likely to be at Level 1 than a
respondent who took the same test in English. This is not entirely surprising; of the three scales, the
prose domain is most closely associated with language (it requires one to read the most with few
other visual cues). In comparison, the document scale, which includes items such as charts, graphs
and tables, and the quantitative scale, which is primarily concerned with calculations, are relatively
independent of the language.

Table 1.8

The distribution of literacy skills on the three scales by the language of test, New
Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over 1
Prose scale

Language of test

Level 1

Level 2

18
37

32
30

Level 3

Level 4/5

30
21

21
12

Level 3

Level 4/5

24
23

21
12

Level 3

Level 4/5

27
27

19
10

%
English
French

Document scale
Language of test

Level 1

Level 2

22
37

33
28

%
English
French

Quantitative scale
Language of test

Level 1

Level 2

20
30

34
34

%
English
French
1.

These results are very similar to those produced using mother tongue rather than language of interview.
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Figure 1.1 showed that educational attainment is a great equalizer of literacy proficiency. However,
Figure 1.2, which depicts the mean scores on the prose scale of the two language groups by
educational attainment, does not show the same level of convergence. In addition, even when we
restrict the analysis to those respondents aged 16 to 35—-that is, those respondents who have had
the opportunity to be educated in the language of their choice—the respondents who chose to do
9
the cognitive tasks in English continue to outperform their French counterparts. To help place the
New Brunswick francophone proficiencies in context, Table 1.9 compares the distribution of
respondents who were tested in French from New Brunswick, Quebec and Ontario.

Figure 1.2

Average prose score by educational attainment for respondents who answered the test
in French and English, New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over and adults 16 to 35
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Once again, New Brunswick francophones continue to trail on most scales (with the notable exception
of the higher proportion at Level 4/5 on the prose scale). Yet, their performance seems more on par
with other francophone populations than with their provincial anglophone counterparts. The observed
differences may be because New Brunswick francophones are exposed to less French material.

9. The exclusion of respondents displaying language transfer from the anglophone and francophone populations does not appreciably
change the mean scores for any of the three scales. In fact, for those who answered the test in English, removing the respondents
with a mother tongue of French only raises the mean by a few points along the educational continuum. For the respondents who
answered in French, removing the anglophones has an even more marginal effect. In addition, using the respondent’s mother
tongue rather than the language which they chose to answer the test likewise does not change the means in any statistically significant
manner.
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Table 1.9

The distribution of literacy skills on the three scales by selected provinces, adults aged
16 and over who completed the cognitive test in French
Prose scale

Province

Level 1

Level 2

37
27
30

31
25
31

Level 3

Level 4/5

21
39
30

12
9
10

Level 3

Level 4/5

23
29
27

12
14
16

Level 3

Level 4/5

27
30
32

10
10
14

%
New Brunswick
Quebec
Ontario

Document scale
Province

Level 1

Level 2

37
31
29

28
27
27

%
New Brunswick
Quebec
Ontario

Quantitative scale
Province

Level 1

Level 2

30
28
25

34
32
30

%
New Brunswick
Quebec
Ontario

Summary
In this chapter, we have demonstrated the importance of several demographic variables on literacy
skills. Age is important, but only insofar as it is related to educational completion. Language is likewise
linked to proficiency on all three scales. However, unlike age, education does not provide a satisfactory
explanatory force, even among youth cohorts. One can either accept that the French and English
education systems are qualitatively different, or rely on other factors that mitigate the francophone
results.

Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 89-565-XPB

new-bru.p65

23

23

6/11/98, 9:24 AM

new-bru.p65

24

6/11/98, 9:24 AM

Chapter 2

The practice of literacy
Jean Pignal, Statistics Canada
The formal education system provides a crucial base for literacy, but this base is neither consistent
nor similar. There are many people in New Brunswick with low educational attainment and relatively
high levels of competence on all three scales (see Table 1.4). There are even more people with high
educational attainment and low literacy skills. The Canadian report on the IALS argues that one of
the factors pushing the literacy profile up or down, independent of education, is the respondents
literacy practices both at work and at home.
This has been called the “Use It or Lose It” theory of literacy. In this context, literacy is not so much a
skill as it is a habit. In certain societies, such as Sweden or Norway, this habit is a part of the culture;
indeed, reading is practiced in a fashion that is alien to North America. To illustrate, given the small
broadcasting industry and the high cost of dubbing, a large portion of Swedish and Norwegian television
is presented with subtitles. Thus, while North Americans consider television viewing and reading
mutually exclusive, Scandinavians must integrate the two and “read” their television. In Canada,
literary practices at work seem to be much more significant—and harder to avoid—than practices at
home. In addition, the further one is removed from the educational experience, the more these
practices matter. This chapter will examine whether the links between literacy practices and literacy
proficiency act in a similar way in New Brunswick.

Reading and writing at work
Because a person chooses an occupation (rather than an industry), the attachment to the individual
is more stable. While an engineer may work in several industries, he or she remains an engineer.
Table 2.1 shows the relationship between three occupation types and several reading tasks that may
10
be encountered at work. Clearly, the professional and administrative occupations require a greater
frequency and variety of reading than do the other types of occupations. With the notable exception
of reading diagrams and schematics, clerical and sales occupations require the next highest and
primary/industrial the least frequency and variety of reading tasks at work. This variation in reading
tasks is consistent with the types of occupations represented in each of these broad categories.
Professional/administrative workers, almost by definition, deal with written information, and clerical/
sales workers likewise need to perform certain reading tasks often, and with a high degree of precision.
On the other hand, workers in such occupations are seldom confronted by diagrams or schematics.
This task is much more likely for those in primary/industrial occupations such as construction workers
or machine assemblers.
10. Due to the sample size, detailed occupations could not be used. Instead, occupations have been grouped into three broader categories.
Included in the “professional/administrative” group are legislators, senior officials, managers, professionals, technicians and associate
professionals. In the “clerical/sales” group are clerks, service workers and shop and market sales workers. Finally, the “primary/
industrial” category includes skilled agricultural and fishery workers, craft and related trade workers, plant and machine operators
and assemblers, and, elementary occupations.
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Table 2.1

Proportion of workers in occupation types who reported engaging in various
workplace reading tasks at least once a week, New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and
over in the labour force
Do you read…at least once a week?
letters
or
memos

Occupation

reports, articles,
magazines or
journals

manuals or
reference books,
including catalogues

diagrams
or
schematics

bills, invoices,
spreadsheets or
budget tables

57
111
36

62
43
33

%
Professional/administrative
Clerical/sales
Primary/industrial
1.

91
68
34

90
48
29

82
37
29

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

Similar patterns are evident when writing tasks and calculation tasks are examined (see Tables 2.2
and 2.3 respectively). Again, different occupation types require different types of tasks.

Table 2.2

Proportion of workers in occupation types who reported engaging in various workplace
writing tasks at least once a week, New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over in the
labour force
Do you write…at least once a week?

Occupation

letters
or
memos

reports
or
articles

88
50
27

65
55
34

forms or things
such as bills,
invoices or budgets

estimates or
technical
specifications

%
Professional/administrative
Clerical/sales
Primary/industrial
1.

70
25
24

35
121
121

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

In the writing tasks, the differences between clerical/sales and primary/industrial occupations tend
to be less pronounced. However, the professional/administrative occupations still require a greater
variety and frequency of tasks. Numeracy tasks are not dominated by any one occupation type; all
three occupation types require numeracy tasks to some degree.
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Table 2.3

Proportion of workers in occupation types who reported engaging in two
workplace numeracy tasks at least once a week, New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and
over in the labour force
Do you use mathematics at least once a week to…
measure or estimate the
size or weight of objects?

Occupation

Calculate prices,
costs or budgets?
%

Professional/administrative
Clerical/sales
Primary/industrial

53
40
58

47
60
42

While these results give some indication of the frequency and variety of literacy-related tasks at
work, they do not show a full picture of the intensity of these practices. To merge the various tasks for
reading, writing and numeracy, and allow for the full range of frequencies, we must construct a more
comprehensive series of scales. For the reading intensity scale, respondents were awarded points
11
for each of the seven reading tasks on a decreasing scale: 4 points for doing a task every day, 3
points for a few times a week, 2 points for once a week and 1 point for less than once a week. No
point was awarded for those who do the task rarely or never. This resulted in an index ranging from
0 to 28; 0 indicates that a respondent rarely or never did any of the tasks and 28 indicates a respondent
does all the tasks every day. To normalize the index, the scores were divided by 7 (for each of the
tasks).
The same procedure was followed for the four writing tasks and the two numeracy tasks. Thus, for all
three scales, the highest possible intensity score was 4 and the lowest 0. The results of this exercise,
presented in Table 2.4, show that occupations do indeed require different average degrees of reading,
writing and numeracy skills. The largest difference between occupations occurs on the reading scale,
and the smallest difference occurs on the numeracy scale. As well, variation within the occupational
types is highest on the numeracy scale and lowest on the reading scale. Thus, tasks on the reading
scale are more homogeneously distributed within the three occupational types. The lack of homogeneity
on the numeracy scale can be interpreted as an indication that certain occupations within each type
require either considerably more, or considerably fewer, numeracy skills than others within those
same occupation types.

Table 2.4

Average scores and standard deviations for three occupational types on a scale of
reading, writing and numeracy intensity (based on the frequency with which individuals
carry out the tasks and the variety of tasks they carry out. Maximum value for all three
scales is 4), New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over in the labour force
Reading, writing and numeracy intensity scales (maximum 4)
Reading intensity

Occupation
Professional/administrative
Clerical/sales
Primary/industrial

Writing intensity

Numeracy intensity

Mean

Standard
deviation

Mean

Standard
deviation

Mean

Standard
deviation

2.4
1.4
1.0

0.8
1.0
1.0

2.3
1.3
0.9

1.0
1.1
1.1

2.1
1.7
1.7

1.3
1.5
1.4

11. In addition to the five tasks described in Table 2.1, respondents where also asked how frequently they had to read or use information
from “material written in a language other than the language of interview” and how often they had to read or use information from
“directions or instructions for medicines, recipes or other products”.
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Occupations differ in the intensity of literary practices at work. One of the key findings of the IALS is
that the growing occupations are mostly in the professional/administrative and clerical/sales categories,
and demand higher levels of literacy practices, while the occupations on the decline, which are in the
primary/industrial categories, place fewer literacy demands on workers. Results from the Statistics
Canada Labour Force Survey for New Brunswick show that this shift is dramatic. Between 1986
and 1995, professional and administrative occupations have increased their share of the active labour
force by roughly 9%, while primary/industrial occupations have decreased their share by close
12
to 10%.
At present, however, New Brunswick is increasingly attracting high technology and service sector
jobs from large multinational corporations that require workers with high literacy skills:
Service industries are already the largest and fastest-growing sector of our economy,
employing three-quarters of our labour force and accounting for 65% of our real
domestic product, and the trend is expected to continue as demand for business,
health and personal services grows. This is consistent with world-wide patterns: the
new information industries, business services, personal and leisure services are all
13
increasing because of a changing world economy.

At the same time, despite healthy primary and industrial sectors, New Brunswick’s traditional industries
such as agriculture, fisheries, forestry and energy are modernizing, which is placing a downsizing
pressure on the work force as fewer, higher-skilled employees are able to do the job of many, using
equipment and technology unavailable 10 years ago. A prime example of this trend can be seen in
the recent success of the aquaculture industry in New Brunswick. One of the skills required by
workers today is an ability to acquire specialized knowledge and information. Another is the ability to
read and use information produced from a variety of sources. Together, these are key ingredients in
the formula for a competitive work force, resulting in the workplace skills shift.
The relationship between literacy practices in the workplace and literacy proficiencies is direct:
Generally speaking, the more frequently a skill is practiced, the higher the proficiency level. In order
to summarize the results, Tables 2.5 through 2.7 pair each literacy scale with the practice that is most
appropriate.

Table 2.5

Proportion of respondents at each IALS literacy level who reported engaging
in various workplace reading tasks at least once a week, New Brunswick,
adults aged 16 and over in the labour force
Do you read…at least once a week?

letters or
memos
(prose scale)

Level

reports, articles,
magazines
or journals
(prose scale)

manuals or
reference books,
including catalogues
(document scale)

diagrams
or
schematics
(document scale)

bills, invoices,
spreadsheets or
budget tables
(document scale)

151
30
38
52

211
47
50
53

%
1

Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5
1.

30
54
72
82

1

26
40
64
79

141
39
59
72

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

12. Clerical/sales occupations have decreased slightly (0.3%) over the same period and other occupations not otherwise classified
increased by about 1.3%.
13. Towards 2000: An Economic Development Strategy for New Brunswick, (1990), p. 8.
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Table 2.6

Proportion of respondents at each IALS literacy level who reported engaging
in various workplace writing tasks at least once a week, New Brunswick,
adults aged 16 and over in the labour force
Do you write…at least once a week?

Level

letters or
memos
(prose scale)

forms or things
such as bills,
invoices or budgets
(document scale)

241
47
62
72

29
43
54
70

reports
or articles
(prose scale)

estimates or
technical
specifications
(document scale)

261
35
42
49

21
25
22
20

%
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5
1.

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

Table 2.7

Proportion of respondents at each IALS literacy level on the quantitative scale who
reported engaging in two numeracy tasks at least once a week, New Brunswick, adults
aged 16 and over in the labour force
Do you use mathematics at least once a week to…
measure or estimate the size
or weight of objects?

Level

calculate prices, costs
or budgets?
%

Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5
1.

37
50
44
71

251
45
43
53

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

Combined with the results of the previous tables, one of the most striking conclusions is that the jobs
that are increasingly being created in New Brunswick are jobs that require a high degree of literacy
activities and, those people who exercise a high degree of activity are also those who are at the
upper levels on all three scales. This is most true for reading activities, but appears to be less evident
for numeracy activities. Roughly 20% of the working population must do numeracy activities frequently
in their professional lives yet are not very proficient on the quantitative scale. In their defence,
technology has provided most with the tools needed to perform these tasks (such as calculators and
computers) without the need for detailed knowledge of the mechanics of mathematics.
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Table 2.8

Average scores and standard deviations by literacy levels, prose, document and
quantitative scales on a scale of reading, writing and numeracy intensity (based on the
frequency with which individuals carry out the tasks and the variety of tasks they carry
out. Maximum value for all three scales is 4), New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over in
the labour force
Reading, writing and numeracy intensity scales (maximum 4)
Reading intensity

Level

Mean

Standard
deviation

Prose scale
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5

0.2
1.0
1.4
2.0

Writing intensity

Mean

Numeracy intensity

Standard
deviation

Document scale
0.5
1.2
1.2
0.8

0.2
0.9
1.2
2.0

Mean

Standard
deviation

Quantitative scale
0.7
1.3
1.2
1.1

0.3
1.1
1.4
2.3

0.9
1.4
1.5
1.2

When the intensity scales are examined (see Table 2.8), the relationship between these and the
most appropriate literacy scale appear strong. Not only are the levels distinct, but the variation within
the levels is no larger—and sometimes slightly smaller—than when occupations were examined
(see Table 2.4). Level 1 respondents do not perform any of the literacy practices with any degree of
intensity, while respondents at Level 4/5 do so with a great degree of intensity.
These data pose a circular conundrum to which there is no easy answer. People with high literacy
skills get the jobs that require high degrees of literacy practice; this in turn reinforces their literacy
skills. People with low skills get jobs that require only low levels of practice; this does not help them
maintain, much less improve, their already-fragile literacy skills. This creates problems for individuals
in the economic and competitive spheres of their lives, particularly when their jobs begin to make
increasing literacy demands.
Economically, an adequately trained work force is no longer sufficient as today’s markets require a
work force capable of adapting to emerging technologies. One of the most basic skills needed for this
adaptation is the ability to independently gather and digest information that is still in a printed medium.
Table 2.9 shows how New Brunswickers rate their own reading, writing, and mathematics abilities
and contrasts this with their literacy levels in the three scales: prose with reading, document with
writing and quantitative with mathematics.
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Table 2.9

Percentage of respondents by level, prose, document and quantitative scales,
who gave different ratings of their reading, writing and numeracy skills for work,
New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over in the labour force
How would you rate your…skills for your main job?
Writing

Prose scale

Excellent/good

Moderate/poor

No opinion

%
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5
Overall

48
72
85
95
78

32
25
61
41
10

201
41
91
11
71

Reading
Document scale

Excellent/good

Moderate/poor

No opinion

%
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5
Overall

53
80
94
97
84

33
111
21
21
7

151
91
41
11
61

Mathematics
Quantitative scale

Excellent/good

Moderate/poor

No opinion

%
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5
Overall

52
76
83
99
81

31
141
71
21
11

171
91
101
—
81

–

Too small to be expressed.

1.

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

While these results seem to indicate an unrealistic perception on the part of those respondent at
Levels 1 and 2, it is consistent with the findings of the national report. First, it confirms that Level 1
should not be equated with illiteracy. Those at Level 1 have poor skills in comparison with those at
higher levels; Level 1 is not an absence of literacy but a lower level. Second, as we shall see in
Chapter 3, the bulk of those at Levels 1 and 2 were employed in occupations that do not place high
literacy demands on their workers (chiefly primary and industrial occupations). Thus, it is not surprising
that many respondents felt that their skills were adequate for their current job.

Literacy practices at home
Reading and writing at work are difficult to avoid; the requirements of an occupation must be fulfilled.
In this respect, workplace literacy is much like that practiced in the school—it helps determine an
individual’s ability to rise to another level. On the other hand, literacy activities outside of the workplace
are typically optional. Few adults are forced to read a book or write a letter. Some forms of electronic
communication are more convenient and less intrusive. One can perform other activities while listening
to new and other information programs on the radio, for example. Television requires both viewing
Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 89-565-XPB
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and listening, no degree of literacy skills and varying degrees of concentration. Reading, however,
demands almost complete concentration on the task. So literacy practices outside the workplace are
much more indicative of a person’s attachment to literacy. As with the data on workplace literacy, the
IALS data offer a wide range of measures on literacy practices outside the workplace. Table 2.10
shows the distribution of everyday life literacy practices in New Brunswick. Table 2.11 shows the
same table for Canada as a whole (including New Brunswick).

Table 2.10

Proportion of respondents by level who reported engaging in each of six daily
reading tasks at least once a week outside the workplace, New Brunswick,
adults aged 16 and over
Do you read…at least once a week?

Level

letters
or
memos
(prose scale)

reports,
articles,
magazines or
journals
(prose scale)

manuals
or reference
books, including
catalogues
(document scale)

27
45
48
61

29
60
64
74

26
43
52
54

diagrams
or
schematics
(document scale)

bills, invoices,
spreadsheets
or budget
tables
(document scale)

directions or
instructions for
medicines, recipes
or other products
(prose scale)

29
48
63
70

40
51
60
48

%
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5
1.

21
13
121
121

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

Table 2.11

Proportion of respondents by level who reported engaging in each of six daily reading
tasks at least once a week outside the workplace, Canadians aged 16 and over
Do you read…at least once a week?

Level

letters
or
memos
(prose scale)

reports,
articles,
magazines or
journals
(prose scale)

manuals
or reference
books, including
catalogues
(document scale)

32
51
55
59

41
67
69
78

24
49
53
55

diagrams
or
schematics
(document scale)

bills, invoices,
spreadsheets
or budget
tables
(document scale)

directions or
instructions for
medicines, recipes
or other products
(prose scale)

34
52
60
69

37
53
54
62

%
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5

5
15
21
23

The distribution in New Brunswick is similar but much less predictable than the national distribution.
Some tasks, such as reading schematics and instructions, seem to be operating in New Brunswick in
a manner more or less independent of individuals’ literacy proficiencies. Except at the very highest
levels of literacy, reading practices are typically weaker in New Brunswick than in Canada as a
whole.
In effect, one can argue that the culture of literacy is less entrenched in New Brunswick. In Table
2.12, which provides a reading intensity scale comparable to the others produced in this report, two
things become clear.
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First, people at the lowest levels of literacy are more involved in literacy practices at home than at
work. In fact, the differences between levels are much less pronounced at home, where respondents
at Level 4/5 are only about twice as likely to participate in reading activities (see Table 2.12) compared
with being 10 times more likely to participate in such activities in the workplace (see Table 2.8). This
may be a function of the literacy demands of the work performed by those with high literacy levels as
compared with the literacy demands of the work performed by those with lower literacy levels. Whatever
the nature of literacy in New Brunswick, it seems to be shared by all of its citizens.
Second, the differences between respondents at Levels 2, 3, 4 and 5 are marginal. While participation
at Level 1 is lower, (probably related to their abilities), higher levels display surprisingly similar reading
intensities. Within each level, there is a fair degree of cohesiveness as measured by the standard
deviation (a smaller standard deviation indicates a more clustered population).

Table 2.12

Average scores and standard deviations by literacy levels, prose and document scale
on a scale of reading intensity (based on the frequency with which individuals carry out
the tasks and the variety of tasks they carry out. Maximum value for all three scales is
4), outside the workplace, New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over
Reading intensity scale (maximum 4)
Prose scale

Level
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5

Document scale

Mean

Standard deviation

Mean

Standard deviation

0.7
1.4
1.6
1.7

0.7
0.8
0.9
0.6

0.9
1.4
1.5
1.6

0.7
0.8
0.9
0.7

The results in Tables 2.11 and 2.12 show a shared regard for literacy which, while lower than the
national average, is relatively stable across the spectrum of ability. Since the intensity of practice in
the workplace is not reflected directly in everyday practices, these findings underline the importance
of the workplace in maintaining a level of proficiency.
Newspaper reading is a relatively democratic task. Regardless of literacy level, 56% of New Brunswick
respondents read a newspaper every day and 85% do so at least once a week. These results are
slightly lower than the national average (59% of Canadians read a newspaper daily and 87% at least
once a week), but they still represent a substantial proportion of the population and far exceed the
frequency of any other type of reading task the IALS measures. However, not everyone reads the
newspaper in the same manner. Using the prose scale (the scale most appropriate to the material
seen in the typical newspaper), a pattern of reading can become apparent (Table 2.13).
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Table 2.13

Proportion of respondents by level, prose scale, who reported reading each
of 15 sections of the newspaper, New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over
Which part of the newspaper do you generally read?

Prose scale

Classified
ads

Other
ads

72
80
72
69

78
81
74
75

Home,
fashion, health

Editorials

National or
international news

Regional or
local news

Sports

71
70
82
87

93
93
97
93

55
54
48
38

Financial news

Comics

Television
listings

%
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5

Prose scale

%
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5

Prose scale

45
55
57
58

46
60
63
74

16
22
26
33

36
49
58
64

64
59
53
56

Movie or
concert listings

Book or
movie reviews

Horoscope

Advice
columns

Other

35
42
62
54

20
20
18
21

%
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5
1.

39
51
56
75

1

13
24
42
66

62
56
64
52

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

Generally, more respondents at Level 4/5 on the prose scale read most sections than those at
Level 3. More of those at Level 3 read more sections than those at Level 2. Respondents at Level 1
had the lowest incidence of all. However, this pattern is exactly reversed for the sports section and,
to a lesser extent for television listings and ads (both classified and other), which were more popular
with respondents at the lower levels of literacy. Local and regional news, interestingly, shows no
literacy level preference. Respondents of all levels were likely turn to the local and regional news
section. This may be because respondents believe that local news has the greatest potential to affect
them directly. As a crude measure of civic awareness, the popularity of this section suggests a
strong sense of community in New Brunswick. Whereas the country as a whole displays a 21%
difference between Level 1 respondents (74%) and Level 4/5 respondents (95%) who read this
section; New Brunswick has a very flat distribution. While this may also reflect the way local and
regional events are presented in many New Brunswick newspapers, reading local news still requires
a substantial degree of effort for Level 1 readers.
It bears repeating that Level 1 is not an absence of literacy but, rather, a lower level of it. Thus, one
finds several types of reading material in the homes of Level 1 readers (see Table 2.14).
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Table 2.14

Proportion of respondents by level, prose scale, who reported having each of five
different types of reading materials in their home, New Brunswick and Canada,
adults aged 16 and over
Do you currently have…in your home? (New Brunswick)

Prose scale

a daily
newspaper

a weekly
newspaper/
magazine

more
than 25
books

a multivolume
encyclopedia

a dictionary

22
60
61
69

76
96
94
98

%
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5

57
69
69
79

59
74
71
79

55
83
86
100

Do you currently have…in your home? (Canada)

Prose scale

a daily
newspaper

a weekly
newspaper/
magazine

more
than 25
books

a multivolume
encyclopedia

a dictionary

35
51
58
56

80
89
97
96

%
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5

50
66
69
63

68
78
81
79

50
80
91
97

Two things stand out from this table: first, the difference between those at Level 1 with more than 25
books in their home and those at Level 4/5 is large, significant, and consistent with the national
14
findings. Second, while respondents in New Brunswick are more likely to own a multi-volume
encyclopedia than those in the country as a whole, those at Level 1 are less likely compared with the
national average. In other words, in New Brunswick, there is a greater gap in the presence of reading
materials between Level 1 and the other levels than in the country as a whole. This is more or less
true regardless of the reading material, but most startling with regards to multi-volume encyclopedias.
Aside from those at Level 1, people in New Brunswick are generally more likely to have reading
materials in their homes than the national average.
Having reading materials at home may show an attachment to the culture of literacy, but it does not
necessarily indicate regular usage. For this, we turn to Table 2.15, which measures frequent
participation in several types of literacy activities. As discussed earlier, reading the newspaper is a
literacy activity that appears to transcend literacy levels. Seventy percent of those at Level 1 and
90% of those at the other four levels reported reading a newspaper at least once a week. Despite the
greater effort needed by those at the lower levels of literacy, they do not seem to concentrate on
trivial sections, such as the comics or the horoscope. They focus instead on advertisements and
local and regional news. As each of the four activities listed in the table demands more commitment
by the individual—of time, energy and resources—the differences in participation rates begin to
show along the boundaries of literacy abilities.

14. Reading the Future, op.cit., p. 70.
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Table 2.15

Proportion of respondents at each IALS prose literacy level who reported
engaging in various literacy-related activities, New Brunswick,
adults aged 16 and over
Do you…
read newspapers at least
once a week?

Level

read books
at least
once a week?

write letters
at least once
a month?

visit a library
at least once
a month?

91
26
33
43

51
101
14
41

%
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5
1.

70
90
92
91

24
41
50
78

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

People at Level 4/5 are roughly three times more likely to read a book at least once a week,
five times more likely to write a letter and eight times more likely to visit a library than those
at Level 1.

Literacy and the media
People in a democratic society expect to have access to information. News is a major source of this
information, and is available in a variety of media: print, radio and television. These media each cater
to a particular type of audience. Print requires a more or less literate audience. The information
presented is comparatively dense and detailed, and opposing points of view can be easily
accommodated. Print is relatively permanent, making it easy to return to the source for future reference.
It is also a convenient medium that allows the reader the flexibility to gather information at an adaptable
pace. Radio has a more limited ability to present detail. It is amenable to the presentation of opposing
viewpoints but, barring a recording, it is more temporary and, given scheduled programming, is less
flexible than the print media. However, it is less intrusive. Radio allows the audience the freedom to
do other tasks while simultaneously gathering information. In fact, it is a rare thing to see someone
listening to the radio and not doing something else—driving a car, riding a bicycle or working. Television
has many of the same characteristics of radio. However, television is even more limited in presenting
details, and must confine itself to the most salient points. It is a more engaging medium than the
other two and allows for a more rich emotional experience. It is one thing to read about an airplane
crash, it is another to hear eyewitness accounts, and a much different experience to see it. Like print,
television can engage one’s entire attention or, like radio, one can do other things while listening to
television and glancing up when something of particular interest draws attention.
This long introduction has a purpose. It means to show that the three types of information sources,
newspaper, radio and television, are different and engage their audiences in different ways. The only
one that can be argued to have a direct link to literacy abilities is print—the newspaper. Given this
link, one might assume that people with higher literacy skills would enjoy the newspaper as their
primary source of information. Given that they have acquired a deeper level of analysis than is
possible with the other two media, it stands to reason that they would report print as their major
source of information. Radio does not demand undivided attention; other tasks can be completed
concurrently. Thus, one can hear the same newscast every hour and not feel like any time has been
wasted. This makes it particularly independent of a literacy effect. Television, in this context, is an
alternate source of information for those who do not have the means or the desire to acquire such
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from print or radio. However, it is not necessarily tied to an individual’s literacy abilities. Table 2.16
demonstrates these trends in a consistent manner.

Table 2.16

Percentage of respondents by level, prose scale, who identified newspapers,
radio and television as major sources of information, New Brunswick,
adults aged 16 and over
Do you get a lot of information from…

Prose scale

newspapers?

radio?

television?

%
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5

26
37
45
51

49
54
50
51

67
58
66
42

Here it is shown that newspapers (the print medium) are increasingly favoured as a major source of
information as literacy abilities increase. Television is favoured only slightly more by those with lower
levels of literacy. Radio is, for all intents and purposes, flat as a source of information; showing no
preference for literacy abilities. From this data, it is not possible to make any causal conclusions and
any such attempt should be avoided. Whether reading the newspaper helps to maintain a literacy
level or whether watching television erodes these abilities is not at issue. Rather, the point is that all
three mediums provide a needed service which underlies the entire justification for a literate society:
they give access to information and allow citizens in a democratic society the ability to make informed
decisions which affect their everyday lives.

Summary
This chapter examined the practice of literacy at work and at home for adults aged 16 years of age
and over, many of whom would have completed their initial formal education at the time of the survey.
Once out of school, the workplace takes over as the primary factor affecting people’s literacy skills.
Jobs that make high literacy demands tend to promote literacy and allow it to grow, while jobs that do
not make high literacy demands are likely to allow an erosion of literacy skills.
Another factor that promotes literacy outside of either the education system or the workplace is
individuals’ personal literacy practices. Except at the highest level of literacy, New Brunswickers’
reading practices are typically weaker that those of other Canadians. However, unlike other Canadians
at the lowest literacy levels, New Brunswickers at the lowest literacy levels do practice literacy more
at home than at work. However, respondents at Level 4/5 were three times more likely to read a book
than those at Level 1, five times more likely to write a letter and eight times more likely to visit a
library. This suggests that literacy is as much a habit as it is a skill.
This chapter also examined the variation in practices of gathering information from newspapers,
radio and television by literacy level. As literacy increases, newspapers are a favoured form of
information, but at Level 1 television is favoured. The distribution for radio is consistent; approximately
50% of all respondents use it as a source of information.
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Chapter 3

Dollars and sense: The economics of literacy
Jean Pignal and Tamara Knighton, Statistics Canada
Literacy in a modern world is more than a social good, it is also an economic imperative. Without a
literate populous, competitiveness and the ability to adapt to changing realities can be hindered. The
previous chapters have examined the distribution of literacy in New Brunswick and the practices of
its citizens. Chapter 2 has hinted at the economic impacts of literacy. We have seen that most of the
types of occupations in which jobs are growing in New Brunswick require high levels of literacy. This
chapter will expand this line of analysis.
It should be recognized that literacy, in and of itself, is not enough to advance a society’s economy.
Rather, along with a sound economic growth strategy, it is one of the conditions that must be fulfilled
in order to allow the participation of its human capital.
The economic consequences of literacy also affect individuals within a society. Unemployment and
low income often go hand in hand with low literacy. Individuals with low literacy skills find it more
difficult to use printed information, and participate less frequently in community activities, they are
15
less likely to achieve economic success than those with higher levels of literacy. Improved literacy,
on the other hand, can help individuals compete in the labour market and improve their economic
prospects.

Literacy and the labour market
It has been argued that New Brunswick is increasingly moving from an industrial to a service and
information economy (see page 25). This transformation is reflected by both changes in industrial
profiles and in the distribution of occupations. The consequences of these shifts is demonstrated in
Tables 3.1 to 3.3, which show that literacy levels increase progressively from primary/industrial to
professional/administrative occupations and, in a less evident fashion, from primary and secondary
16
to tertiary industries.

15. Reading the Future, op.cit. (p. 79).
16. Occupations are grouped in the same manner as that described in Chapter 2. Industries have been grouped in two broad categories:
primary/secondary and tertiary. Agriculture, hunting, fishing, mining, quarrying, electricity and gas make up the primary industries.
Given the small population in this category and the resultant large coefficients of variance, it was collapsed with the secondary
sector which includes industries such as manufacturing, construction, transportation and storage. The tertiary industries include
wholesale and retail trade, finance, insurance, real estate and community, social and personal services.
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Table 3.1

The distribution of literacy skills on the three scales by occupation groupings,
New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over
Prose scale

Occupation groups

Level 1

Level 2

27
81
51

47
29
18

Level 3

Level 4/5

20
47
30

61
161
48

Level 3

Level 4/5

25
33
24

71
18
50

Level 3

Level 4/5

28
42
38

91
131
44

%
Primary/industrial
Clerical/sales
Professional/administrative

Document scale
Occupation groups

Level 1

Level 2

29
131
41

39
37
23

%
Primary/industrial
Clerical/sales
Professional/administrative

Quantitative scale
Occupation groups

Level 1

Level 2

24
81
31

40
38
151

%
Primary/industrial
Clerical/sales
Professional/administrative
1.

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

As discussed in the previous chapter, occupations in the professional/administrative group place
heavy literacy demands on the employee. These demands are reflected in the literacy levels of the
incumbents in the broad occupation groups. The primary/industrial occupations have the highest
percentage at Level 1 and the majority are at Levels 2 or 3. Likewise, clerical/sales occupations tend
to cluster at Levels 2 and 3. Professional/administrative jobs, of the type increasingly being created
in New Brunswick, tend to cluster at Level 4/5, and to a lesser degree at Level 3. Another view of this
same data (see Table 3.2) shows that people at Level 4/5 are six times more likely to be in professional
or administrative occupations than are those at Level 1. At the same time, those at Level 1 are seven
times more likely to hold primary/industrial jobs than are those at Level 4/5.

Table 3.2

The distribution of occupations within each of the four literacy levels on the
prose scale, New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over
Occupation groups

Level

Primary/industrial

Clerical/sales

Professional/
administrative

%
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5
1.

71
54
23
101

121
18
31
68

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.
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As indicated in Chapter 2, this is not necessarily a problem until either the job requirements change
or the jobs disappear. If that occurs, there may be a large group of workers who do not possess the
skills needed for the jobs available.
Examining literacy profiles across industries offers another perspective on the relationship between
literacy and the labour market (see Table 3.3). The relationship is not as clear cut, however, since
similar occupations may be found in several industries; for instance, most industries have clerks and
managers. Nevertheless, there is a marked difference between the primary/secondary industries
and the tertiary industries, doubtless due to the concentration of occupations requiring high literacy
skills in the tertiary group.

Table 3.3

The distribution of literacy skills on the three scales by industry groupings,
New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over
Prose scale

Industry groups

Level 1

Level 2

23
11

38
30

Level 3

Level 4/5

25
28

141
30

Level 3

Level 4/5

20
37

131
28

Level 3

Level 4/5

31
38

131
26

%
Primary/secondary
Tertiary

Document scale
Industry groups

Level 1

Level 2

22
9

44
25

%
Primary/secondary
Tertiary

Quantitative scale
Industry groups

Level 1

Level 2

18
9

39
27

%
Primary/secondary
Tertiary
1.

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

Tertiary industries had the most highly skilled work force; most workers there were at or above
Level 3. The work force in primary and secondary industries were concentrated at Levels 2 and 3, but
a substantial percentage were at Level 1. As these industries continue to redefine themselves, the
literacy demands placed on their workers will likely increase. Without a suitable literacy base, these
industries may find themselves short of skilled workers—a shortage, as we shall see, that may not
17
be filled by the reserve labour force.
The national report on the IALS showed that employment opportunities are growing in occupations
and industries that demand a relatively high level of literacy, while employment is decreasing in
occupations and industries that are less demanding of literacy skills. The same can be said of the
New Brunswick labour market profiles. The current economic environment reveals, in sharp contrast,
the value and function of literacy. Clearly, New Brunswick’s competitiveness will continue to depend,
to a large degree, on the resources of its people in terms of knowledge, learning abilities (and hence
adaptability), information and skills.

17. For purposes of this report, the reserve labour force is understood to be those currently unemployed, out of the labour force or those
who will soon be joining the labour force (e.g. currently in school). This population is the pool poised to fill the demand for future
employment.
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Literacy is more than simply an empowering tool, it is a skill that appears to be recognized and
rewarded by employers (see Figure 3.1). The province’s wage and salary mean is $21,014.

Figure 3.1

Proportion of adults with wages below or above the mean by literacy level for each
scale, New Brunswick working population1 16 and over

Prose scale
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5

Document scale
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5

Quantitative scale
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5

100

80

60

40

Below mean

1.

20

0

20

40

60

80

100

Above mean

The working population is defined as those either presently employed or those who were employed in the last 12 months.

This figure clearly shows that the higher the individual’s literacy skills, the more that individual is
likely to be above the mean wages and salary. In other words, those with high literacy are rewarded
with higher-paying positions. While the trend is clear for all three domains, the payoff seems particularly
acute for document skills; fully 72% of those at Level 4/5 fall above the wage and salary mean. Given
the association discussed earlier between occupations and literacy levels, these findings are consistent
with current expectations.
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Economic advantages conferred to those with higher literacy skills also vary across Canada. Figure
3.2 compares New Brunswick with the other regions of Canada by the percentage of individuals who
18
fall below the mean personal income from wages and salaries of their respective regions on the
document scale. (Like Figure 3.1, these data are only for those who were employed at the time of the
survey or in the previous 12 months.)

Figure 3.2

Percentage of the working population in each region who fall below the mean annual
personal income from wages and salaries, document scale, adults aged 16 and over

%
100

80

60

40

20

0
Level 1

Level 2

Other Atlantic provinces

New Brunswick

Level 3

Quebec

Level 4/5

Ontario

Western provinces

The distribution shown in this figure is both interesting and complex to analyse. At Level 1, the
regions look similar; 70% to 80% of Level 1 respondents have income from wages and salaries
below their respective regional mean. Regions differ the most in how the work force rewards
respondents at Level 2. The other Atlantic provinces penalize these workers the most, with the same
percentage below the income mean as those at Level 1. Ontario, and to a lesser extent, Quebec,
actually reward respondents at Level 2 more effectively than their populations at Level 3 and, in
Ontario, more than those at Level 4/5. While many factors may explain this inconsistency, one factor
may be the large number of high-paying jobs accessible to those with low literacy skills in these
regions. This is particularly true of the automotive and manufacturing industries located in the “Golden
Triangle” area between Montreal, Toronto and Windsor. Level 3 again demonstrates a convergence
of income distribution which, although less pronounced than the Level 1 distribution, nevertheless
shows some agreement as to the appropriate reward for literacy. Finally, Level 4/5 is typically highly
rewarded, but most so in New Brunswick where only 28% of the respondents fall below the provincial
mean, compared with around 47% in the other regions. Other than this larger than average payoff,
19
New Brunswick employers seem to offer a stable and consistent return for literacy.
18. The mean in each region is calculated independently from each other using the active working population in each region. Thus, the
mean personal income from wages and salaries in the other Atlantic provinces was $18,824; the same for New Brunswick was
calculated at $21,014; for Quebec it was $23,320; for Ontario it was $29,933; and for the Western provinces, it was $26,620. As an
aside, the Canadian mean in 1994 was, according to the IALS data, $26,396.
19. The use of the document scale in this analysis was governed in large part by this interesting variation. On the prose and quantitative
scales, the income “payoff” (measured by the percentage above and below the mean wages and salary income) at Level 4/5 is much
more gradual (around 40% of those at Level 4/5 on these scales are below the mean), as evidenced by Figure 3.1.
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Literacy and employment
Not surprisingly, employability seems closely related to literacy skills. Employed people were two to
four times more likely to be at Level 4/5 and unemployed people were roughly three times more likely
to be at Level 1 on all three scales (see Table 3.4).

Table 3.4

The distribution of literacy skills on the three scales by labour force status, New
Brunswick, adults aged 16 to 65
Prose scale

Employment status

Level 1

Level 2

11
29

34
33

Level 3

Level 4/5

33
24

23
14

Level 3

Level 4/5

26
25

28
62

Level 3

Level 4/5

39
19

22
92

%
Employed
Not employed1

Document scale
Employment status

Level 1

Level 2

12
36

34
33

Level 1

Level 2

9
29

30
43

%
Employed
Not employed1

Quantitative scale
Employment status

%
Employed
Not employed1
1.

This category includes those who were unemployed and those who were not in the labour force at the time of the survey. Due to the
limitation in sample size, it is not possible to present these as separate categories. It is, however, worth noting that those who are
unemployed are, nationally, better off, from a literacy perspective than those who are not in the labour force (including people who
are discouraged workers, students, on disability, working in the home and retired). For more information, please refer to Reading
the Future: A Portrait of Literacy in Canada (Statistics Canada 1996 Catalogue no. 89-551-XPE).

2.

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

The distribution of employment status within each literacy level presented in Figure 3.3 is even more
revealing. This figure graphically shows the distribution of the employed and not employed in each of
20
the literacy levels for the document scale.

20. There is no discernible difference between this scale and the prose or quantitative scales.
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Figure 3.3

Distribution of labour force status by document literacy levels, New Brunswick, adults
aged 16 to 651
Level 1

Level 2

34
38

62
66

Level 3

Level 4/5

12

38

62

88
Employed

1.

Not employed

Once again, the “Not employed” category includes those who were unemployed and those who were not in the labour force at the
time of the survey. Due to the limitation in sample size, it is not possible to present these as separate categories and one should not
equate those “Not employed” with those who are strictly “Unemployed”.

Here we see that the percentage of people who are not employed decreases as the literacy level
increases. Sixty-six percent of the people at Level 1 were not employed compared with only 12% at
Level 4/5. Even at Levels 2 and 3, employment prospects are relatively more favorable (greater
percentage are employed than not employed).
As discussed in Chapter 2, a circular pattern between employment status and literacy exists. Individuals
with high literacy skills are more likely to be employed in positions that require high degrees of
literacy practices which, in turn, reinforces their literacy skills. In contrast, those with lower literacy
skills are more likely to not have any employment, thus diminishing their opportunities to maintain or
enhance their literacy skills which in turn further impedes their ability to compete for positions requiring
high literacy skills, or perhaps any position at all.
Literacy in New Brunswick also appears to be related to the number of weeks worked by those who
are employed. As shown in Figure 3.4, as literacy increases on any of the three scales, so does the
average number of weeks worked during the year. This measure demonstrates a higher level of
stability in the workplace. In fact, between Level 1 and Level 4/5 respondents, a difference of roughly
15 weeks is observed by the IALS data. In most cases, this most likely translates into direct financial
benefits to the worker.
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Figure 3.4

Average number of weeks worked in the previous year, by literacy level and domain,
New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over who worked in the previous year

Average number of weeks worked

50

45

40

35

30
Prose
Document
Quantitative

25

20
Level 1

Level 2

Level 3

Level 4/5

Literacy level

In addition to having more stable employment—reflected by more weeks worked—those at the higher
ends of the literacy continuum also appear more likely to have full-time rather than part-time
employment. Considerable concern has focused on the growth of part-time relative to full-time
employment. For Canada overall, the published data suggest that the differences in skills have little
impact on the type of employment (Statistics Canada, 1996). In contrast, New Brunswick differences
do seem to exist in skill levels. A significantly higher percentage of full-time workers are at Level 4/5
compared with part-time workers for all three scales (Table 3.5).
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Table 3.5

The distribution of literacy skills on the three scales by type of employment, New
Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over in the labour force
Prose scale

Type of employment

Level 1

Level 2

13
17

33
29

Level 1

Level 2

14
242

32
37

Level 3

Level 4/5

29
41

25
142

Level 3

Level 4/5

25
262

27
132

Level 3

Level 4/5

26
33

24
82

%
Full-time
Part-time1

Document scale
Type of employment

%
Full-time
Part-time1

Quantitative scale
Type of employment

Level 1

Level 2

11
162

29
43

%
Full-time
Part-time1
1.

For the IALS, part-time work was defined as any work that is less than 30 hours per week. The IALS did not collect if the worker
had several such jobs on a concurrent basis.

2.

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

Looking past the notion of literacy as a “desirable end in itself”, this section examined whether
literacy should matter to the individual. The answers found can be summarized as follows: People
with high levels of literacy have better paying jobs, they are employed for longer periods of time, with
fewer interruptions and, have a higher chance of gaining full-time employment. All of these translate
into a higher quality of life for the individual.

Literacy and income support
For the majority of the unemployed population in Canada, periods of unemployment are relatively
short, thanks, in part, to a high level of employee turnover. However, for segments of the population,
21
periods of unemployment are longer-term. For both the short and long-term unemployed, an
important question relates to the extent to which a lack of skills impedes increased participation in
the labour force.
The distribution of literacy skills by types of income support are presented in Table 3.6. Generally
speaking, those who are receiving employment insurance in New Brunswick have a profile rather
similar to those receiving no support. This may reflect the fact that in order to receive employment
insurance benefits, the individual must have some, more or less, recent attachment to the labour
market. This is not so for those who receive income assistance benefits.

21. Evidence of this phenomenon can be found in several Statistics Canada surveys including the Labour Force Survey (LFS), the
Labour Market Activity Survey (LMAS) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID).
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Table 3.6

The distribution of literacy skills on the three scales by type and presence of income
support, New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over
Prose scale

Support type

Level 1

Level 2

26
27
51

32
32
161

Level 3

Level 4/5

25
26
321

17
151
11

Level 3

Level 4/5

22
33
191

19
81
51

Level 3

Level 4/5

25
40
141

16
111
51

%
No support
Employment insurance
Income assistance

Document scale
Support type

Level 1

Level 2

30
24
54

30
35
221

%
No support
Employment insurance
Income assistance

Quantitative scale
Support type

Level 1

Level 2

24
22
53

36
27
281

%
No support
Employment insurance
Income assistance
1.

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

It is both fortunate and unfortunate that the sample size does not allow a more detailed analysis of
this topic; fortunate because there are relatively few people receiving income assistance, unfortunate
because it does not allow for a confirmation of the literacy distribution for this group. Given this
limitation, it is possible to highlight only a single distribution: The percentage of people at Level 1 in
each of the three categories for each literacy scale. As such, this table shows that recipients on
income assistance are twice as likely to be at Level 1 than either those receiving employment insurance
or those receiving no income support.

Literacy and lifelong learning
The ideal of lifelong learning has been adopted by many governments both in Canada and around
the globe. In a world where the average worker changes careers an average of three times in their
lifetime, the ability to acquire new skills and enhance old ones becomes a strategic asset. Knowledge
is a commodity that must be replenished at every opportunity in order to compete in today’s labour
market. The link between adult education and literacy skills is an important dimension to this
replenishment. It seems evident that those who are at the lowest literacy levels are those who would
benefit most from adult education, particularly adult education that is related to a career. Figure 3.5
compares the distribution of adults who did participate in some form of adult education within each of
the document literacy levels for Canada and each of its regions.
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Figure 3.5

Percentage of individuals within each document literacy level who participated
in some form of adult education in the 12 months previous to the survey,
Canadian adults aged 16 and older
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The distribution within the literacy levels highlights several interesting findings. First and most obvious,
as literacy levels increase, so does the incidence of adult education. Those at the upper end of the
literacy spectrum are six to eight times more likely than those at the lowest level to participate in
adult education. Second, with the notable exception of respondents at Level 4/5, Ontario differentiates
the least based on literacy level (the slope of its curve is the closest to horizontal), and Quebec
differentiates the most (it has the steepest slope). Third, New Brunswick has the lowest incidence of
adult education at each extreme of the literacy continuum but is amongst the leaders and above the
Canadian average in the middle levels. The Western provinces show a very low level of adult education
at Level 1 (10%) and a substantial increase at Levels 2 through 4/5, as high as 70%.
In New Brunswick, a more complete picture is displayed in Table 3.7 where the incidence of participation
in adult education is examined among a variety of demographic characteristics. Here we see that
39% of those employed participated in some form of adult education compared with only 22% for
those not in the labour force. In addition, youth tend to participate more in adult education than older
residents of New Brunswick. This may, in part be explained by the larger number of students amongst
22
the younger age cohort. The next highest incidence of adult education occurs between the ages of
36 and 45 for both the general New Brunswick population and those who are employed. Finally, there
is very little difference in adult education participation between males and females or between French
and English respondents.

22. In fact, this can also be said for the “employed age groups” where students may have reported some part-time employment in
addition to going to school.
Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 89-565-XPB

new-bru.p65

49

49

6/11/98, 9:24 AM

A New Brunswick Snapshot

Table 3.7

Proportion of adults who participated in adult education and training, by various
demographic characteristics, New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over

Participation in adult
education and training
%
Current employment status
Employed
Unemployed
Not in the labour force

39
30
22

Age groups
16 to 25
26 to 35
36 to 45
46 to 55
56 to 65
65 and older

54
37
39
32
131
21

Age groups, employed
16 to 25
26 to 35
36 to 45
46 to 55
56 to 65

50
32
43
41
231

Gender
Male
Female

34
31

Language of test
English
French

34
31

1.

The number has a coefficient of variance that exceeds the standards of quality set by Statistics Canada, and as such, the estimate
produced in this cell should not be considered accurate or reliable.

The opportunity to take some form of adult education or training is important, and clearly, those at
the higher literacy levels take more training. As demonstrated in Table 3.8, however, this may be, at
least partially, explained by the low relative number of people at the lower literacy levels who wanted
to take training whether for personal or work-related reasons.

Table 3.8

Proportion of adults at each literacy level who reported wanting to take some form of
adult education either for personal or work-related interests but were not able to, prose
scale, New Brunswick, adults aged 16 and over
Is there training or education you wanted to take but could not take?

Prose scale

Yes, personal interest

Yes, work related
%

Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4/5

12
16
26
38

50
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There can be many plausible explanations why so few people at the lowest literacy level want to take
some form of training. Perhaps it is a low sense of self-esteem, perhaps they do not perceive a need
for training, or a lack of awareness of what is offered. It may be closely related to their weak literacy
skills or availability in specific communities. The IALS cannot answer this. Unfortunately, the reality is
that those who could benefit immeasurably are those who seek and receive training the least.

Summary
This chapter examined literacy levels in terms of a number of dimensions that have important
implications for economic security today and in the future. Significantly, adults at Level 4/5 are six
times more likely to be in professional/administrtive types of occupations (categories that are growing
in New Brunswick) than those at Level 1. People at Level 1 are seven times more likely to hold
primary/industrial occupations (sectors that are on the decline in New Brunswick) than those at
Level 4/5.
Adults at Level 1 are over five times more likely to be unemployed than those at Level 4/5. Furthermore,
those who are employed work fewer hours per week and fewer weeks per year than those with
higher literacy skills. Not surprisingly, over three quarters of those at Level 1 (in all three domains)
earn wages below the mean wage rate in New Brunswick.
Those receiving employment insurance in New Brunswick have a profile similar to those receiving no
income support. Although the sample size for those on income assistance is small, the results show
that income assistance recipients are twice as likely to be at Level 1 than either those receiving
employment insurance or those receiving no support.
The ideal of lifelong learning has been adopted by Canada, and many governments globally. As
literacy levels increase, so does participation in adult education. New Brunswick has the lowest
incidence of adult education for both Levels 1 and 4/5, while Levels 2 and 3 are above the Canadian
average.
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Conclusion
Literacy New Brunswick Inc.

This analysis of New Brunswick data gathered as part of the 1994 International Adult Literacy Survey
or IALS provides a snapshot of literacy levels in the province. The fact that New Brunswick purchased
a larger sample to augment the strict proportionate to population size sample, allowed for analysis of
results to be carried out for New Brunswick separately from the Atlantic region.
This report has looked at overall literacy levels in New Brunswick and made comparisons with the
Atlantic region and Canada as a whole. New Brunswick literacy levels are analyzed along a number
of demographic dimensions: age, education, gender and language. Literacy practices at work and at
home have been analyzed as has the use of various media forms to access information. And finally,
the economics of literacy was examined in terms of labour market participation, employment and
unemployment, income support and lifelong learning. This analysis provided a number of salient
findings.
In New Brunswick, an important percentage of respondents—close to 60%, are at the bottom two
levels of literacy on all three scales. This is significant given that many countries view Level 3 as the
threshold level for most occupations with professional and technical occupations in particular requiring
higher skill levels and that the jobs that are being created in New Brunswick require increasingly
complex literacy skills. There are as well, major income penalties for those with low literacy skills
because literacy skills determine the type of job one can get, the stability of that job, the number of
hours worked and the remuneration that can be expected. Thus literacy is strongly related to labour
market success.
With the exception of those aged 26 to 35, literacy skill levels were found to decrease with increasing
age. In New Brunswick, as elsewhere, literacy and education were found to be related but not in fact
synonymous. While some adults do manage to acquire literacy skills despite having low levels of
education, generally speaking, the higher the education attained, the higher the level of literacy. In
New Brunswick, the payoff for graduating from high school is particularly large.
Adult New Brunswickers who responded to the IALS in French consistently scored lower on all three
scales than those answering in English. Unlike Quebec, however, this difference does not disappear
when age or education are controlled. These observed differences may be attributed to lower levels
of exposure to French material on the part of francophones in New Brunswick or other mitigating
factors such as differences in literacy practices that could not be analyzed by language due to the
insufficient sample size.
As in the rest of Canada and internationally, literacy practices in the workplace and at home were
found to have an important impact on the maintenance and/or development of literacy skills. The
report found that workers in jobs that make high literacy demands exhibit improved literacy skills
while workers in jobs that make few literacy demands are in danger of experiencing an erosion of
their skills.
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Thus workers with lower level literacy skills who are not getting much practice in the use of literacy
skills at work, must actively participate in these literacy tasks at home if they want to maintain or
improve their skills. However, except at the very highest levels of literacy, reading practices are
typically weaker in New Brunswick that in Canada as a whole. This being said, those at the lowest
levels of literacy in New Brunswick are more involved in literacy practices at home than at work. This
is particularly the case in regard to newspaper readership where readership approaches the Canadian
average, notwithstanding higher overall literacy levels for the Canadian population as a whole.
The analysis of New Brunswick microdata points to the conclusion that literacy is a skill that must be
practiced in order to be maintained. It is as much a habit as it is a skill. The ideal of lifelong learning
has been adopted by New Brunswick, by Canada and many governments globally. As literacy levels
increase, so does participation in adult education. Although New Brunswick has the lowest incidence
of participation in adult education for both Levels 1 and 4/5, Levels 2 and 3 are above the Canadian
average. With one of the strongest literacy initiatives in the country, the infrastructure is in place in
New Brunswick to support continued improvement in the province’s literacy skill level.
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