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Introduction 

WWESTNET recognizes that many workers do not have the essential skills they need to cope 

with changes in the workplace or to participate fully in union and community activities. This is 

always a problem for the individual worker who is shut out of technical training opportunities, 

passed over for promotion, or prevented from making the transition to new employment when 

the old plant is closed. It is also a problem for employers who find that the present workforce is 

unable to meet the challenge of new processes, new equipment, or radically different job tasks. 

For businesses, lack of essential skills can mean contracts are full of holes, procedures are 

misunderstood, and equipment is underutilized. For Canada, a poorly skilled workforce could 

mean the difference between prosperity and stagnation. 

WWESTNET has been formed in the belief that many partnerships will be needed if the huge 

enterprise of workforce education is to succeed. Government has a large role to play in setting 

policy and instituting programs which will encourage more and better workforce training. 

Business and labour organizations are increasingly aware that cooperation is needed to face the 

challenges which ultimately threaten both. Literate, competent workers are essential in putting 

technology to work. Unions have also seen that their members may require some basic education 

if they are to take advantage of union training programs and other opportunities for development 

both in the workplace and in the community. Lastly, adult educators will have to use their 

expertise to ensure that education and training programs are effective and responsive to 

expressed needs. 

The IALS workshops were organized to present the results of this very important literacy survey 

to key representatives from business, labour, government and education. Many people from 

across the region were able to attend and took this opportunity to share their expertise and 

insights. 

On September 3rd and 4th, WWESTNET hosted the first of two workshops which addressed the 

International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) and its Canadian component. The purpose of the 

bottom line on basics: A Workshop on Literacy, Economy and Society was twofold. The first 

goal was to bring together western and northern Canadian literacy and language umbrella groups 

to identify and examine relevant issues raised by the studies. The second was to facilitate the 

development of action frameworks targeting concerns raised. 

The workshop opened with Jean Pignal of Statistics Canada, manager of the Canadian literacy 

study, presenting an overview of the IALS project its history, objectives, methodologies, findings 

and future directions. Margaret Robinson, a policy advisor with the National Literacy Secretariat, 

then explained the importance of IALS within a number of specific contexts, including the 

implications it holds for the workplace education and basic skills training communities. Dr. Bill 

Wong, Director of Evaluation with Alberta Advanced Education and Career Development, 

rounded out the background discussion by reviewing the recently released Canadian component 

of IALS - Reading the Future: A Portrait of Literacy in Canada. 

 



Workshop delegates were also given the opportunity to consider the implications of IALS from 

the perspective of essential skills training in the workplace. Greg Maruca, Manager of the Union 

of Needletrades, Industrial and Textile Employees (UNITE) Local 459, outlined the challenges 

facing unions (both externally and internally) in the quest to improve employee literacy and 

language skill levels. Lloyd Campbell, Special Projects Manager with Syncrude Canada Ltd., 

outlined Syncrude's highly successful training model, Effective Reading in Context. ERIC is 

based upon a company-wide commitment to basic skills improvement and impressive 'bottom 

line' results. Delegates ended the first day with a series of round tables facilitated by 

WWESTNET business and labour representatives. 

 

WWESTNET members and workshop 

presenters at the September gathering.  

Left to right: Bill Wong, Lloyd Campbell, Sue 

Turner, Jean Pignal, Margaret Robinson, and 

Carolyn Dieleman 

Day 2 of the workshop concentrated upon information sharing and intrajurisdictional dialoguing. 

Delegates discussed burning issues arising from the IALS findings and possible strategies for 

tackling these concerns. 

On November 4, representatives from business, labour, government and education gathered in 

Calgary to consider the results of the Canadian section of the International Adult Literacy Study 

(IALS). The day-long workshop featured presentations by the principal researchers for the IALS 

- Mr. Stanley Jones, from Carleton University, and Dr. Alfred Tuijnman, Principal Administrator 

of the Education and Training Division, Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD). 

Delegates to the workshop were treated to a full day of presentations and round table discussions 

which started with a practical context. Al Shipton, Manager of Manufacturing Services at 

AltaSteel, spoke to the training needs of business, using the Job Effectiveness Training (JET) 

program at his company as an example of what can be done to address the need for basic skills 

training in the steel industry. Greg Maruca again talked about the pressing need for workplace 

education among his membership and about the programs operated by the union in response to 

that need. Finally, Brigid Hayes, Program Consultant with the National Literacy Secretariat, 

outlined the role of the Canadian government in supporting workplace training. 

Dr. Alfred Tuijnman gave delegates an overview of the IALS research and summarized some of the more 

salient findings. The international perspective allows researchers to make comparisons which, for 

example, show that education and training policies can affect literacy levels in a significant way. He also 

indicated that the growing polarization between 'have' and 'have not,' a distinction increasingly related to 

basic workplace skills, should be of concern to all OECD members. Future labour adjustment will depend 

on the adequacy of workers' skills, but IALS reveals that many workers in declining industries do not 

have the skills to move to other employment. 



Mr. Stanley Jones focused on the Canadian section of the study, identifying key findings which 

will have implications for workplace literacy policy and practice. For example, literacy profiles 

in Canada have shown little change over the past five years despite the fact that Canada's most 

recent graduates have stronger literacy skills than older age groups. About 22% of adult 

Canadians fall in the lowest level of literacy while an additional 24-26% fall in the second lowest 

category. (They read, but not well.) As Jones stressed, Canada must do more to improve literacy 

skills. 

The afternoon sessions began with Dr. Harvey Krahn from the Department of Sociology at the 

University of Alberta. Dr. Krahn outlined his IALS-related research addressing the 'use it or lose 

it' nature of literacy. According to Dr. Krahn, IALS establishes a relationship between demand 

for literacy at work and adult literacy competency. Dr. Krahn was followed by Linda Fownes, 

who gave an overview of Human Resources Development Canada's Essential Skills Research 

Project. This project is producing an essential skills profile for lower-skill occupations in 

Canada. The result will be detailed information on what skills are required to be successful at an 

entry level in the Canadian workplace. 

The conference ended with a Round Table discussion focusing upon IALS. Groups identified 

what IALS meant to them and what they planned to do with the information they had gained. Jim 

Page then summarized the results and reflected upon the important messages of the day. 

 

 

  



Backgrounder 

on the 

International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS)* 

IALS: The first of its kind 

The 1994 International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) was the first multi-country and multi-

language assessment of adult literacy. Conducted in eight industrialized countries - Canada, 

Ireland, Germany, the Netherlands, Poland, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United States - the 

survey's goals were to develop scales for comparisons of literacy performance among people 

with a wide range of abilities, and to compare literacy across cultures and languages. 

The results of the survey shed light on the social and economic impacts of different levels of 

literacy, the underlying factors which cause them and how they might be amenable to policy 

intervention. 

The survey was sponsored by the National Literacy Secretariat and the Applied Research Branch 

of Human Resources Development Canada and was managed by Statistics Canada in cooperation 

with the OECD, Eurostat, and UNESCO. Key support was given by the U.S. Educational Testing 

Service, the U.S. National Center for Education Statistics, and survey and educational 

researchers in all the participating countries. The international results of the IALS were 

published in December 1995, and the Canadian results in 1996. Each participating country will 

be publishing its own data. 

 

Reading the Future: A detailed picture 

The Canadian report entitled Reading the Future: A portrait of literacy in Canada is a detailed 

study derived from the IALS results. The data are broken down by language, age, gender, and 

region. Most importantly, the report provides new information with which to judge Canadian 

policy on literacy, education and social and economic development. By opening a window on the 

life of Canadians at home, in the community, and in the workplace, the report gives Canadians a 

glimpse of their possible future. 

* Thanks to Statistics Canada for permission to reprint this summary. 

  



Redefining literacy: Canada's pioneering role 

The choice of Statistics Canada to design and manage the survey was a recognition of Canada's 

pioneering role in redefining literacy and its linkage to human resource development. In 1989, 

Statistics Canada was commissioned by the National Literacy Secretariat to produce the first 

Canadian profile of Literacy Skills Used in Daily Activities (LSUDA). This survey dispelled the 

old notion that individuals are either literate or illiterate and introduced a new concept of literacy 

as a continuum of skills ranging from quite limited to very high. The IALS built on this new 

view of literacy, defining it as: 

"the ability to understand and employ printed information in daily activities at home, at work 

and in the community, to achieve one's goals and to develop ones knowledge and potential." 

The international dimension: Reading the results 

The goal of this survey was not to rank countries from the most literate to the least literate. 

Rather, its aim was to compare, across cultures and languages, literacy performance among 

people with a wide range of abilities. Consequently, any direct comparisons across countries 

must incorporate an understanding of the social and economic characteristics of each country 

that underlie the observed literacy skill profiles. With this caveat, IALS makes it possible to 

place Canada in the international literacy continuum. 

Literacy: A national and an international issue 

The reintegration of the Central and Eastern European countries into the world economy, and the 

continuing rapid advance of industrialized countries in Asia and Latin America, have altered the 

economic status quo. The economies of the OECD countries now face large, well-educated and 

relatively low-wage labour forces in emerging competitive nations. While new forms of 

cooperation across borders have emerged, competition for investment capital has also intensified. 

New opportunities - as well as uncertainties and risks - are inherent in this situation. Certain 

countries, firms and individuals are well positioned to compete successfully in global markets; 

others may have difficulty taking advantage of the opportunities. 

The emerging global economy is characterized by greatly increased flows of information and 

financial capital within, and among nations. The best way to exploit this new economic 

environment is to strengthen the capacity of firms and labour markets to adjust to change, 

improve their productivity and capitalize on innovation. But this capacity depends first and 

foremost on the knowledge and skills of the population. IALS shows that the literacy skills of 

individual citizens are a powerful determinant of a country's innovative and adaptive capacity. 

 

 

 



Measuring literacy: More than one gauge 

Literacy cannot be narrowly defined as a single skill that enables people to deal with all types of 

text. People in industrialized countries face many different kinds of written material every day, 

and they require different skills to understand and use the information. To reflect this 

complexity, IALS developed three categories of literacy: 

1. Prose literacy: the ability to understand and use information from texts such as 

editorials, news stories, poems and fiction. 

2. Document literacy: the ability to locate and use information from documents such as job 

applications, payroll forms, transportation schedules, maps, tables and graphs. 

3. Quantitative literacy: the ability to perform arithmetic functions such as balancing a 

cheque book, calculating a tip, or completing an order form. 

The specific literacy tasks designed for IALS were scaled by difficulty from 0 to 500 points. This 

range was subsequently divided into five broad literacy levels. 

 Level 1 indicates very low literacy skills, where the individual may, for example, have 

difficulty identifying the correct amount of medicine to give to a child from the 

information found on the package. 

 Level 2 respondents can deal only with material that is simple, clearly laid out and in 

which the tasks involved are not too complex. This is a significant category, because it 

identifies people who may have adapted their lower literacy skills to everyday life, but 

would have difficulty learning new job skills requiring a higher level of literacy. 

 Level 3 is considered as the minimum desirable threshold in many countries but some 

occupations require higher skills. 

 Levels 4 and 5 show increasingly higher literacy skills requiring the ability to integrate 

several sources of information or solve more complex problems. It appears to be a 

necessary requirement for some jobs. 

Between 2,000 and 3,000 adults (5,660 in Canada) in each of the eight countries - Canada, 

Ireland, Germany, the Netherlands, Poland, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United States - took 

part. All the respondents were tested in their national language and in their own homes. The 

prose and document literacy scales each comprised of 34 tasks and the quantitative literacy scale 

included 33 tasks. All the tasks were of varying difficulty. The following pages show some 

sample tasks, together with their levels and scores. 

 

 

 



The IALS results in a changing world:  

A broad perspective 

If economies require increasing numbers of highly skilled workers to expand, then growth will 

be affected by existing practices of employers, individuals and governments: IALS has shown 

that instead of enlarging the pool of highly skilled workers, the tendency is to increase the skills 

of the already skilled. The reserve employment pool, made up of the unemployed and those 

working in declining industrial sectors, is low-skilled. Policies directed towards providing more 

educational opportunities and increasing skills in that pool must be a necessary part of any 

industrial growth strategy. 

The distribution of literacy is also a good predictor of the magnitude of references between social 

groups, making literacy an essential clement for promoting social cohesion. Therefore, any view 

of literacy which is focused on economic objectives alone is untenable. 

IALS and LSUDA compared:  

Little change where change was expected 

At the broadest national level, the IALS findings are consistent with those of its predecessor, 

LSUDA, conducted in 1989. There is considerable variation among Canadians in their literacy 

skill and the pattern of these variations shifts according to the different yardsticks used (region, 

language, age, educational attainment, occupation, and so on). Indeed, the differences between 

the two studies are not large. On the one hand, there appears to be little to support earlier 

predictions and present concern of a rapid erosion of either educational quality or of the adult 

skills base. On the other hand, some improvement was expected. Since LSUDA was conducted 

in 1989, those leaving the labour force have been replaced by an incoming cohort of young 

people who are collectively much better educated and more literate. The fact that no appreciable 

overall improvement was detected by IALS suggests that skills are being affected by other 

processes - processes that are of policy concern and need to be better understood. 

  



Prose Level I             Score range: 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 or synonymous to 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. 

Tasks at this level require the reader to locate and match a single piece of information in the text. 

Typically the match between the task and the text is literal although sometimes a low-level 

inference may be necessary. The text is usually brief or has organizational aids such as paragraph 

headings or italics that suggest where in the text the reader should search for the specified 

information. Generally, the target word or phrase appears only once in the text. 

The easiest task in Level I (difficulty value of 188) directs respondents to look at a medicine 

label to determine the "maximum number of days you should take this medicine." The label 

contains only one reference to number of days and this information is located under the heading 

"DOSAGE." The reader must go to this part of the label and locate the phrase "not longer than 7 

days." 

In Canada, 22% of adults are at this level 

 

 

 



Prose Level 2             Score range: 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. 

Like the tasks at Level 1, most of the tasks at Level 2 ask the reader to locate information. 

However, more varied demands are placed on the reader in terms of the number of responses the 

question requires, or in terms of the distracting information that may be present. For example, a 

task based on an article about the impatiens plant asks the reader to determine what happens 

when the plant is exposed to temperatures of 14°C or lower. A sentence under the section 

"General care" states that "When the plant is exposed to temperatures of 12-14°C, it loses its 

leaves and won't bloom any more." This task received a difficulty value of 230, just in the Level 

2 range. What made this task somewhat harder than those identified at Level 1 is that the 

previous sentence in the text contains information about the requirements of the impatiens plant 

in various temperatures. This information could have distracted some readers, making the task 

slightly more difficult. 

In Canada, 26% of adults are at this level 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Document Level 3             Score range: 276 to 325 

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. 

A third task, falling at high end of Level 3 (321), involves the use of a quick copy printing 

requisition form that might be found in the workplace. The task asks the reader to explain 

whether or not the quick copy centre would make 300 copies of a statement that is 105 pages 

long. In responding to this directive, the reader must determine whether conditions stated in the 

question meet those provided in the guidelines to this document. 

In Canada, 30% of adults are at this level 

 

  



Quantitative Level 4             Score range: 326 to 375 

With one exception, the tasks at this require the reader to perform a single 

arithmetic operation where typically either the quantities or the operation are not as 

easily determined. That is, for most of the tasks at this level, the question or directive 

does not provide a semantic relation term such as "how many" or "calculate the 

difference" to help the reader. 

Tasks around 350 on the quantitative scale tend to require the application of a single operation 

where either the quantities or the operation are not easily determined. One such task involves a 

compound interest table. It directs the reader to "calculate the total amount of money you will 

have if you invest $100 at a rate of 6% for 10 years." This task received a difficulty value of 348, 

in part because many people treated this as a document rather than a quantitative task and simply 

looked up the amount of interest that would be earned. They likely forgot to add the interest to 

their $100 investment. 

In Canada, 16% of adults are at this level 

 

  



Quantitative Level 5             Score range: 376 to 500 

These tasks require readers to perform multiple operations sequentially, and they 

must disembed the features of the problem from the material provided or rely on 

background knowledge to determine the quantities or operations needed. 

One of the most difficult tasks on the quantitative scale (381) requires readers to look at a table 

providing nutritional analysis of food and then, using the information given, determine the 

percentage of calories in a Big Mac® that comes from total fat. To answer this question, readers 

must first recognize that the information about total fat provided is given in grams. In the 

question, they are told that a gram of fat has 9 calories. Therefore, they must convert the number 

of fat grams to calories. Then, they need to calculate this number of calories as a percentage of 

the total calories given for a Big Mac®. Only one other item on this scale received a higher 

score. 

In Canada, 4% of adults are at this level. 

 

 



Jean Pignal 

Survey Overview 

The International Adult Literacy Study provides a comparative picture 

of adult literacy profiles across seven industrialized countries - Canada, 

the United States, Germany, Poland, Sweden, the Netherlands, and 

Switzerland. It also examines the factors which contribute to 

differences within and among these nations. The definition of literacy 

used by the IALS is the ability to understand and employ printed 

information in daily activities to achieve one's goals and to develop 

one's knowledge and potential. Three types of literacy were targeted - prose, document, and 

quantitative literacy. Five levels of proficiency were identified with 5 being the most proficient. 

Individuals at Level 3 were considered able to meet most everyday literacy demands. 

The key findings of IALS are:  

 differences in literacy skills matter both socially and economically 

 those adults with literacy skill deficits are less likely to receive skills training than those 

with high skills 

 literacy directly affects employment stability, income level and economic opportunity 

 literacy is associated with educational attainment, but there are surprising exceptions 

 proficiency deteriorates if skills are not exercised 

 adults with low literacy do not believe their skills present a problem 

 literacy levels are linked to the economic and social importance a country attaches to 

them 

The Canadian results of the IALS indicate that this country's literacy skill profile has neither 

improved nor deteriorated since the 1989 Literacy Skills Used in Daily Activities (LSUDA) 

study. It also shows that skills increase as one moves from east to west across Canada, Alberta 

having the highest skills. Although Quebec francophones initially appear to be less proficient 

than other Canadians, these differences disappear when results are controlled for educational 

attainment. In terms of age, the most recent school-leaving cohort (those aged 16-25) contains 

relatively few individuals at level 1 (approximately 11%), although this age group has a smaller 

proportion in the 4/5 range as well. In general, larger proportions of older Canadians (aged 56 

and older) are found at Literacy Level 1. 

 



The age group having the strongest literacy skills (when looking across the five levels) are those 

aged 36-45. Canadian immigrants are over-represented at the lowest and highest levels. The high 

proportion of Canadian immigrants at levels 4/5 is due in part to Canadian immigration policy. 

 

Mr. Jean J.R. Pignal was educated at Queen's University and at the University of Windsor. He has spent the last 14 

years conducting surveys for both the private and the public sectors; the last 5 of these have been at Statistics 

Canada in the Special Surveys Division. In 1993, Jean was asked to manage the First International Adult Literacy 

Study (IALS), a multi-country assessment of Literacy Skills. Since then, he has devoted his time to the pursuit of 

conceptualizing and operationalizing large skills-based assessments in a home interview seeing. His current work 

includes Quality Management of future IALS rounds, Internet survey work and refining the application of IRT-

based skills assessment techniques. 

  

Margaret Robinson  

Canadian Results 

The IALS contains lessons for literacy advocates and practitioners, governments, business and 

labour organizations, the workplace education community, the voluntary sector, and individuals 

in western Canada. One of its most important messages is that there is a growing gap between 

the profile of the literacy skills required by the growing occupations and the skills of Canadians 

currently in the workforce, skills which are lower than those of many of their foreign 

counterparts. IALS also provides solid evidence of the benefits of literacy upgrading for 

Canada's labour force. In particular, it points out the importance of training for the large number 

of workers who read, but not well, and the benefits to business of increasing the literacy levels of 

these workers. 

The Survey further indicates that seniors, some immigrants and older workers are in special 

need. Literacy is a social, a health, a justice and a citizenship issue, not only an economic one. 

Therefore, the IALS can be used to support the work of volunteer organizations which have 

come to appreciate the importance of ensuring that all Canadians can partake in society - not just 

those who read well. 

Because literacy is at the heart of every aspect of Canada's social and economic environment, the 

IALS can inform education policy, economic policy, labour policy, training policy and social 

policy. The IALS encourages governments to think of literacy as the strategic asset that will 

allow Canada to prosper, to obtain its share of high wage, high skill jobs. It points out the costs 

of low literacy to Canada, which will not be on the cutting edge with more than one-third of its 

population with low or mediocre reading skills. It demonstrates the connections between 

education and literacy - educational attainment has been found to be at the heart of many literacy 

skill disparities across Canada. 

 

 



It points out that individuals who have an opportunity to complete their education typically get 

the skills they need. IALS demonstrates the necessity for government policies that support 

training in the workplace, in particular, training programs that meet the needs of adults with low 

literacy levels. Those at greatest risk of losing their place in the workforce receive the least 

amount of training. The reserve workforce, those who are unemployed or employed in declining 

industrial sectors, is low-skilled. 

Currently, the IALS is being taken up in initiatives in federal departments other than the NLS. 

Senator Fairbairn has taken the IALS messages to Cabinet. IALS will also be a platform for the 

NLS to further its work to strengthen literacy partnerships across Canada. The NLS will continue 

to study the IALS data and consult with partners across Canada to seek ideas for additional 

study, and it will trace how other countries are utilizing the IALS and learn from these 

experiences. Canadians must be made aware of the IALS and its importance to them, and it 

should be used to promote workplace literacy programs. 

Because its economy is different from that in other areas in Canada and literacy rates higher, 

western Canada can respond to IALS differently. IALS offers an opportunity to examine the 

unique features of literacy, employment, education and practice in western Canada and to craft 

western responses to western Canadian literacy issues. 

 

Ms. Margaret Robinson has been with the National Literacy Secretariat since November 1993 as a Policy, Planning 

and Coordination Officer. Her responsibilities include policy development and research coordination, and as such, 

she has been a member of the interdepartmental working group for the International Adult Literacy Survey. Prior to 

joining the National Literacy Secretariat, Margaret held a variety of positions in the Secretary of State and the 

Department of Multiculturalism and Citizenship. Her responsibilities have included Policy and Planning Officer for 

the Citizenship Sector, Chief of the Grants and Contributions Secretariat, and Chief of the Access to Information and 

Privacy Secretariat. 

  



Dr. Bill Wong  

An Alberta Perspective 

Western Canada scored higher on the International Adult Literacy Survey than the other 

Canadian regions, a fact attributable to the west's young and well educated population. However, 

the west still lags when compared to the IALS European results. International comparison shows 

western Canada with 17% of the tested population at level 1 while Sweden has only 8% 

operating at this level. This result is due in part to better home literacy practices in Sweden. 

Generally, Canada has an unacceptably high percentage of the tested population functioning at 

levels 1 and 2 (approximately 38%). 

Higher literacy levels are associated with higher wages and longer periods of employment. Of 

the Canadian unemployed, 26% operate at level 1 while only 4% operate at levels 4/5. Because 

most people practice literacy on the job as opposed to at home, those who are unemployed or on 

social assistance for long periods develop an added handicap due to the "use it or lose it" nature 

of literacy skills. Clearly literacy issues carry significant human, economic, and social costs. 

Future labour market trends show growth in trade, personal and financial services - areas which 

demand high levels of literacy. In decline are agriculture, transportation and manufacturing, all 

of which require lower literacy skills. The conclusion is that in order to remain competitive, 

Canada's workforce must focus on improving its literacy levels. 

There is also no evidence that schools are failing with respect to literacy, at least in terms of 

relative numbers at the low end of the literacy scale. This means young people are prepared to 

enter the workforce or higher learning establishments and to increase their literacy levels. It is if 

they are unable to continue to use their literacy skills that levels fall. 

 

Dr. William H. Wong has been employed with the Province of Alberta since 1973, serving as a Research and 

Planning Officer in the Manpower Planning Secretariat, as Director of Demography and Immigration with 

Advanced Education and Manpower, as Director Policy Projects and Evaluation with Career Development and 

Employment, and more recently, as Director of Evaluation with Advanced Education and Career Development. 

Throughout his professional career, Bill has conducted numerous studies relating to the Alberta labour market, 

demographic analyses and projections, immigration studies and evaluation of employment training social services 

projects including literacy and ESL projects. Bill has also represented Alberta on many interprovincial task teams 

and joint projects and has represented Canada at various International Conferences. Bill is a member of the 

Canadian Population Society and the Canadian Evaluation Society. 

  



Lloyd Campbell  

The Business Perspective 

Canada is entering an era of unprecedented opportunity; 

however, without a serious change in Canada's approach to 

training, the country will be unable to take advantage of this 

opportunity. According to Mr. Campbell, it has been estimated 

that 70% of the technology which will be used in the year 2000 

has yet to be invented, strong proof of the essential role which 

training and restraining must play in Canada's workplace. 

Without barrier-free access to such training, Canadian society 

will become polarized between the 'have' and 'have not', the 

'know' and 'know not'. Lloyd Campbell also stressed that there must be a major shift in 

attitude toward trades and technical training. The number of young people pursuing high 

skills trades and technological careers has declined sharply over the last few decades. 

The average age of new apprentices in Alberta is now 27 while the average age of 

journeymen is 47, a situation which will produce a serious shortfall of machinists, 

technologists and trades people in the future. Similarly, Canada currently graduates about 

5000 engineers per year when it is predicted that the country will require 26,000 by the 

turn of the century. If Canada is to remain competitive in the global market, workplace 

training will have to become a priority. This means Canadian companies, which currently 

spend about 1% of budgets on training, will have to change.  

Syncrude Canada has taken some major steps to address the looming skill deficit. 

Following re-structuring and a move to decentralized management, it was discovered that 

employees required training to make the decisions they were now being asked to make. 

When managers were tested, 25% had some difficulty reading and comprehending 

documents. Other employees lacked the numeracy skills required to make team budget 

decisions. As a result, Syncrude made a commitment to implement a company-wide 

literacy initiative. Currently, Syncrude invests 7% of its operating budget in human 

resource development. The results speak for themselves. Giving workers the tools to 

operate more effectively and to adapt to change more easily, has resulted in the per 

employee production of oil increasing from 11,500 barrels in 1988 to 20,200 in 1995, a 

37% improvement. The "bottom line" according to Lloyd Campbell is that investing in 

human resource development has huge payoffs. 

 

Mr. Lloyd G. Campbell is responsible for the introduction and management of Syncrude's Effective 

Reading In Context program. He is a member of the Canadian Institute of Mining and Metallurgy, 

American Society of Training and Development, AVC-Calgary Literacy Advisory Committee "Asking the 

Right Questions," Alberta Association for Adult Literacy, Alberta Adult Education Policy Committee and 

ABC CANADA's Workplace Education Council. Lloyd is also a Conference Board of Canada 

Employability Skills Forum Member and Co-Chair of WWESTNET. 

 
 



 

Greg Maruca 

The Labour Perspective 

The IALS indicates that literacy is far more than simply being 

able to read and write: it should be empowering; it should be 

part of developing strategic workplace advantages, it should 

help individuals to manage their personal lives better, it should 

allow them to help their children with their homework, and help 

them to maintain their jobs or compete for advancement. From 

a union perspective, it has to help remove barriers that keep members from participating 

in their unions. These goals require a holistic approach to training. 

However, most workplace training programs are run by management only to increase 

competitiveness. Unions must work to ensure that the decision-making process related to 

literacy training is participatory and that workers have equal access to the programs. 

Unions must also ensure that the curriculum content and program structure reflect 

workers' diverse needs and learning styles and that the programs are part of the 

workplace culture and not stand-alone responses to crisis situations. Efforts to achieve 

these goals are underway. For example, the Canadian Labour Congress (CLC), with 

funding from the National Literacy Secretariat, is carrying out an organizational needs 

assessment and examining programs across the country for good practices, including 

cooperative efforts between labour and business. 

While some unions have won the right to participate in training committees either 

through negotiation or invitation, unions still have to ensure that they participate fully, 

that they have the ability to veto inappropriate programs, that they negotiate wage 

support for hours spent in training, and that the training will have long term benefits not 

only for employers but for workers. And where joint programs cannot be developed, 

unions must be prepared to go it alone. 

 

Mr. Greg Maruca is Manager of the Union of Needletrades, Industrial and Textile Employees, Local 459 

and has worked in the Union movement for 17 years in various positions in the public and private sectors. 

Greg has been active in workplace training initiatives for the past 5 years and currently sits on the 

Workplace Education Manitoba Steering Committee and WWESTNET. Greg is also part of a Canadian 

UNITE project and recently has been asked to be a committee member for the 1997 Workplace Learning 

Conference in Milwaukee. 

 
 

  



Jim Page 

Challenging the Myths about Adult 

Literacy 

In this article, I want to discuss the International Adult Literacy 

Survey (IALS) and its implications for Canadians. I will begin 

with two bold statements. The first of these is that IALS has 

already proven to be the most important study on literacy 

undertaken in Canada to date. The second is that as an 

international collaborative study, it will affect the way that 

other nations of the world think about literacy. As I said, these 

are bold statements. But the two IALS reports summarize bold studies. First came 

Literacy, Economy and Society, the international comparative report which was produced 

by the OECD and Statistics Canada and released in Paris, Bonn, Washington and Ottawa 

last December. It was followed in September by Reading the Future: Portrait of Literacy 

in Canada, released in Ottawa by Statistics Canada and the National Literacy Secretariat.  

IALS is revolutionary because it demonstrates, again through the power of international 

comparisons, that literacy is 'policy amenable.' IALS offers a unique opportunity to 

compare and contrast the concrete effects of specific types of policy in six other nations 

as well as our own. By comparing and contrasting literacy policies in these countries, we 

get a better understanding of how public policy affects the acquisition of literacy skills. 

IALS is also revolutionary in its scope. This is not a study for statisticians or researchers. 

Rather, it speaks to every Canadian, not only those who care about this issue, but 

particularly to those who have ignored literacy in the past. IALS says to macro-

economists, to senior policy makers, to politicians, to bureaucrats, to business people, 

and to the media that literacy matters more to individuals and to countries than anyone 

ever thought possible, certainly more than people have been willing to recognize until 

now. 

I said that IALS is revolutionary because it debunks myths, and challenges conventional 

views about the importance of adult literacy. You have heard this folklore, but allow me 

to go over a few myths as a way to highlight some key IALS messages. 

Myth # 1: Immigration is one of the key contributors to literacy problems in 

Canada. The IALS reports show that significant numbers of immigrants, in all seven 

IALS countries, are at the lowest two levels of literacy skill. However, Canada is unique 

in that more than 25% of our immigrant population tested at the highest literacy levels. 

This is due to our bimodal immigration policy. Attracting professionals and investors has 

meant that we have attracted highly literate immigrants. 

 
 

 



No other country in the survey has as many immigrants at the highest level of the IALS scale. 

The proportion of our immigrant population at the highest IALS level is greater than the 

proportion of the Canadian-born population at that same level. Immigrants raise the Canadian 

mean; they do not lower it. 

Myth # 2: Your either read or you don't read; you are either literate or not. When IALS 

refers to the 'lowest literacy level,' or level 1, it does not mean the absence of the ability to read. 

The study concludes that the overwhelming majority of Canadians can read. But it poses the 

question: "Can they read well enough to deal with the range of difficulty found in tasks they 

encounter in their daily lives?" 

The answer to that question is very important - and we have to get the message straight. The 

problem in Canada is not that there is a vast army of people who are completely illiterate, 

although there are some adults who are unable to read and they are a priority. But most people 

with literacy problems are people with poor literacy skills - IALS level 1, about 22% of the prose 

scale. Or they are able to read but not particularly well - IALS level 2, about 26% of adult 

Canadians. The majority of these people are not 'illiterate' in the commonly used sense of that 

term. And that is why, in Canada, we have focused on 'the literacy issue' rather than 'the illiteracy 

problem'. Many countries still focus on illiteracy. 

More than simply the ability to read, IALS defined literacy in relation to a person's skills in 

doing everyday things - the ability to deal with daily life, particularly in the workplace. But that 

is why it is very important to distinguish among IALS levels, and not to add them up. Each level 

tells us something quite different or discrete about the skills of persons at those levels. 

Myth # 3: Literacy is like riding a bicycle - once you've got it, you never lose it. In fact, the 

study argues quite the opposite: "If you don't keep using your literacy skills, you will lose them." 

The report contends that the erosion of literacy skills is inevitable if they are not maintained 

through practice. For example, some sub-populations of Canadians who were included in the 

study - seniors or people on social assistance - were people who had experienced some longer-

term detachment from the workplace. The longer away from work the more likely they would 

show signs of deterioration in literacy skill. 

Myth # 4: Literacy and education are the same thing. In fact, in some parts of Canada the 

attainment of Grade 12 is considered more than simply a proxy for literacy. It is, if you like, a 

'literacy qualification'. While the study makes the link between education and literacy, it is not a 

definitive connection. Thirty percent, or one in three people tested, had literacy skills either 

above or below what their educational attainment would indicate. Some people with little formal 

schooling, the IALS discovered, can acquire quite sophisticated literacy skills outside of school 

through life experience or simply personal initiative. Others who have relatively high levels of 

educational attainment, however, did not do as well as expected on the IALS questionnaires. So 

education is important as a springboard for developing literacy skills, but it is not the sole 

determinant of a person's literacy. Literacy skills are obtained in a variety of different ways, 

some outside the formal educational system. 

 



Myth # 5: If I can hide it, my lack of literacy skills will not have an impact on my life. 

Reading the Future notes many ways low literacy skills affect people. People with poorer 

literacy skills are more often unemployed than those with better skills. They earn less income 

than those with higher levels of skill. 

Myth # 6: It doesn't matter what you read, so long as you read. People with the highest 

literacy skills invariably had the greatest variety of reading materials in their homes. They use 

this variety of materials consistently. 

Of all literacy activities practiced on a daily or weekly basis, newspaper reading was the most 

common activity in all seven countries studied. The IALS research data show some correlation 

between the literacy skills of readers and the parts of the newspapers they read. Editorial pages 

and insight sections appealed to the higher skilled readers who, not surprisingly, tended to 

devour the whole of the paper. Lower skilled readers tended towards a mix of sports, the comics, 

ads, and some of the entertainment and lifestyle material, depending on their needs and tastes. 

Myth # 7: Literacy is developed at home. This is not a myth when it applies to children. A 

child's ability to develop literacy skills at an early age depends on the home learning 

environment. For adults, however,. the workplace, more then the home, affords more frequent 

opportunities to practice literacy skills. This gives employers a larger role to play in the 

development and maintenance of the literacy skills of Canadians than previously assumed.  

Myth # 8: Since we are collectively better educated than our parents, the literacy rate in 

Canada must be getting higher. We must be winning the battle against illiteracy. On this one, 

the research says both yes and no. Yes, our young people are better educated and they do stay in 

school longer (despite public perceptions to the contrary) and, yes, more people between the ages 

of 16 and 24 are in the higher literacy categories than ever before. But no, statistics show a 

surprising lack of change in the overall Canadian literacy rate since 1989. Why? Because low 

literacy levels are very common with people over 44 years of age. 

Although young, more literate entrants to the labour force are replacing older, less-literate 

workers, the literacy rate of the adult population remains stubbornly flat. The report has no 

answer as to why this is so. The authors conclude that social and economic forces outside of 

formal education must be having profound effects on the literacy skills of the older cohorts. 

Obviously, this will be the subject for considerable further research. 

IALS does allow us to speculate about some of the causal factors for this phenomenon. IALS 

shows that the workplace is the key to maintaining literacy skills and improving literacy 

competence. IALS puts it simply. When all else is taken into consideration, "jobs cause literacy 

as much as they require it." The IALS also suggests that North American shop floors are less 

literacy-rich than those of some of our European competitors. Could the lack of literacy practice 

on the job be the key factor in the decline of skills of the older cohorts in the Canadian 

workforce? 

 



Myth # 9: It is a better investment to train the best and forget the rest. Or, to put it another 

way, with scarce resources, it makes the most sense to spend money on those best able to take 

advantage of development opportunities, those with sufficient literacy skills to be trainable. 

Perhaps this is more attitude than myth. Whatever it is, it is the wrong strategy, says the research. 

The provision of training opportunities to those already skilled is common among the seven 

nations studied. We ignore the literacy training needs of our whole labour force at our peril. Nor 

can we afford to neglect the deteriorating literacy skills of the short and longer term unemployed. 

As IALS says, the Canadian skill supply cannot be taken for granted if it is to meet the higher 

skill demands of global competition and economic expansion. 

Those are some of the myths surrounding adult literacy. Let me now pose a different question. 

Why does IALS stress the economic importance of literacy so much? The simple answer is that 

the researchers who brought us IALS also brought us the 1989 Canadian Survey of Literacy 

Skills Used in Daily Activities, and they learned a bitter lesson from LSUDA. People who make 

key decisions in Canada - finance ministers, finance officials and business leaders - ignored the 

1989 study. Literacy was not seen as an issue for the economy, so the pitch adopted for IALS is 

in the language of macro-economists. Macro-economists are powerful people these days. Politics 

is being driven by the bottom line. The authors of IALS have targeted that audience. IALS tells 

finance departments about the costs of low literacy - in terms of lost jobs, lower economic 

growth and weaker international competitiveness. As Senator Fairbairn often remarks, "this 

country will not be on the cutting edge of very much if we have a large percentage of our adult 

population with poor reading skills." Companies which require highly literate employees capable 

of reading and of being able to grasp the significance of information quickly, increasingly will 

have greater difficulty finding the people they need in order to be, and to remain, competitive. 

IALS says clearly to business that the literacy of their workers is an asset that must be nurtured 

as carefully as all other assets if Canada and Canadian-based enterprises are to be competitive. 

In conclusion, let me quote from the final paragraph of IALS: "literacy is important: it rewards 

those who are proficient and penalizes those who are not. For the individual, literacy affects 

employment success, income and life chances; literacy is both enriching and empowering." 

(Reading the Future, p. 79). It is hard to disagree with this sentiment. The issue is how do we get 

this message out to all Canadians? How do we convince people to read this work carefully and to 

think through how it affects their families, their friends, their relatives, their colleagues at work 

and the very fabric of their communities? Was IALS worth the cost and the effort? You be the 

judge.  

 

Mr. James E. Page is the Executive Secretary of both the National Literacy Secretariat (since April, 1994) and the 

Office of Learning Technology (since August, 1995). He has been Director General, Education Support Branch, 

Secretary of State (1989-1994) and Director, Canadian Studies (1984-1989). In addition, James was founding 

President of the International Council for Canadian Studies (1981-1983); three-time President of the Association for 

Canadian Studies (1978-1983); and a Member of the Commission on Canadian Studies (1973 - 1983). He taught at 

Seneca College from 1969 to 1983 and served for two years (1975 and 1976) with the Association of Canadian 

Community Colleges as the founding Director of both its Canadian Studies and International Offices. James has 

published extensively in the area of Canadian Studies. 



Al Shipton 

The JET Program 

Since 1990, AltaSteel has experienced a 45% reduction in salaried employees and a 31% 

reduction in unionized staff. The average age of AltaSteel's current 275 employees is 45 and the 

average educational level of unionized employees is grade 9. Recently, AltaSteel asked itself if 

its employees had the skills necessary to implement change and to operate the business into the 

next century. The answer was no. As a response, AltaSteel introduced the Job Effectiveness 

Training (JET) Program, an initiative developed by AVC-Edmonton. JET accommodated shift 

work schedules and addressed the employees' fear of classrooms and learning. Initially, there 

was strong opposition to enrollment, resistance now replaced by a culture of lifelong learning. 

JET is successful because it is based on trainee interests and the results of a company-wide needs 

analysis. It encourages employee buy-in and commitment by asking trainees to pay one half of 

the expenses and to attend sessions outside of personal work hours. To facilitate employee 

access, JET now boasts an on-site learning centre. This facility is equipped with 11 PCs and is 

open daily for learners. AVC-Edmonton instructors staff the centre 12 hours/week and augment 

individualized modules with prepared classes on common topics. JET curricula includes only 

what employees want to pursue, and familiar workplace materials are used whenever possible. 

Currently, topics include math, computers, steelmaking, interpersonal relationships, WHMIS, 

and financial planning. 

The overwhelmingly positive results appear to be long-term; trainees demonstrate a 22% 

improvement in basic skills as well as high employment satisfaction as "turned on" employees. 

The enhanced self-confidence and self-esteem of workers is also reflected in improved personal 

lives. As AltaSteel manager, Al Shipton, reported, "this is a win/win situation for everyone - 

employees and employers." 

 

Mr. A.F. (Al) Shipton has been the Manager of Manufacturing Services (Personnel, Industrial Relations, Medical, 

Security, Purchasing, Information Systems) for AltaSteel since 1988. He has a background in applied mathematics 

and Human Resource Development. Al worked as a systems analyst for a number of years before moving to the 

Human Resources area in the early 1980's, beginning as a Supervisor of Personnel and Industrial Relations for a 

major employer in Ontario. 

  



Brigid Hayes 

The National Literacy Secretariat 

Created in 1988, the NLS was the federal government's 

response to the growing understanding, at that time, that literacy 

was not just about whether one could read or write. What was 

beginning to be understood was that literacy reflects a range of 

skills that depend not just on levels of education but on a 

number of complex factors, including what happens in the 

workplace. 

The NLS recognized two important Canadian realities. The first reality was that 

constitutionally, education is the responsibility of the provinces. Rather than engage in a 

discussion of whether literacy is an education issue, a training issue or a citizenship 

issue, the NLS has chosen not to provide funding for the direct delivery of literacy 

programs. It does work, however, in partnership with the provinces and territories to 

match their spending on literacy. This is done through the funding of projects with 

community-based literacy groups, community colleges, school boards and other 

community partners. These projects address the need to raise public awareness around 

the issue, increase research, improve access to and outreach of literacy programs, 

facilitate information sharing and coordination, and develop learning materials which 

speak to adult learners. 

The second reality faced when creating the NLS was that literacy is everybody's 

business. No one sector of society is responsible for literacy; it must be everyone's 

concern. The government recognized that what was needed was a collaborative effort. 

And so, the NLS acts as a catalyst and facilitator to bring the various sectors of Canadian 

society together around the literacy issue. It helps these sectors to explore how best to 

deal with literacy issues. NLS partners include business associations, labour, national 

voluntary organizations and other interest groups. 

Today, the NLS is situated within the Department of Human Resources Development 

Canada. However, given the government's commitment to literacy, the NLS reports to 

the Minister with Special Responsibility for Literacy, the Honourable Joyce Fairbairn. 

Although the Senator was unable to attend this conference, she did spend several hours 

with WWestnet discussing IALS and related workplace literacy issues. 

Any discussion of workplace literacy is by definition a discussion that takes place among 

partners. In the workplace, there are no advantages to spending a great deal of time looking to the 

youth education system to find someone to blame for apparent low literacy skills. As many 

Canadians know, even the very best of credentials will grow stale if skills are not practiced and 

reinforced. The answers to redressing low literacy and basic skills lie completely within 

workplace structures. Working jointly, business and labour can develop programs and supports to 

ensure that workers have the necessary skills to tackle today's and tomorrow's jobs. And they can 

do this with the support of governments, workplace literacy practitioners and educators. 

 



From its inception, the NLS recognized that labour and business often need support to explore 

new ideas, research best practices and build experience in this new and exciting area. The NLS 

has worked with groups across the country to help them to devise their own solutions. However, 

the staff at the NLS are not the experts. The expertise needed to resolve literacy and basic skills 

issues can be found within business and labour organizations themselves. As many business and 

labour leaders have noted, workplace literacy is the one issue that consistently brings both sides 

to the table to work cooperatively.  

The bottom line is that workplaces across the country must be places of ongoing and lifelong 

learning. The job of the NLS is to create opportunities for those involved in workplace change to 

respond to the literacy issues facing workers and customers and the communities in which they 

operate. This is not a process that has a clear conclusion, a time when one can say, "Yes, our 

workforce is now completely literate." If one accepts, as the NLS does, that literacy skills are 

found along a continuum, that they can deteriorate if not used and that they vary depending on 

the material one is asked to read; if one accepts, as we do, that the demands for literacy skills 

placed on workers, on customers, on our communities, will change as society and work become 

more complex; if one accepts these assumptions, then one must also accept that the path will be 

ever changing, the goals ever shifting and the journey never finished. 

 

Ms. Brigid Hayes has been a Program Consultant with the National Literacy Secretariat Human Resources 

Development Canada since 1989. She is responsible for NLS partnerships with business and labour, workplace 

literacy, and policy issues. Brigid served with the Department of the Secretary of State from 1984 as a policy officer 

for youth, aboriginal people and voluntary action, and from 1987 as Director of the Voluntary Action Directorate. 

Before entering the federal public service, she worked for several years as a consultant in program and policy 

development with clients from the criminal justice field, women's organizations, aboriginal women's organizations 

and the voluntary sector. 

  



Dr. Albert Tuijnman 

An International View of IALS 

Dr. Tuijnman gave an overview of the International Adult 

Literacy Survey and pointed to several findings which should 

have an impact on educational policy among Organization for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) members. 

IALS data are being released at a time when most member 

countries are coping with turbulent economic changes which 

include rapid shifts in manufacturing processes, the 

internationalization of markets, and more fluid patterns of 

employment. He noted the growing awareness in OECD nations 

of the rising skill demands in the workplace and other trends in reaming economies 

worldwide. The survey will undoubtedly have an impact on the way that adult education 

and workforce training are conceptualized. 

He first pointed out that Canada and the United States are leaders in carrying out this 

kind of research, and that the National Literacy Secretariat and Statistics Canada were 

important contributors to the success of the project. In the United States, the National 

Adult Literacy Survey and the Young Adult Literacy Survey demonstrated the 

advantages of using a strong cognitive model to set the difficulty levels for the open-

ended tasks used in literacy studies. For Canada, previous experience with the 1989 

Literacy Skills Used in Daily Activities Survey paved the way for participation in the 

larger International Adult Literacy Survey. Statistics Canada took a lead role in 

collecting data and analyzing the survey results. 

Before IALS, the 29 OECD countries had generally considered literacy to be a 

dichotomous attribute; one was either 'literate' or 'illiterate.' Following the accepted 

practice of judging anyone with four years of primary education to be literate, most 

countries did not consider literacy to be an issue. As Dr. Tuijnman pointed out, by this 

minimal educational standard, 98% of citizens living in OECD countries were judged 

'literate.' 

IALS presents a much more complex picture of literacy, one of individuals stretched 

along a continuum of ability. Increasingly, those with fewer skills are finding that they 

are being excluded from a job market which offers employment only to the highly 

skilled. The survey also showed that literacy ability is strongly correlated with earnings 

when all other variables are held constant. The gap between 'skilled' and 'unskilled' has 

significant implications for social cohesion in all OECD member countries. For 

individuals, the consequences of poor literacy skills are fewer job opportunities and 

limited earning capacity; for nations, the lack of a highly skilled workforce can mean an 

inability to take advantage of the new global marketplace. 

 
 

 



IALS - International Comparison of Literacy Distribution 

 
 

  



As the IALS data illustrates, there is considerable variation in the distribution of literacy among 

the seven OECD nations which took part in the study. (See the graphs on the previous page.) The 

numbers of people in skill levels 1 and 2 show that limited literacy skill is a significant issue in 

all the participating countries. Swedish policy makers, for example, are concerned that 

approximately 25% of their population falls into the two lowest levels on the IALS scales; by 

comparison, Canada has about 40% of its population in these two levels. Most troubling is the 

fact that few of the people with limited ability feel that they have a problem. 

The survey also drove home the point that literacy skills can be gained and lost in adulthood. 

Survey data reveal that 10% of the Canadian population has more, or less, skill than predicted by 

years in school. Some adults manage to achieve high levels of literacy without the benefit of 

much schooling, while others are evidently unable to maintain the level of literacy attained in 

their childhood. Dr. Tuijnman also indicated that the use of literacy skills in the workplace is 

probably the most important factor in maintaining adult literacy. However, he also pointed to the 

data from the Swedish part of the survey and suggested that, "Some countries evidently do a 

better job of educating adults." 

 

Dr. Albert Tuijnman is the Principal Administrator in the Educational and Training Division of the OECD. Prior to 

joining the OECD, Albert was an associate professor at Stockholm and Twente Universities. He has expertise in a 

number of areas of study, including education economics and comparative education. He has edited or written 18 

books and 75 articles or chapters in his field of interest, the most recent publication being the International 

Encyclopedia of Adult Education and Training. Albert has served on government committees, research councils and 

on the boards of scholarly journals in different countries. Presently he is the Associate Director of the International 

Academy of Education. 

  



Stanley Jones 

IALS and the Canadian Workplace 

Stanley Jones was responsible for much of the analysis and reporting of the IALS data and so 

was able to illuminate the findings of the Canadian section of the survey. He first explained the 

conceptualization of literacy which underlies the IALS survey. The survey consists of a number 

of everyday tasks which require the use of literacy skills. The tasks vary in difficulty according 

to factors such as number of specifics required to answer a question, the degree to which 

inference is needed to match search term to given categories, and the plausibility of distracters. 

These factors were identified in previous research (Kirch and Mosenthal, 1990) as being strongly 

correlated with document difficulty. Individuals are assigned to the IALS ability levels according 

to the highest level of tasks they are able to complete successfully. An important consequence of 

this view of literacy is that skills are placed on a continuum; it recognizes that some people have 

more skill and some have less, but avoids identifying any point of the scale as being the literacy 

'benchmark.' 

The distribution of literacy skills in Canada for adults sixteen and older is shown in the graphs on 

the facing page. The data for individual provinces are only reported if the population is large 

enough to provide a reliable sample, except in the case of Alberta and New Brunswick where 

provincial governments purchased extra sampling. As has been noted before, adults in the 

western provinces have more schooling and higher levels of literacy than their eastern 

counterparts. 

While the gross distribution of literacy skills in the Canadian population is interesting, it is the 

connection between jobs and literacy which captures the attention of policy makers. Jones 

pointed to the relationship between employment growth and literacy ability. He noted that the 

areas where employment is growing Personal services, finance, and trade - require workers with 

high levels of literacy. Workers in sectors such as manufacturing, transport and agriculture, 

where employment is shrinking, tend to have lower levels of skill. IALS shows that the people 

being displaced by current economic shifts are often those least able to make the transition to 

available jobs. In other words, unskilled work is a thing of the past. 

Literacy is strongly correlated with attachment to the labour market. Canadian results show that 

people at level 1 on all scales are more likely to be unemployed or out of the labour force than 

their more skilled neighbours. A weaker attachment to the labour market also means that lower 

literacy levels are correlated with use of support programs such as employment insurance and 

social assistance. At work, a high level of literacy is directly associated with higher levels of 

income; highly literate people tend to have well paying jobs, where, not surprisingly, they read 

and write a lot more than their less able co-workers. 

  



IALS - Comparison of Literacy Distribution in Canada 

 

Mr. Jones closed on a theme which resonated with many of the delegates in the room. He put up a chart 

which showed that those with the lowest level of ability also get the least training. Workers at the highest 

literacy levels (level 4/5) are three times as likely to get training than those at level 1. 

 

Mr. Stanley Jones was consultant on literacy for both the Survey of Literacy Skills in Daily Activities (Statistics 

Canada, 1989) and the IALS (Statistics Canada, 1995). With colleagues from the Educational Testing Service, he 

designed the survey test used. He was responsible for the analysis of the data for both the IALS report (Literacy, 

Economy and Society) and the IALS Canadian report (Reading the Future), and wrote the analysis chapters for both. 

He also designed the framework for Human Resource Development Canada's basic skills analysis project, a 

framework which is the basis for discussions of an international job skills survey. He is a frequent consultant on 

school-to-work transition projects. Most recently, he has been involved with the re-design of the Test of English as a 

Foreign Language for the Educational Testing Service. 



 

Dr. Harvey Krahn 

Literacy: Use it or Lose it 

In response to the release of the IALS data, Dr. Harvey Krahn 

from the Department of Sociology at the University of Alberta 

along with a colleague, Dr. Graham Lowe, is embarking on a 

research study to investigate the proposition that adult literacy 

skills are the result of the way that individual adults live and 

particularly the kind of jobs they have. While use of literacy 

skills in leisure and community activities can help to maintain 

and build those skills, demand for literacy at work has been 

found to be a significant factor in predicting adult literacy 

competence. Dr. Krahn intends to analyze IALS data and other studies to establish a 

relationship between occupational demand for literacy and demonstrated skill. This 

research arises from the observation that a history of employment in low skill jobs is 

associated with lower levels of adult literacy. Dr. Krahn suggests it is time to stop 

placing all the blame for poor adult literacy skills on the education system. Popular 

wisdom has always implied that low-skilled jobs result in workers with lower levels of 

skill. Adam Smith noted in the Wealth of Nations (1776), "The man whose whole life is 

spent performing a few simple operations . . . has no occasion to exert his understanding, 

or to exercise his invention . . . He naturally loses, therefore, the habit of such exertion, 

and generally becomes as stupid and ignorant as it is possible for a human creature to 

become." However, as late as 1992, the Economic Council of Canada was still blaming 

the public school system for the state of adult literacy when it commented: ". . . if these 

figures (results from the Literacy Skills Used in Daily Activities study) do not improve, 

our school system will produce well over one million new functional illiterates over the 

next ten years." IALS, on the other hand, suggests that Adam Smith was right - Adult 

competencies are, in part, the result of using literacy skills at work and in other adult 

contexts. Dr. Ivan Fellegi, Chief Statistician for Canada, cautiously notes that the IALS 

data are "at least suggestive of the hypothesis that regular use of acquired literacy might 

be a factor in its retention." Dr. Krahn will use a variety of sources to investigate the 'use 

it or lose it' literacy hypothesis. First among these sources will be the IALS data, but 

studies of other related research on the link between complex environments (like the 

workplace) and learning skills will also be reviewed.  

 

Dr. Harvey Krahn has served as a consultant to Statistics Canada, Human Resources Development Canada, 

and several provincial government departments. His publications include a widely-used textbook in the 

sociology of work, a recent book on high school dropouts, a research monograph for Statistics Canada, and 

more than 50 research papers in academic journals and books. 

 
 

 



 

Lynda Fownes 

Basic Skills at Work 

The Essential Skills Research Project, begun in 1994 by 

Standards, Planning, and Analysis, is a national initiative 

funded by Human Resources Development Canada. The goal of 

the project is to produce an Essential Skills profile for each 

lower-skill entry-level occupation, reflecting the actual 

requirements of the Canadian workplace. Each profile will be 

developed on the composite of 20 or more open format 

interviews conducted across the country. Once an occupation is 

targeted for study, employers or union representatives identify 

workers who are fully competent. These individuals are asked to discuss in detail what 

they do at work and what skills are required to be successful. Results are then recorded in 

a standard information format. 

For the purposes of this study, essential skills are defined as those skills considered 

fundamental, the Velcro to which occupational or technical skills stick. Essential skills 

are also viewed as enabling skills; that is, they enable an employee to perform the tasks 

demanded by the job, though they are not necessarily "the job" itself. The Essential Skills 

Research Project has identified the following as essential skills: reading, document use, 

writing, numeracy, oral communication, thinking skills (problem solving, decision 

making, planning and organizing), computer skills, and continuous learning. When the 

study is completed in 1997, it is expected that results will be used to make workplace 

training more effective, set standards for entry into occupations, enhance health and 

safety training, streamline restraining programs and provide career information for youth 

and those considering career changes. 

 

Ms. Lynda Fownes is the Manager of the BC Construction Industry Skills Improvement Council 

(SkillPlan). Lynda joined the organization in 1992 as Research Director and has designed and managed a 

wide range of projects involving employers, unions, government and educators. Since then, Lynda has 

contributed to the development of Literacy Task Analysis, now known as Workplace Basic Skills Analysis. 

Her lifelong association with the construction industry and her experience as a teacher and consultant to the 

Ministry of Education, Curriculum Development Branch, have provided her with expertise in the field of 
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Evaluation Summary - September 

 

 

  



Evaluation Form Comments 

September 

Bouquets 

 A valuable opportunity to meet counterparts from other areas  

 A great chance to broaden perspectives re: the implications of IALS  

 A wonderful opportunity to network across disciplines  

 Excellent organization of the conference and attention to detail  

 Outstanding speakers  

 Great location, rooms and facilities  

 The best conference I've ever attended, and I've been to many  

 Great starting point  

 Very useful materials provided 

Brickbats 

 There was too much smoke in the lobby / snack area  

 Group reporter added a political bias to her presentation  

 Time was too short for the breakout sessions  

 Time constraints weakened the development of action plans  

 Wish we had established a focus and long range plan  

 Facilitators talked too much 

Next Time . . . 

 Meeting and presenting in sector groups and then splitting into mixed groups may have 

been valuable  

 Groups were too large, especially given the time constraints  

 Should have been more background discussion and fact finding  

 Should have been a full two day workshop  

 We need to network like this on an annual basis. Please! 

  



Evaluation Summary - November 

 

 

  



Evaluation Form Comments  

November 

Bouquets 

 Speakers extremely knowledgeable on topics. 

 Nice mix of business, education and labour-great networking opportunity.  

 Very well organized - materials very attractive. 

 Speakers well chosen and coordination first rate - I found the whole event very 

worthwhile. 

 Excellent location, fine environment and very positive atmosphere. 

 Good first step with the IALS; what next is on everyone's mind. 

 A wonderful professional development opportunity. 

 Wonderful hand-outs and very polished, professional presentations. 

 The Round Table opened my eyes to the talent in the room. Today has been a great kick-

off to a longer discussion regarding "where to go from here." 

 Most excellent idea and professionally executed. This symposium has been essential and 

effective in bringing IALS forth to business, labour and government. I learned a great 

deal even though I already knew a great deal about IALS. 

 A great return on my investment of time. 

 Excellent time management and pacing. A very well planned day. 

Brickbats 

 Would have been significantly improved by breaking up the stand and talk presentations 

with some other medium - video? audience participation?  

 the government and education sector seemed to be more aware of IALS than business and 

labour, and this tended to slant the discussion period.  

 excellent speakers but too little time to dialogue with them - one day session too short.  

 For the wrap-up, I would have preferred a quick recap of Round Table discussions - even 

if each table just read them out. 

Next Time . . . 

 It would have been great if we could have heard more about the successes of 

implementing programs in western Canada.  

 More on formulation of partnerships for workplace literacy programming would have 

been welcome from my point of view. 

 There is a need to involve the K-12 education sector a little more fully in such 

events/work. 

 Would have been helpful to have had more employer information e.g. types of workplace 

initiatives and employer training. 

 Provincial groupings at some stage would have been helpful. 

 



Recommendations for Next Steps 

 More case studies at the next phase. 

 Make the report more readily available to and readable for small business and non-

unionized workers. 

 Take the next step and bring more people together to hear about the study results. We 

need to make plans and take appropriate action to address issues raised in the study. 

 We need to meet as provinces or areas. 

 We need to focus on a future symposium that addresses the barriers to change (for 

employers, employees, unions, education/training providers and governments) and new 

practices and institutional arrangements that can overcome these barriers. 

  



Round Table Discussion Feedback 

What does IALS say to you? 

 IALS points out the lack of value that is placed on continuous learning in Canada, that is, 

the role Canadian culture plays in terms of the relatively low literacy levels in Canada. 

How do we change the culture? 

 Stop pointing fingers, laying blame; literacy - is everyone's responsibility. 

 The biggest strength of IALS is that it provides substantial ammunition to move from 

awareness to action. 

 It is clear that there is a whole cultural dimension to literacy. It is probably the most 

critical issue. 

 It is important that as a society we do not become divided (the hour glass effect) based on 

our literacy skills. We must develop a process based on barrier-free access. 

 The enhancement of literacy blurs the process of formal and informal learning. It raises 

the question of what activities contribute to literacy attainment. 

 We need to know as a society what is required to move people from level 2 to level 3 in a 

way that starts to develop a culture of learning. 

 The Canadian education system is giving adults what they need in the short term but it 

may not be effective in the long term. 

 A major problem is that individuals at the low end of the literacy ability scale do not 

consider this an impediment. 

 Literacy is a continuum and it is important to determine how the education system fits 

into this continuum. 

 We are all potentially life-long learners; appropriate motivation for learning must always 

be a consideration. 

 Literacy skills are multi-dimensional and can be acquired in non-formal learning 

situations. 

 Literacy is not static - levels can go up and down. 

 Worker literacy solutions need to be integrated into the bigger workplace picture. 

 A life-long learning culture exists for a few but must be made accessible to all. We need 

to develop an agenda that addresses social/economic renewal, an agenda that includes 

lifelong learning and literacy. These two systems cannot be exclusive of each other. 

 A higher level of education is no guarantee of a literate workforce because if you don't 

use it, you lose it. 

 The major question arising from IALS is whose responsibility is it to deal with literacy in 

the workplace? 

 We need to participate continually in comparative analysis for 2 reasons - to develop 

external benchmarks and to foster a better understanding of where we are. Both should 

result in a promotion of dialogue. 

 There is a growing gap between the "haves" and "have nots" in terms of literacy skills. 

There is a need for greater cohesion within the workforce and consideration of this aspect 

of the workplace. 

 

 

 



What do you plan to do with the IALS information you have received today? 

 take it back to the K-12 education system 

 use it to foster a culture of lifelong reaming in my workplace and community 

 lobby to have IALS measures become industry standards for assessing literacy rates 

 put more energy into developing a learning culture in the post-secondary education 

system 

 inform government education policy makers and make the IALS findings a consideration 

when training initiatives are developed 

 incorporate it into research work involving cross-cultural comparisons in areas such as 

the apprenticeship system, the education system, etc. 

 use it to improve workplace ethics. Workplace ethics is the number 1 issue in the Yukon. 

Increasing literacy levels increases self-confidence and this, in turn, improves workplace 

ethics. 

 bring it to people's attention through professional associations such as the Canadian 

Mining Association, the Chamber of Commerce, etc. Today's information is the 

ammunition they need to start effecting change - IALS offers a more scientific basis for 

promoting change. 

 establish a Yukon workplace literacy steering committee to undertake workplace needs 

assessments (college, business, community based) 

 present findings to our Human Resources department to see what can be done in my 

workplace raise the awareness of rural organizations such as the Wheat Pool 

 make presentations to sectoral labour councils and apply findings to present labour 

training programs 

 examine how jobs are designed in my sector with an eye to guarding against de-skilling 

and to promoting a more effective school to work transition process  

 attempt to get the message to the largest Canadian business audience - small business 

 lobby government to increase funding to northern literacy initiatives 

 work with literacy advocates and practitioners to develop a literacy program for our 

company 

 raise the awareness of politicians re: economic development/community and social 

development and how literacy is an important part of this 

 examine whether adequate wage rewards exist at my workplace to encourage individuals 

to pursue lifelong learning 

 examine how Canada can introduce basic skills training in the context of job-specific 

training, that is, not allow essential skills training to be perceived as separate, "unto 

itself" training - give it a relevant, over-arching and on-going role 
  



Jurisdictional Action Plans 

British Columbia 

 create a coordinating body in BC to address workplace literacy issues  

 identify an influential MLA to be responsible for workplace literacy  

 approach WWESTNET to meet with key people in the province to try to influence policy 

development re: program funding, and to propose a suitable model such as Manitoba's  

 ensure there is provincial financial support for any workplace literacy initiatives  

 try to ensure workplace training contractors are aware of IALS and apply its findings to 

workplace literacy 

Teachers of English as a Second Language (TEAL) 

 make presentations to institutions  

 put IALS on the agenda of the BC TEAL conference  

 talk to the BC TEAL executive - ask for NLS support  

 conduct mini-workshops and breakfast meetings on IALS and English in the Workplace  

 plan a marketing workshop for English in the Workplace trainers 

BC Labour Force Development Board (BCLFDB) 

 arrange a Board presentation for the LFDB for October or December to raise awareness 

of IALS 

 add IALS to the agenda of the meeting of Deans and Directors of developmental studies 

 adopt use it or lose it as a slogan 

 try to obtain COPS funding for an IALS-related project (the COPS program provides 

$80,000 to colleges to develop programs which build community awareness of socio-

economic issues) 

Literacy BC 

 have Jim Page speak about IALS at the October 25 annual general meeting  

 be involved in four breakfast meetings with business and labour, and four regional 

meetings all focusing on IALS 

 train staff and regional coordinators regarding IALS findings 

 request meetings with government ministers to raise awareness of the implications of 

IALS 

 press the Minister to form a department addressing workplace literacy issues 

 send a "did you know" to MLAs and MPs and to business and labour contacts every three 

months 

 from the Community Skill Centres and the Foundation Skills Project, respectively, to be 

used as a forum for IALS themes 

 



General plans of action include: 

 creating "champions of the cause"  

 compiling a database of workplace literacy practitioners and participating employers  

 developing a pool of trained practitioners  

 implementing a 1-800 line 

 

Alberta 

 encourage umbrella organizations such as the Literacy Coordinators of Alberta, Alberta 

Teachers of English as a Second Language, Alberta Association for Adult Literacy to 

provide IALS information to their respective members 

 hire a contract person to make presentations to select audiences not already reached - 

Alberta Teachers Association, community groups, social services 

 provide information to universities and colleges (Kjersti Powell) 

 provide WWestnet panel presentations for Alberta Association for Continuing Education 

Alberta Teachers of English as a Second Language (ATESL) 

 relay IALS information at a conference panel presentation October 24 - 26 (Carolyn 

Dieleman)  

 target forums including college newsletters, local newspapers and local English as a 

Second Language organization meetings 

Literacy Coordinators of Alberta (LCA) 

 assist in the organization of an IALS session at the LCA conference (Marnie Schaetti) 

 promote IALS through Nancy Steel's literacy field work 

 introduce IALS via new coordinator training and the WWestnet newsletter  

Alberta Association for Adult Literacy (AAAL)  

 present a report at the next board meeting  

 report about IALS via the newsletter  

 make a presentation to the conference coordinator re: possible conference topics 

 

 

 



Saskatchewan 

1. What has happened regarding public awareness in Saskatchewan to date? 

 display boards for conferences have been created  

 there have been presentations to the Rotary Club, university groups and teachers' 

organizations  

 an in-service for the Network board has been provided and a presentation kit has been 

developed  

 meetings with department administrators and officials and the provincial cabinet have 

taken place 

2. To do in the future 

 develop colour overheads with the help of the National Literacy Secretariat (NLS)  

 develop handouts for presenters (NLS kits)  

 recruit November delegates strategically and perhaps brief them prior to the symposium 

3. Goals for the November meeting 

 develop a strategy for workplace evaluation in small business define the roles of business, 

labour and educational institutions in workplace literacy plan for follow-up after 

November 

 

Manitoba 

1. First Step 

 form an action committee comprised of attendees plus other interested parties 

 make presentations, an important way to provide opportunities for face-to-face dialogue 

 carry out piggyback mail-outs 

 develop a matrix of interest groups and characteristics 

 develop group-appropriate materials 

 translate the IALS levels 1 - 5 into business terms and mass media usable forms 

 create a "Coles Notes" version of the information, including questions and answers 

 coordinate sessions for the various groups so it is possible to facilitate cross-group 

discussion 

 be positive about the opportunities IALS presents 

 be future-oriented and try to articulate future skills requirements 

 

 



2. Second Step 

 develop an interim agenda for effecting changes to the training culture, an agenda which 

would encourage training needs to be viewed as long-term and cumulative, from needs 

assessment through to final evaluation; as incorporating literacy issues 

3. Third Step 

 create a culture which actually views workplace training as long term and cumulative 

 

NWT and the Yukon 

Discussion revolved around a way to generate interest and create a circle of stakeholders in the 

north. Past efforts have met with limited success. Suggestions for overcoming this problem were 

to: 

 develop programs which are relevant and appropriate 

 find models and mentors 

 through research and evaluation, find out what works 

 push the Government to ensure the north is included in any future surveys  

 look for people to be contacts in business, government and education 

 network 

 share information with others involved in projects and with the media 

 arrange presentations to the Chamber of Commerce, Rotary Club, College Advisory 

Council, Literacy Coalition, Department of Justice, and the Learning for Life Conference 

(October 24 -26) 

 find out what materials are available from the NLS 
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