Catalogue no.89-617-XIE

Buildingon our Competencies:

| D]
| |

Canadian Results of theInternational
Adult Literacy and Skills Survey

2003

I*I Human Resources and
Skills Development Canada
Statistics
Canada

Ressources humaines et
Développement des compétences Canada

Statistique
Canada



How to obtain more information

Specific inquiries about this product and related statistics or services should be directed to: Client Services, Culture, Tourism
and the Centre for Education Statistics, Statistics Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, K1A 0T6 (telephone: (613) 951-7608; toll free at
1 800 307-3382; by fax at (613) 951-9040; or e-mail: educationstats@statcan.ca).

For information on the wide range of data available from Statistics Canada, you can contact us by calling one of our toll-free
numbers. You can also contact us by e-mail or by visiting our website.

National inquiries line 1800 263-1136
National telecommunications device for the hearing impaired 1 800 363-7629
Depository Services Program inquiries 1 800 700-1033
Fax line for Depository Services Program 1 800 889-9734
E-mail inquiries infostats@statcan.ca
Website www.statcan.ca

Information to access the product

This product, catalogue no. 89-617-XIE, is available for free. To obtain a single issue, visit our website at www.statcan.ca and select
Our Products and Services.

Standards of service to the public

Statistics Canada is committed to serving its clients in a prompt, reliable and courteous manner and in the official language of their
choice.To this end, the Agency has developed standards of service that its employees observe in serving its clients. To obtain a copy
of these service standards, please contact Statistics Canada toll free at 1 800 263-1136. The service standards
are also published on www.statcan.ca under About Statistics Canada > Providing services to Canadians.


mailto:educationstats@statcan.ca
mailto:infostats@statcan.ca
http://www.statcan.ca
http://www.statcan.ca
http://www.statcan.ca

Statistics Canada

Buildingonour Competencies:
Canadian Results of the International
Adult Literacy and Skills Survey

2003

Published by authority of the Minister responsible for Statistics Canada
© Minister of Industry, 2005

All rights reserved. The content of this publication may be reproduced, in whole or in part, and
by any means, without further permission from Statistics Canada, subject to the following
conditions: that it is done solely for the purposes of private study, research, criticism, review,
newspaper summary, and/or for non-commercial purposes; and that Statistics Canada be fully
acknowledged as follows: Source (or “Adapted from”, if appropriate): Statistics Canada, name
of product, catalogue, volume and issue numbers, reference period and page(s). Otherwise, no
part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any
form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopy, for any purposes, without the prior
written permission of Licensing Services, Marketing Division, Statistics Canada, Ottawa,
Ontario, Canada K1A OT6.

November 2005

Catalogue no. 89-617-XIE
ISBN 0-662-42116-7

Catalogue no. 89-617-XWF
ISBN 0-662-42117-5

Frequency: Occasional

Ottawa

Cette publication est disponible en frangais (n° 89-617-XIF au catalogue)

Statistics Canada

Human Resources and Skills Development Canada




Building on our Competencies: Canadian Results of the International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey

Note of appreciation

Canadaowesthe success of its statistical system to along-standing partnership
between Statistics Canada, the citizens of Canada, its businesses, governments
and other institutions. Accurate and timely statistical information could not
be produced without their continued cooperation and goodwill.

— Statistics Canada — Catalogue no. 89-617-XIE



Table of contents

Preface e 7
Highlights e 9
INTrOdUCHION  ..eiiiiiii it 11
Chapter 1 Provincial, territorial and international

comparisons of adult competencies ...............ccccuee.... 21
Chapter 2 Demographic characteristics and proficiencies .......... 37
Chapter 3 Proficiencies of selected groups .........ccccccecvvenivenncne 53
Chapter 4 Proficiency and economic outcomes .............c........... 73
Chapter 5 Proficiency and SOCIety .........coocueeeviiiiniiiieniiieiieeene 91

ConclUSION ..cuviiiiiiiiiiic 107
Annex A Data values for the figures .......c.cccceeeiiniiiniiennnn 111
Annex B A construct-centered approach to understanding

what was measured in the International Adult

Literacy and Skills Survey (IALSS) .......ccccovivennnicn. 195
Annex C Survey methodology ...........ccoeviiiiiiiniiiiniiiinicne 229
Annex D List Of Partners .......cocceevvieiiiiiciiiiciieceec e 239

Statistics Canada — Catalogue no. 89-617-XIE






Preface

Of learning as of virtue, it may be affirmed, that it is at once honoured and
neglected. Samuel Johnson, 1760

This report presents new information on the level and distribution of literacy
performance for all Canadian provinces and territories. The 2003 International Adult
Literacy and Skills Survey did not merely ask respondents about their education or
self-assessed literacy proficiency, but actually measured their performance against an
international standard, and linked this to economic and social outcomes.

The results document the powerful influence literacy exerts on people’s life
chances and quality of life. Even though Canadians are better educated and their
living environments more literacy rich than ever before, many adults nevertheless
experience a literacy challenge in everyday life. Paradoxically, the improvements
achieved in the quality of schooling and in the level of educational attainment of the
population have not diminished but reinforced the concern with literacy. This is
because literacy demands are not static but evolve with social and economic change.
Literacy requirements in Canadian workplaces have increased over time, by some
measures dramatically so. In addition to the abilities normally associated with literacy —
mainly reading and writing — people today also require higher-order analytical skills,
numeracy and technological and computer literacy.

In addition to the literacy profiles of Canadians, this report presents, for the
first time, a comparative analysis of the population distribution of numeracy and
problem solving abilities, ranging from elementary to advanced levels of complexity.
It also shows how these abilities are related to the use of computers and other
information and communication technologies in Canadian society. Because the 2003
literacy scores are directly comparable to those from the 1994 International Adult
Literacy Survey, the report allows the reader to understand how the level of literacy
in Canada has changed over the past decade.

Contrary to expectation, the report finds little improvement in literacy
proficiency since 1994. The new survey shows almost nine million Canadians aged
16 to 65 (12 million if Canadians over 65 are included) score below the desirable
threshold of prose literacy performance. This average result masks the fact that there
are significant differences between the provinces and territories in the proportions of
the population with low literacy, numeracy and problem solving scores. The new
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literacy data will be used extensively in further studies to understand these differences
and, particularly, why literacy in Canada has not improved as much as expected.

This information is invaluable for policy makers, service providers and literacy
professionals in making good decisions and creating the conditions that foster high
rates of adult learning. This is significant because of the importance of literacy for
economic development and social cohesion. Moreover, the Government of Canada
has stated that raising literacy and numeracy is a priority. Results from this survey
will provide evidence to formulate policies that will ensure that Canadians are well
equipped to face the future.

Neil Bouwer Sange de Silva
Director General Director-General

Learning Policy Directorate Social and Institutional Statistics

Strategic Policy and Planning Center for Education Statistics

Statistics Canada
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Highlights

This report presents the results of the 2003 International Adult Literacy and Skills
Survey (IALSS) that measured the proficiencies in literacy, numeracy and problem
solving of the Canadian population. It shows the skills distributions of the population
of each of the ten provinces and three territories and of specific subpopulations, such
as immigrants, Aboriginal peoples and minority language groups. The report also
analyses the relationships between socio-demographic characteristics, such as age,
education, type of work and income, and performance in literacy, numeracy and
problem solving.

The average proficiency scores of the adult population aged 16 and over
in the Yukon, Alberta, Saskatchewan and British Columbia are above the
Canadian averages across all four domains measured in the IALSS 2003
while those of New Brunswick, Newfoundland and Labrador and
Nunavut are below.

Nova Scotia, the Northwest Territories, Manitoba, Ontario and Prince
Edward Island have average scores that are not statistically different than
the Canadian averages. In Quebec, the average scores for the two literacy
domains are below the national averages while for the numeracy and
problem solving domains there is no difference.

Nationally, 48 percent of the adult population — 12 million Canadians
aged 16 and over— perform below Level 3 on the prose and document
literacy scales (about 9 million or 42 percent of Canadians aged 16 to 65).
Level 3 proficiency is considered to be the “desired level” of competence
for coping with the increasing skill demands of the emerging knowledge
and information economy.

At 55%, the proportion of the Canadian population aged 16 and over
with numeracy scores below Level 3 was even more pronounced.

Overall, there has been little change in literacy performance between

1994 and 2003.

The established patterns of literacy proficiency continue to prevail, with
higher performance among the young and the educated.

In New Brunswick, Quebec, Ontario and Manitoba, Francophones have
lower average prose literacy scores than Anglophones.
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In part a reflection of differing levels of formal education and use of a
mother tongue other than English or French, the literacy performance of
the Aboriginal populations surveyed is lower than that of the total
Canadian population.

The proportion of immigrants whose mother tongue is neither English
nor French at Level 1 on the prose literacy scale is about twice that of
immigrants with a mother tongue of English or French and over three
times that of the Canadian-born population.

Proficiency of Canadians, aged 16 to 65, in literacy, numeracy and
problem solving is clearly linked to their labour market outcomes. The
average proficiency scores of those employed are higher than those who
are either unemployed or not in the labour force.

Respondents reporting poor health score lower on the document literacy
scale compared with those reporting fair, good or excellent health.
Although the nature of this relationship needs to be explored further, the
evidence suggests that health issues and literacy issues intersect.

Higher levels of prose literacy are associated with higher engagement in
various community activities. Literacy may be a key factor in building a
socially engaged community, while such a community in turn may be
more likely to develop a literacy rich environment to sustain and improve
its literacy base.
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Introduction

Literacy, numeracy and problem solving are essential to function in today’s world.
For individuals, they are the key to realizing their full economic and social potential
and the foundation upon which they acquire additional knowledge and skills
throughout adulthood. They are strongly associated with individual outcomes and
enable people to participate in their communities, make wise consumer decisions,
and construct social networks.

Proficiency in literacy, numeracy and problem solving enhance the capacity of
individuals to participate in lifelong learning and to improve productivity. In a global
economy, a highly skilled population is an asset and fundamental to economic growth.
Factors such as globalization, the impact of new technologies and the move to a
knowledge economy have led the occupational composition in Canada to shift towards
more highly skilled occupations requiring higher levels of education. A knowledge
economy requires workers who can adapt quickly to the changing skills requirements
in the labour market.

The social implications of literacy, numeracy and problem solving are no less
important. Understanding the link between these competencies and civic participation,
for example, has important implications for building strong communities and social
institutions. Inadequate proficiencies in literacy, numeracy or problem solving increase
the risk of exclusion for particular societal groups.

Canada, as well as many other countries, invests heavily in compulsory education
in order to build a strong foundation of literacy, numeracy and problem solving.
Measuring the distribution of these competencies in the population can assist
individuals, employers, communities and governments in making decisions that are
crucial to achieving high rates of economic growth, reducing inequalities in economic
and social outcomes, and promoting social inclusion.

Previous international research has already shown that most of the differences
in the level and distribution of skill can be explained by social background, education
and a range of factors that reflect how adults lead their lives. Further, differences in
the level and distribution of skill have been found to be associated with large
differences in outcomes in multiple facets of life — work, education, home and the
community. And finally, large differences in skills exist both within and between
countries.

This report presents the results of the 2003 International Adult Literacy and
Skills Survey (IALSS) that aimed to measure the proficiencies in literacy, numeracy
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and problem solving of the Canadian population. It focuses on differences within
Canada rather than those observed between countries. The IALSS sample is large
enough to present the skills distributions of the population of each of the ten provinces
and three territories and of specific subpopulations, such as immigrants, Aboriginal
people and minority language groups. The report also analyses the relationships
between socio-demographic characteristics, such as age, education, type of work
and income, and performance in literacy, numeracy and problem solving.

Text box A

Literacy is a continuum

The 2003 International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, like its predecessor, the
1994 International Adult Literacy Survey is not a survey aimed at distinguishing
those who are “literate” from those who are “illiterate”. There is no arbitrary standard
used in the IALSS to distinguish adults who have proficiency from those who do
not. The IALSS measures literacy and numeracy along a continuum of proficiency
that indicates how well adults use information in today’s society.

What is the IALSS?

Conducted in 2003, the International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey (IALSS) is
the Canadian component of the Adult Literacy and Life Skills program (ALL). The
ALL program is a “... large-scale co-operative effort undertaken by governments,
national statistical agencies, research institutions and multi-lateral agencies” that
provides internationally comparable measures in four domains: prose and document
literacy, numeracy and problem solving (OECD and Statistics Canada, 2005). Over
23,000 individuals aged 16 and over from across the ten provinces and three territories
responded to the Canadian IALSS.

Text box B

The Adult Literacy and Life Skills Program (ALL)

The development and management of the ALL study were co-ordinated by Statistics
Canada and the Educational Testing Services (ETS, Princeton, United States) in
collaboration with the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) of the
United States Department of Education, the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) and the Institute for Statistics (UIS) of the
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).

The ALL survey, undertaken during the first half of 2003, required all
participating countries' to collect data from a nationally representative sample of at
least 3,000 respondents aged 16 to 65 for each language tested — English and French
in the case of Canada. The minimum sample requirements for the ALL survey
were exceeded in Canada because several federal agencies and provincial
governments funded the collection of additional cases so as to ensure high reliability
in the estimation of data values for small population groups. Moreover, unlike the
1994 TALS,? the 2003 Canadian IALSS also benefited from contributions made
by territorial governments. As a result, the number of respondents is sufficient to
provide accurate estimates for the Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut (a
complete list of Partners to the IALSS can be found in Annex D). Finally, as with
the 1994 IALS, the 2003 IALSS added Canadians over the age of 65 to the sample.
Over 23,000 individuals from across Canada spent an average of two hours
responding to the IALSS. Annex Table 1.3 shows the actual and weighted
distributions of respondents from across Canada.
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Introduction

Every respondent was first given a common questionnaire seeking information
about demographic characteristics and variables such as educational attainment,
occupation, income, and engagement in adult learning and community activities.
The respondents were then given an internationally validated psychometric?
instrument designed to measure proficiency in four domains:

*  Prose literacy — the knowledge and skills needed to understand and use
information from texts including editorials, news stories, brochures and
instruction manuals.

* 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 charts.

* Numeracy — the knowledge and skills required to effectively manage the
mathematical demands of diverse situations.

* Problem solving — problem solving involves goal-directed thinking and
action in situations for which no routine solutions exist. The problem
solver has a more or less well defined goal, but it is not immediately
obvious how to reach it. The incongruence of goals and admissible
operators constitutes a problem. The understanding of the problem
situation and its step-by-step transformation, based on planning and
reasoning, constitute the process of problem solving.

The TALSS builds on its predecessor, the 1994 International Adult Literacy
Survey (IALS). The IALSS numeracy scale expands the quantitative literacy domain
measured in 1994 and is a broader, more inclusive measure of mathematics skills and
knowledge. Problem solving is a new domain in 2003. The prose and document
literacy scales used in 2003, however, are identical to those carried by the IALS in
1994. Thus, for several countries including Canada, it is now possible to examine
both the current distributions of prose and document literacy and how these have

evolved between 1994 and 2003.

Text box C

The four domains: Prose and document literacy, numeracy
and problem solving

The same prose and document literacy scales are used in both the 1994 IALS and
the 2003 IALSS. For both domains, the proficiency scales from the two surveys
were linked through the inclusion of a subset of test items originally used in 1994.
Thus, for several countries including Canada, the current distributions of prose
and document literacy can be compared to those in 1994 to see how these have
evolved.

The 2003 IALSS numeracy scale builds on the quantitative literacy domain
measured in 1994, providing a broader, more inclusive measure of mathematics
skills and conceptual mathematical knowledge. This expanded scale measures more
than the ability to perform mathematical operations on numbers embedded in text
by including many tasks that require no or little reading.

Finally, the IALSS carried tasks to assess proficiency in problem solving. This
new domain was validated through rigorous testing and displays unique
characteristics not found in the other measures. To some extent, it requires the
integration of the knowledge and skills measured by the literacy and numeracy
domains and their application to new situations. It also implicates basic logical
tools needed to provide effective solution strategies to the problems presented in
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Text box C (concluded)

The four domains: Prose and document literacy, numeracy
and problem solving

everyday life. These include the ability to order, evaluate and prioritize a series of
factors and to discriminate, plan, analyze and reason through a variety of choices in
order to arrive at an effective solution to a given problem.

The conceptualization and definitions of the four domains as well as examples
of actual test items used in the assessment are presented in Annex B. Readers
requiring additional technical information on the psychometric aspects of the study
are referred to Statistics Canada (2004).

How to interpret the IALSS
Like the IALS before it, the 2003 IALSS conceptualizes proficiency along a

continuum that denotes how well adults use information to function in society and
the economy. The IALSS does not measure the absence of competencies rather it
measures knowledge and skills in the four domains along a broad range of ability.
Consequently, the results cannot be used to classify population groups as either
“literate” or “illiterate”.

Proficiency in each domain is measured on a continuous scale. Each scale
starts at zero and increases to a theoretical maximum of 500 points. Scores along the
scale denote the points at which a person with a given level of performance has an 80

percent probability of successfully completing a task at that level of difficulty (see
Text Box D).

Useful summary statistics can be derived that describe the competencies of
populations such as their overall average score. Populations with similar average
scores, however, may have quite different numbers of low or high performing adults.
Thus, one can also look at how the scores are distributed within populations by
using percentile scores. Percentile scores are the scores below which a specified
percentage of adults are found. Thus, for example, the 5th percentile score is the one
below which we find 5 percent of adults in a particular population. Differences in
percentile scores tell us something about the degree of equality in proficiency across
populations.

The IALSS scores are also grouped into proficiency levels representing a set
of tasks of increasing difficulty (see Table I.1). For the prose and document literacy
domains as well as the numeracy domain, experts have defined five broad levels of
difficulty, each corresponding to a similar range of scores. For the problem solving
domain, experts have defined four broad levels of difficulty. In each domain, Level 1
denotes the lowest proficiency level and Level 4/5 the highest.

It is important, for analytical as well as operational reasons, to define a “desired
level” of competence for coping with the increasing skill demands of the emerging
knowledge and information economy. Level 3 performance is generally chosen as a
benchmark because in developed countries, performance above Level 2 is generally
associated with a number of positive outcomes. These include increased civic
participation, increased economic success and independence, and enhanced
opportunities for lifelong learning and personal literacy (Kirsch, L., et al., 1993;
Murray, T.S. et al., 1997; Tuijnman, A., 2001). Whereas individuals at proficiency
Levels 1 and 2 typically have not yet mastered the minimum foundation of literacy
needed to attain higher levels of performance (Strucker, J., Yamamoto, K. 2005).
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Introduction

Secondary analysis of the 1994 IALS data has yielded consistent evidence that
the performance difference between Level 2 and Level 3 on the prose, document
and quantitative literacy scales is substantive and corresponds to a significant difference
in measurable benefits accruing to citizens in OECD countries (OECD and HRDC,
1997). Results of preliminary analysis of the IALSS data, including the new numeracy
scale, are consistent with this finding. For this reason, some of the analyses contained
in this report anchor the scales at the cut point between Levels 2 and 3, thus
highlighting the distributions above and below this threshold for the prose, document
and numeracy domains. In contrast, interpretation of the problem solving domain
(see Table 1.2) is more complex and no single “desirable” threshold has yet been set.

Thus, the tables and charts included in this report provide multiple ways to
examine how the distributions of competencies differ across Canada.

Text box D
Measuring proficiency

For TALSS, each proficiency scale starts at zero and increases to a theoretical
maximum of 500 points. Scores along the scale denote the points at which a person
with a given level of performance has an 80 percent probability of successfully
completing a task at that level of difficulty. For instance, a person with an assessed
performance at 250 points has an 80 percent probability of correctly answering a
task with an estimated difficulty level of 250. The same individual would have an
“80 percent plus” probability of correctly answering a simpler task (about 95 percent
for a task with a complexity of 200) and a diminished probability (less than 80
percent) of successfully completing a more difficult task (about 40 percent for a

task with a complexity of 300) (Kirsch, Jungeblut and Campbell, 1992).

Interestingly, while the probability of a correct response may approach zero as
the tasks become more difficult, it can never quite reach it because there is always
some chance, however small, that a correct answer will be provided regardless of
ability. Accordingly, the results presented in this report measure performance along
a proficiency continuum. The scales do not measure the absence of a competence,
and thus cannot distinguish those who have from those who lack a specific
competency.

The proficiency levels used for IALSS are useful in summarizing the results
but also have some limitations. First, the relatively small proportions of respondents
who actually reach Level 5 do not always allow for accurate reporting. For this
reason, whenever results are presented by proficiency level, Levels 4 and 5 are
combined. Second, as shown in Tables I.1 and 1.2, the levels indicate specific sets of
abilities and, therefore, the thresholds for the levels are not equidistant. The ranges
of scores in each level are therefore not identical. In fact, for all four domains,
Level 1 captures almost half of the scale. The thresholds for the problem solving
domain are set somewhat differently and Level 1 covers precisely half of the scale.
Level 1 includes all basic abilities required to attain higher levels. In other words,
the ability to read may lie somewhere in Level 1, but the ability to understand and
use what has been read comes in gradations of complexity from Level 1 to Level 5.
The upshot of the relatively large ranges of scores in Level 1 on each of the scales is
that there are multiple sub-levels of proficiency within this level. The range includes
those who can barely read at all as well as those who read poorly or inattentively.*

Statistics Canada — Catalogue no. 89-617-XIE



Building on our Competencies: Canadian Results of the International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey

Five levels of difficulty for the prose, document and numeracy domains

Level 1
(0 to 225)

Level 2
(226 to 275)

Level 3
(276 to 325)

Level 4
(326 to 375)

Level 5
(376 to 500)

Prose Document Numeracy

Most of the tasks in this level require the
respondent to read relatively short text to
locate a single piece of information which is
identical to or synonymous with the
information given in the question or
directive. If plausible but incorrect
information is present in the text, it tends
not to be located near the correct
information.

Tasks in this level tend to require the
respondent either to locate a piece of
information based on a literal match or to
enter information from personal knowledge
onto a document. Little, if any, distracting
information is present.

Tasks in this level require the respondent to
show an understanding of basic numerical
ideas by completing simple tasks in concrete,
familiar contexts where the mathematical
content is explicit with little text. Tasks
consist of simple, one-step operations such
as counting, sorting dates, performing simple
arithmetic operations or understanding
common and simple percents such as 50%.

Some tasks in this level require respondents
to locate a single piece of information in the
text; however, several distracters or plausible
but incorrect pieces of information may be
present, or low-level inferences may be
required. Other tasks require the respondent
to integrate two or more pieces of
information or to compare and contrast
easily identifiable information based on a
criterion provided in the question or
directive.

Tasks in this level are more varied than those
in Level 1. Some require the respondents to
match a single piece of information; however,
several distracters may be present, or the
match may require low-level inferences.
Tasks in this level may also ask the
respondent to cycle through information in
adocument or to integrate information from
various parts of a document.

Tasks in this level are fairly simple and relate
to identifying and understanding basic
mathematical concepts embedded in a range
of familiar contexts where the mathematical
content is quite explicit and visual with few
distracters. Tasks tend to include one-step
or two-step processes and estimations
involving whole numbers, benchmark
percents and fractions, interpreting simple
graphical or spatial representations, and
performing simple measurements.

Tasks in this level tend to require
respondents to make literal or synonymous
matches between the text and information
given in the task, or to make matches that
require low-level inferences. Other tasks ask
respondents to integrate information from
dense or lengthy text that contains no
organizational aids such as headings.
Respondents may also be asked to generate
a response based on information that can be
casily identified in the text. Distracting
information is present, but is not located near
the correct information.

Some tasks in this level require the
respondent to integrate multiple pieces of
information from one or more documents.
Others ask respondents to cycle through
rather complex tables or graphs which
contain information that is irrelevant or
inappropriate to the task.

Tasks in this level require the respondent to
demonstrate understanding of mathematical
information represented in a range of
different forms, such as in numbers, symbols,
maps, graphs, texts, and drawings. Skills
required involve number and spatial sense,
knowledge of mathematical patterns and
relationships and the ability to interpret
proportions, data and statistics embedded in
relatively simple texts where there may be
distracters. Tasks commonly involve
undertaking a number of processes to solve
problems.

These tasks require respondents to perform
multiple-feature matches and to integrate or
synthesize information from complex or
lengthy passages. More complex inferences
are needed to perform successfully.
Conditional information is frequently
present in tasks at this level and must be
taken into consideration by the respondent.

Tasks in this level, like those at the previous
levels, ask respondents to perform multiple-
feature matches, cycle through documents,
and integrate information; however, they
require a greater degree of inference. Many
of these tasks require respondents to provide
numerous responses but do not designate
how many responses are needed. Conditional
information is also present in the document
tasks at this level and must be taken into
account by the respondent.

Tasks at this level require respondents to
understand a broad range of mathematical
information of a more abstract nature
represented in diverse ways, including in
texts of increasing complexity or in
unfamiliar contexts. These tasks involve
undertaking multiple steps to find solutions
to problems and require more complex
reasoning and interpretation skills, including
comprehending and working with
proportions and formulas or offering
explanations for answers.

Some tasks in this level require the
respondent to search for information in
dense text which contains a number of
plausible distracters. Others ask respondents
to make high-level inferences or use
specialized background knowledge. Some
tasks ask respondents to contrast complex
information.

Tasks in this level require the respondent to
search through complex displays that contain
multiple distracters, to make high-level text-
based inferences, and to use specialized
knowledge.

Tasks in this level require respondents to
understand complex representations and
abstract and formal mathematical and
statistical ideas, possibly embedded in
complex texts. Respondents may have to
integrate multiple types of mathematical
information, draw inferences, or generate
mathematical justification for answers.
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Table 1.2

Four levels of difficulty for the problem solving domain

Problem solving

Tasks in this level typically require the respondent to make simple inferences, based on limited information stemming

Level 1 from a familiar context. Tasks in this level are rather concrete with a limited scope of reasoning. They require the
(0 to 250) respondent to make simple connections, without having to check systematically any constraints. The respondent has to
draw direct consequences, based on the information given and on his/her previous knowledge about a familiar context.

Tasks in this level often require the respondent to evaluate certain alternatives with regard to well-defined, transparent,

Level 2 explicitly stated criteria. The reasoning however may be done step by step, in a linear process, without loops or
(251 to 300) backtracking. Successful problem solving may require to combine information from different sources, as e.g. from the
question section and the information section of the test booklet.

Some tasks in this level require the respondent to order several objects according to given criteria. Other tasks require

Level 3 him/her to determine a sequence of actions/events or to construct a solution by taking non-transparent or multiple
(301 to 350) interdependent constraints into account. The reasoning process goes back and forth in a non-linear manner, requiring
a good deal of self-regulation. At this level respondents often have to cope with multi-dimensional or ill-defined goals.

Items in this level require the respondent to judge the completeness, consistency and/or dependency among multiple

Level 4 criteria. In many cases, he/she has to explain how the solution was reached and why it is correct. The respondent has to
(351 to 500) reason from a meta-perspective, taking into account an entire system of problem solving states and possible solutions.
Often the criteria and the goals have to be inferred from the given information before actually starting the solution
process.

Organization of the report

Chapter 1 presents international, provincial and territorial comparisons of performance
in the four domains measured (prose literacy, document literacy, numeracy, and
problem solving). This chapter also presents analysis exploring changes in literacy
performance over time. Chapter 2 examines variations in the population distributions
of proficiency by various demographic characteristics, including age, gender and
education. Chapter 3 analyses the proficiency distributions of population groups of
special interest, including Aboriginal and immigrant populations. Chapter 4 analyses
the relationships between proficiency and economic outcomes such as labour force
participation and income inequality. Chapter 5 presents analytical results concerning
the magnitude of the effects of proficiency on social outcomes, notably health and
civic engagement and investigates patterns in the relationships between proficiency
and the use of information and communication technologies (ICT) in Canada. The
key findings are summarized and discussed in the Conclusion.

Data underlying the graphs and figures in the body of the report can be found,
often with more details, in the tables of Annex A. A detailed overview of the IALSS
proficiency scales — how they are defined, how they were measured, how proficiency
was summarized and how proficiency estimates should be interpreted can be found
in Annex B. Annex C documents key methodological aspects of the study and, finally,

Annex D identifies the various federal, provincial, territorial and international agencies
responsible for the IALSS.

1
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Note to readers

The proficiency results are generally reported separately for the four measured scales —
p y g y rep p y
prose literacy, document literacy, numeracy, and problem solving.

Given the comparative nature of IALSS, every effort was made to establish
the validity, reliability, comparability and interpretability of estimates, and to control
and quantify errors that might interfere with or bias interpretation. Notes to figures
and tables are used to alert readers whenever errors might affect interpretation.

The data presented in this report are estimated from representative but complex
samples of adults in Canada. Additionally, there is a degree of error associated with
the measurement of skills because they are estimated on the basis of responses to
samples of test items. In the report’s data tables, standard errors, in parenthesis next
to the actual estimates, express the degree of uncertainty associated with both sampling
and measurement errors.

When comparing 2003 IALSS results for Canada to either 2003 data for
other countries or to the 1994 TALS, it is necessary to use a sub-sample of the
IALSS. On one hand, the international comparisons need to be restricted to the
16 to 65 age group, since Canada is the only country that collected data for the over
65 population. On the other hand, the comparisons to the 1994 IALS need to be
restricted to the provinces since the northern territories were not part of the 1994
survey. Each of these sub-samples of the 2003 IALSS displays somewhat different
proficiency profiles, which needs to be kept in mind.
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Table 1.3

Geographical distribution of IALSS respondents, Canada and jurisdictions,
aged 16 and over, 2003

Actual Weighted
number of number of
Province or Territory Abbreviations respondents respondents
Newfoundland and Labrador N.L. 1,299 431,647
Prince Edward Island P.E.I. 645 111,274
Nova Scotia N.S. 1,272 747,446
New Brunswick N.B. 1,466 599,680
Quebec Que. 4,166 5,994,043
Ontario Ont. 4,946 9,621,290
Manitoba Man. 2,267 852,805
Saskatchewan Sask. 1,234 741,828
Alberta Alta. 1,307 2,428,843
British Columbia B.C. 1,849 3,313,116
Yukon Yokun 1,092 20,738
Northwest Territory N.W.T. 818 26,541
Nunavut Nvt. 677 12,592
Canada Can. 23,038 24,901,843
Endnotes
1. Participating countries included Bermuda, Canada, Italy, Norway, Switzerland, the United

States and the Mexican state of Nuevo Leon.

2. The International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) was fielded between 1994 and 1998 in 22
countries. Data for Canada were collected in 1994. Results are reported in three volumes, see
OECD and Statistics Canada (1995), OECD and HRDC (1997), and OECD and Statistics
Canada (2000).

3. Psychometrics refers to the branch of psychology that deals with the design, administration,
and interpretation of quantitative tests for the measurement of variables such as intelligence,
aptitude, and personality traits.

4. The International Survey of Reading Skills is a follow-up to the 2003 IALSS that will provide
more information about respondents at Level 1. Results are expected in 2006.
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Chapter 1

Provincial, territorial and international
comparisons of adult competencies

This chapter compares the profiles of the adult population in the ten provinces and
three territories, in terms of average scores and proficiency levels in four domains:
prose literacy, document literacy, numeracy and problem solving. It situates the
provinces and territories internationally by comparing them to the six countries other
than Canada that participated in the 2003 ALL. Finally, it compares results from the
1994 IALS to those of 2003 for the prose and document domains.

Average proficiency scores of provinces and territories

The average proficiency scores of the adult population aged 16 and over in the Yukon,
Alberta, Saskatchewan and British Columbia are above the Canadian averages across
all four domains measured in the IALSS 2003 (See Text Box A1) while those of
New Brunswick, Newfoundland and Labrador and Nunavut are below. Nova Scotia,
the Northwest Territories, Manitoba, Ontario and Prince Edward Island have average
scores that are not statistically different than the Canadian averages. In Quebec, the
average scores for the two literacy domains are below the national averages while for
the numeracy and problem solving domains there is no difference (Table 1.1).

Text table 1.1

Provincial and territorial performance in relation to the Canadian average

Prose

Document

Numeracy

Problem solving

Average score significantly
higher than the Canadian

Yukon, Alberta,
British Columbia,

Yukon, Alberta,
British Columbia,

Yukon, Alberta,
British Columbia,

Yukon, Alberta,
British Columbia,

average Saskatchewan Saskatchewan Saskatchewan Saskatchewan
Average score not significantly | Nova Scotia, Nova Scotia, Nova Scotia, Nova Scotia,
different than the Canadian Northwest Territories, Northwest Territories, Northwest Territories, Northwest Territories,

average

Manitoba, Prince
Edward Island, Ontario

Manitoba, Prince
Edward Island, Ontario

Manitoba, Prince Edward
Island, Ontario, Quebec

Manitoba, Prince Edward
Island, Ontario, Quebec

Average score significantly
lower than the Canadian
average

Quebec, New Brunswick,
Newfoundland and
Labrador, Nunavut

Quebec, New Brunswick,
Newfoundland and
Labrador, Nunavut

New Brunswick,
Newfoundland and
Labrador, Nunavut

New Brunswick,
Newfoundland and
Labrador, Nunavut

Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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This general pattern wherein western provinces score above the Canadian
average, central Canada at the average and eastern provinces below the average was
also observed in both the 1989 survey of Literacy Skills Used in Daily Activities
(LSUDA) and the 1994 TALS. The IALSS 2003 shows that this same east to west
pattern also holds for the territories. However, there are exceptions to this
generalization, most notably Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island.

Text box A1

A note on statistical comparisons

The average proficiency values were computed from the scores of random samples
of respondents from each jurisdiction across Canada and not from the entire
population in each jurisdiction. Consequently it cannot be said with certainty that
a sample average has the same value as a population average that would have been
obtained had all residents been assessed. Additionally, a degree of error is associated
with the scores describing a respondent’s proficiency as these scores are estimates
based on responses to a sample of test items. A statistic, called the standard error, is
used to express the degree of uncertainty associated with the sample error and the
measurement error of the test. The standard error can be used to construct confidence
intervals, which allow one to make inferences about the population mean scores
and distributions in a manner that reflects the uncertainty associated with the sample
estimates. A 95 percent confidence interval is used in this report and represents a
range of plus or minus about two standard errors around the sample average. Using
this confidence interval, it can be inferred that the population mean scores or
proportions would lie within this confidence interval in 95 out of 100 replications
of the measurement, using different samples randomly drawn from the same
population.

When comparing scores among countries, provinces, territories or population
subgroups, the degree of error in each average score should be considered in order
to determine if the averages really are different from each other. Standard errors
and confidence intervals may be used as the basis for performing these comparative
statistical tests. Such tests can identify, with a known probability, whether there are
actual differences in the populations being compared.

For example, when an observed difference is significant at the 0.05 level, it
implies that the probability is less than 0.05 that the observed difference could
have occurred because of sampling and measurement error. When comparing
jurisdictions, extensive use is made of this type of test to reduce the likelihood that
any spurious differences due to sampling and measurement error be interpreted as
real.

Only statistically significant differences at the 0.05 level are noted in this
report, unless otherwise stated. This means that the 95 percent confidence intervals
for the averages being compared do not overlap. Due to rounding error, some non-
overlapping confidence intervals share an upper or lower limit. All statistical
differences are based on un-rounded data.

Table 1.1 groups provinces and territories with respect to how they compare
to the Canadian average scores. Figures 1.1A to D indicate whether the average
scores of the provinces and territories differ from one another in a statistically
significant way. For each pair, across all four domains, the figures show which scores
are statistically higher, lower or where the differences are not statistically significant.
The provinces and territories are ranked by average score from highest to lowest
across the columns and down the rows.

The Yukon has the highest average proficiency scores in all four domains. Its
prose literacy score is significantly higher not just than the Canadian average but
also than all other provinces and territories. The higher than average score in the
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Yukon is undoubtedly a result of many factors, some of which will be expanded upon
in this report, including age, occupation, industry of employment and the literacy
performance of its Aboriginal people. According to the 2001 Census of Canada and
the Yukon Labour Force Survey, 2003, when compared to Canada as a whole, the
Yukon’s population is more concentrated in the 25 to 54 age group and in management,
social science and government occupations. As will be seen in subsequent chapters,
literacy performance is higher among these ages and types of occupations.

In each of the four domains, Nunavut’s scores are lower than all other provinces
and territories. The IALSS assessments were conducted in English or French. The
mother tongue of over 60 percent of respondents in Nunavut, however, is neither
English nor French but Inuktitut. Further, over half of the Nunavut respondents use
Inuktitut on a daily basis (other Aboriginal languages are also used regularly in
Nunavut). Since IALSS measures literacy of respondents in English or French, it
may not provide an accurate profile of the competencies of the population in Nunavut.

In all four domains, the scores of the adult population in Saskatchewan, Alberta
and British Columbia are significantly above the national average and their scores
are similar to each other. After the Yukon, these three provinces have the highest
average scores of all jurisdictions with the exception of Nova Scotia and the Northwest
Territories in selected domains.

The average prose and document literacy scores for Quebec, New Brunswick,
Newfoundland and Labrador are similar to one another; however, each of these
provinces has a score lower than the Canadian average.

Five jurisdictions, Nova Scotia, the Northwest Territories, Manitoba, Prince
Edward Island and Ontario have average scores in all domains that are about the
same as the Canadian national average. Within this middle performing group, there
are no significant differences in their average scores.

While Prince Edward Island and Ontario belong to the middle performing
group of provinces, relative to the Canadian average, their average prose literacy
scores are not really much different from those of New Brunswick and Quebec - two
provinces that belong to the lower performing group.

In contrast, Nova Scotia and the Northwest Territories, which also belong to
the middle performing group of provinces, have average prose literacy scores that are
not much different from the higher performing provinces. The same is true for the
Northwest Territories in the document literacy domain.

On the numeracy scale, however, Nova Scotia’s average score is at least 10 points
lower than any of the scores of the jurisdictions belonging to the higher performing
group. On the problem solving scale, the Northwest Territories’ average score is 9
points below that of the higher group.
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Figure 1.1 A and B

Comparisons of provinces and territories based on average scores,

by domain, population aged 16 and over, 2003

A. Prose

Provinces and Territories

Comparison

Reference

Yukon

Saskatchewan

Alberta

British Columbia

Nova Scotia

Northwest Territories

Manitoba

Prince Edward Island

Canada

Ontario

Quebec

New Brunswick

Newfoundland and Labrador

Nunavut

B. Document

Provinces and Territories

Comparison

Reference Yukon | Alta. Canada
Yukon O
Alberta U
Saskatchewan ° °
British Columbia v °
Northwest Territories v v
Nova Scotia v v
Manitoba N N
Canada N \
Prince Edward Island v v
Ontario N N
Quebec v v
New Brunswick v v
Newfoundland and Labrador v v
Nunavut v v

v

_ Mean proficiency significantly higher than comparison jurisdiction

No statistically significant difference from comparison jurisdiction
Mean proficiency significantly lower than comparison jurisdiction

Note: Jurisdictions are ranked by the average proficiency score.
Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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Figure 1.1 C and D (concluded)

Comparisons of provinces and territories based on average scores,

by domain, population aged 16 and over, 2003

C. Numeracy

Provinces and Territories Comparison
Reference Yukon
Yukon
Alberta .
Saskatchewan v
British Columbia v
Northwest Territories N
Canada v
Nova Scotia v
Manitoba v
Ontario v
Prince Edward Island v
Quebec v
New Brunswick v
Newfoundland and Labrador v
Nunavut v
D. Problem solving
Provinces and Territories Comparison
Reference Yukon | Alta. Canada
Yukon °
Alberta °
Saskatchewan ° .
British Columbia v °
Nova Scotia M °
Manitoba v M
Canada v v
Northwest Territories N N
Ontario N N
Prince Edward Island v v
Quebec v v
New Brunswick v v
Newfoundland and Labrador v v
Nunavut v v
_ Mean proficiency significantly higher than comparison jurisdiction
° No statistically significant difference from comparison jurisdiction
v Mean proficiency significantly lower than comparison jurisdiction

Note: Jurisdictions are ranked by the average proficiency score.
Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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Incidence of low proficiency in Canada

Another way of assessing Canadian performance across these four domains is to
examine the percentage of the population at proficiency Levels 1 and 2. The benefit
of this method is that it allows one to see how literacy, numeracy and problem solving
abilities are distributed, in varying degrees, in each of the jurisdictions under
examination.

For the prose, document and numeracy scales, Level 3 is considered to be the
desired threshold or the “...minimum for persons to understand and use information
contained in the increasingly difficult texts and tasks that characterize the emerging
knowledge society and information economy.” ! (See Table 1.1 in the Introduction
for a description of the proficiency levels). Such a desired level has not yet been
defined for the problem solving scale. (Figures 1.2A through 1.2D present the
percentage of the population at each of the proficiency levels.)

Just under half of Canadian adults aged 16 and over, 48 percent, score below
Level 3 on the prose and document literacy scales while just over half (55 percent)
are below Level 3 on the numeracy scale. For those aged 16 to 65, the proportion
below Level 3 on the prose literacy scale is 42 percent (See Text Box B1).

Text box B1

Proficiency among 16 to 65 year-olds

As can be seen in Chapter 2 of this report, age and literacy performance are related.
Performance is stronger in the younger age groups. This is clearly seen when the
Canadian and jurisdictional average proficiency scores and levels are presented for
only those aged 16 to 65; that is, excluding seniors. For example, 42 percent of
those aged 16 to 65 score below Level 3 on the prose literacy scale. Yet, for those
aged 16 and over the proportion is 48 percent - a reflection of the lower average
scores among the 66 and over population. In prose literacy, the average score for
the 16 to 65 year-old population is 281, corresponding to Level 3 proficiency.
When seniors are included, the average score of those 16 and over is 272,
corresponding to Level 2 proficiency. Nevertheless, even if the older population is
excluded there remain about 9 million Canadians age 16 to 65 who score below
Level 3 in prose literacy.

Table 1.1 in this chapter shows how provinces and territories compare to the
national average across the four domains assessed by IALSS for the 16 and over
population. When only those 16 to 65 are included, the picture is much the same.
The Yukon, Saskatchewan, Alberta and British Columbia jurisdictions have average
scores that are above the national average for 16 to 65 year-olds in each of the four
domains. Three jurisdictions, New Brunswick, Newfoundland and Labrador and
Nunavut, all score below the national average for 16 to 65 year-olds for each of the
four domains. One province, Quebec, scores below the national average for prose
and document literacy and at the national average for numeracy and problem solving.
All other jurisdictions score at the national average for 16 to 65 year-olds across all
four domains.

For the 16 and over population, the Yukon has average proficiency scores that
are higher than all other jurisdictions across all four domains, partly due to the fact
that the Yukon’s population is more concentrated in the 25 to 54 age range. When
the 66 and over population is excluded, the average scores for the 16 to 65 year-old
population in the Yukon and the other high performing jurisdictions (Saskatchewan,
Alberta and British Columbia) are more similar (Tables 1.6 to 1.9 in Annex A
present data for the 16 to 65 year-old population).
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Atboth the national and jurisdictional levels, the proportions of the population
age 16 and over below Level 3 tend to be higher in the numeracy domain than in
either the prose or document literacy domains (Table 1.2).

Text table 1.2

Proportions of the adult population 16 and over at proficiency Levels 1 and 2 by groups
of provinces and territories and by prose, document and numeracy domains

Northwest
Territories,
Manitoba, Quebec,
British Columbia, Ontario, Nova New Brunswick,
Alberta, Scotia, Prince Newfoundland
Yukon Saskatchewan Edward Island and Labrador Nunavut Canada

Percent below level 3

Prose 33.4 39.5 t0 40.1 44.8 t0 49.5 54.6 10 56.0 73.0 41.1
Document 35.5 40.2 10 40.6 46.1t0 50.6 56.7 t0 58.3 73.8 48.6
Numeracy 432 48.71048.9 53.0 t0 59.6 58.9 10 65.3 78.1 55.1

Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

In each of the three domains, the province or territory with the lowest proportion
of its population below Level 3 is the Yukon. In the prose literacy domain, for instance,
about one-third of the Yukon’s population is below Level 3.

Next are the provinces of Alberta, British Columbia and Saskatchewan which
have slightly larger, yet very similar, proportions of their population below Level 3 in
each of the three domains. The Northwest Territories, Manitoba, Ontario, Nova
Scotia and Prince Edward Island have proportions of their population with less than
Level 3 proficiency that are about the Canadian average.

The differences between Alberta, British Columbia and Saskatchewan and
the group of provinces and territories that form the average group are significant,
over 4 percentage points, in each of the prose literacy, document literacy and numeracy
domains.

With more than 54 percent of their population at Levels 1 and 2 in the prose
literacy domain, and higher proportions in the other domains, Quebec, New
Brunswick and Newfoundland and Labrador clearly have a significant proportion of
their population aged 16 and over at risk of not being able to fully reach their social
and economic potential. As at the national level, the proportions at Levels 1 and 2
are lower when only the population between the ages of 16 and 65 are considered

(See Annex A Table 1.7).
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Text table 1.3

Proportions of the adult population 16 and over at proficiency Level 1 by groups of provinces
and territories and by prose, document and numeracy domains

Northwest
Territories,
Manitoba, Quebec,
British Columbia, Ontario, Nova New Brunswick,
Alberta, Scotia, Prince Newfoundland
Yukon Saskatchewan Edward Island and Labrador Nunavut Canada

Percent at level 1

Prose 10.5 13.5t017.3 17.31021.3 22.3t024.0 47.2 19.9
Document 10.8 14.6t017.4 19.2 to 22.7 25.11026.5 46.9 21.5
Numeracy 15.7 19.71t021.4 25.0t027.0 27.6t0 32.0 55.7 25.5

Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Finally, over 73 percent of adult population in Nunavut performs below
Level 3, likely in large part a reflection of the languages of the IALSS assessment.

Individuals who score at Level 1 on the proficiency scales have very limited
abilities to locate, understand and use information, or to do simple, one-step numerical
operations. Overall, the proportion of Canadian adults who score at this level is
about 20 percent on both the prose and document literacy scales, about 25 percent
on the numeracy scale and about 36 percent on the problem solving scale (Table 1.3).

Again, the proportions are the lowest in the Yukon and the highest in Nunavut.
British Columbia, Alberta and Saskatchewan had proportions lower than the
Canadian average, and Quebec, New Brunswick and Newfoundland and Labrador
had proportions above average.

The next chapters provide insight into the factors associated with these scores.
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Figure 1.2 Ato D

Percent of population at each proficiency level, Canada and jurisdictions,
population, aged 16 and over, 2003

Percent A. Prose
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Percent B. Document
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Notes: Figure 1.2D contains certain unreliable estimates. Consult the tables in Annex A for the standard error of each estimate.
Jurisdictions are ranked by percent of population at or above Level 3 for the prose, document and numeracy scales.
Jurisdictions are ranked by percent above Level 1 for the problem solving scale.

Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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Canadian and international comparisons

Variation in the distribution of proficiencies between Canadian jurisdictions is
mirrored by variation between countries (Figures 1.3 A to D). International
comparisons allow us to assess the Canadian results against external benchmarks.
Some provinces and territories perform as well as, or even better than, the best
performing countries participating in the ALL study, while others perform less well.?
The literacy performance of 16 to 65 year-olds in the Yukon, Saskatchewan, Alberta
and British Columbia, for example, compares favourably with Bermuda and Norway,
the best performing countries. The average literacy performance of the adult
populations of most Canadian provinces and territories is significantly higher than
that of the adult population in the United States.

The length of the bar in Figures 1.3 A to D denotes the extent of inequality in
performance within a jurisdiction with longer lines indicating greater inequality. On
the prose literacy scale, British Columbia, the Northwest Territories and Ontario
have a relatively large spread in scores, like Bermuda and Italy. In contrast, the shorter
bar for Saskatchewan, like Switzerland, indicates a tighter distribution of scores.

These findings, taken as a whole, are useful because they also indicate the
degree of inequality in the distribution of proficiency between each jurisdiction which
“... 1s associated with the distribution of social, economic, health and educational
outcomes.”

Figures 1.3 A to D show how the proficiency scores are distributed within
populations by using percentiles. The extreme left of the bars shows the scores for
the weakest performers in the population (known as the 5th percentile where
95 percent of the population scores above this level) while the extreme right provides
the score for the strongest performers (known as the 95th percentile where only
5 percent of the population score higher). In between are the middle performers
(the 25th and 75th percentiles) and in the centre of the bar is the mean or average
score. When plotted along a line, these points provide a clear picture of the spread of
literacy and numeracy performance within each jurisdiction. For instance, on the
prose scale, the average score for both the Yukon and Saskatchewan is greater than
the 75th percentile scores in Nunavut, Italy and the Mexican State of Nuevo Leon.
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Figure 1.3 A and B

Provincial, territorial and international comparative distribution of average scores with .95 confidence
interval and scores at the 5th, 25th, 75th and 95th percentiles on proficiency scales ranging
from 0 to 500 points, population aged 16 to 65, 2003

Yukon
Saskatchewan
Norway

Bermuda

Alberta

British Columbia
Nova Scotia
Manitoba

Prince Edward Island
Canada

Northwest Territories
Ontario

Quebec

New Brunswick
Switzerland
Newfoundland and Labrador
United States
Nunavut

Italy

Nuevo Leon, Mexico

150 200 250 300 350 400 450
Scale scores

B. Document

500

Norway
Saskatchewan
Yukon

Alberta

British Columbia
Nova Scotia
Manitoba

Canada

Prince Edward Island
Bermuda

Northwest Territories
Ontario

Switzerland

Quebec

New Brunswick
United States
Newfoundland and Labrador
Nunavut

Nuevo Leon, Mexico
Italy

Mean and .95 confidence
interval for mean

5th 25th 75th 95th
percentile  percentile percentile percentile

v v v
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500

Notes: Countries, Canadian provinces and territories are ranked by average scores for each domain.

The province of Nuevo Leon in Mexico did not field the numeracy domain.

Switzerland (Italian), the United States, and the province of Nuevo Leon in Mexico did not field the problem solving domain.
Source:  Adult Literacy and Lufe Skills Survey, 2003; International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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Figure 1.3 C and D (concluded)

Provincial, territorial and international comparative distribution of average scores with .95 confidence
interval and scores at the 5th, 25th, 75th and 95th percentiles on proficiency scales ranging
from 0 to 500 points, population aged 16 to 65, 2003

C. Numeracy
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D. Problem solving
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Notes: Countries, Canadian provinces and territories are ranked by average scores for each domain.

The province of Nuevo Leon in Mexico did not field the numeracy domain.

Switzerland (Italian), the United States, and the province of Nuevo Leon in Mexico did not field the problem solving domain.
Source: Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey, 2003; International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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Change in literacy between 1994 and 2003

Overall, there has been little change in the distribution of literacy between 1994 and
2003. For Canada, the average prose literacy score for adults aged 16 and over was
2701n 1994 and 272 in 2003. On the document literacy scale, the change was equally
slight, from 270 to 271, over the same time period. The Canadian experience was
not unique — very little change in literacy proficiency was observed in any of the
countries who participated in both international surveys.

Similarly, the average literacy scores of the provinces and regions* show only
small variations over this same period. Generally, the literacy profiles appear to have
improved somewhat, with the exception of Ontario and Alberta. However, the only
statistically significant changes between 1994 and 2003 were seen in Quebec, where
there was an increase in the average prose literacy score from 255 to 266, and in the
Atlantic region where there was an increase in the document literacy score from 259

to 267 (Figure 1.4 A and B).

Figure 1.4 A and B

Average literacy scores across selected regions and provinces,
population aged 16 and over, 1994 and 2003
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Notes: The Western region includes Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta and British Columbia.

The Atlantic region includes Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick and Prince
Edward Island.

The northern territories are excluded from the Canadian average.
Source: International Adult Literacy Survey, 1994; International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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Figure 1.5 A and B shows that there have been some slight shifts in the
distribution of proficiency between 1994 and 2003. In general, the proportions at
the lowest and highest levels have diminished while the proportions in the middle
have grown correspondingly. In other words, there appear to be fewer Canadians at
the highest and lowest literacy levels in 2003 than in 1994 and more at Levels 2 and
3. Few of the observed changes are statistically significant, however. Accordingly,
the cautious conclusion is that there has been little change in the literacy profiles of
Canadians between 1994 and 2003.

Figure 1.5 A and B

Changes in distribution of literacy levels across selected regions and
provinces, population aged 16 and over, 1994 and 2003
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Notes: The Western region includes Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta and British Columbia.

The Atlantic region includes Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick and Prince

Edward Island.

The northern territories are excluded from the Canadian average.

Regions and provinces are ranked in descending order according to the percentage above Level 2 in 1994.
Source:  International Adult Literacy Survey, 1994; International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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While the findings are suggestive, the small variations observed in the literacy
profiles of 1994 and 2003 in relation to the magnitude of the combined error associated
with these estimates suggest the need to remain cautious in interpretation. That
some improvement is observed for some geographic entities must be tempered with
the knowledge that changes in the literacy profiles in Canada, if real statistically,
were quite small on a macro level. For this reason, this report will re-examine the
issue in subsequent chapters. Are there specific demographic groups that show more
marked change than others? Could the small, observed change in the national average
mask a larger, more important shift in the scores of specific sub-groups? These are
questions that will be addressed in the remainder of this report.

Conclusions

This chapter presents a comparative perspective on the levels and distributions of
adult proficiency in four domains — prose literacy, document literacy, numeracy and
problem solving — for the provinces and territories, for Canada, and for other countries
that participated in the 2003 ALL survey. In addition, prose and document literacy
scores in 1994 and 2003 are compared.

The results show that literacy in Canada is not uniformly distributed. The
average literacy, numeracy and problem solving scores of adults in the Yukon, Alberta,
Saskatchewan and British Columbia are significantly higher than the national average.
Scores in New Brunswick, Newfoundland and Labrador, and Nunavut are lower
than the Canadian average across all four domains.

There are large numbers of adults aged 16 and over in all provinces and
territories with low levels of literacy in 2003. Nationally, 48 percent of this adult
population — 12 million Canadians over the age of 16 — perform below Level 3 on
the prose and document literacy scales (about 9 million or 42 percent of Canadians
aged 16 to 65). They are likely to face real challenges coping with the emerging skill

demands of a knowledge-based economy.

The literacy scores show very little variation between 1994 and 2003. In most
provinces and territories, the average literacy scores appear to be somewhat higher in
2003 than in 1994 but the differences are not statistically significant. The exceptions
are Quebec, where a marked improvement in prose literacy is observed, and the
Atlantic region, with a significant increase in document literacy.
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Endnotes
1. OECD and Statistics Canada (2005), p. 35.

Note that the numbers presented in this section are somewhat different from those above, in
order to make them internationally comparable. Unlike Canada, most countries participating in
ALL did not include a sample of residents over 65 years. Thus, in order to maintain comparability,
the provincial and territorial results have likewise been constrained to respondents aged 16 to 65.

3. OECD and Statistics Canada (2005), p. 33.

4. The analysis of change is limited because the relatively small sample sizes in the 1994 IALS do
not support the reliable estimation of provincial level data. Instead, four regions can be compared:
the Atlantic provinces, Quebec, Ontario and the Western provinces. Thanks to supplementary
samples drawn for the 1994 survey, it is also possible to provide comparative data for New
Brunswick, Alberta and British Columbia, though they are also included in their respective regional
units. Comparative data for the northern territories are not available.
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Chapter 2

Demographic characteristics
and proficiencies

This chapter explores the relationships between age, gender, education level and
proficiency in the four assessed domains. An understanding of these relationships is
important as the level of competencies benefit both the individual and society. It can
assist Canadians in making informed decisions whether they need employment,
participate in civic activities or undertake financial decisions.

Prose literacy proficiency and age

The relationship between age and ability level is complex. Research suggests several
mechanisms may be at play. On one hand, cognitive performance may diminish as
individuals age (Smith and Marsiske, 1997). On the other hand, performance may
be enhanced as individuals age and accumulate experience, knowledge and skills
(Baltes, 1987; Horn and Hofer, 1992; Schaie, 1994; Marsiske and Smith, 1998).

Figure 2.1 shows that proficiency in prose literacy tends to decrease with age,
the largest observed decline occurring between the two oldest age groups — those
aged 56 to 65 and those over age 65.

At 292, the average score for individuals aged 26 to 35 corresponds to Level 3
literacy, whereas the average score for those over 65, at 221, corresponds to the upper
boundary of Level 1 literacy. This difference of 71 points and two proficiency levels
is substantial.

With the exception of those over age 65, the largest proportion within each
age group scores at Level 3 on the prose literacy scale (Figure 2.2). For those over 65,
the largest proportion is found at Level 1. About 18 percent of those over 65 score at
Level 3 or above. For the younger age groups, the proportion of persons with
proficiency levels at or above Level 3 — the level considered as the desired threshold
for coping well in a complex knowledge society - ranges from a high of 67 percent
for persons aged 26 to 35 to 42 percent for those aged 56 to 65 years. The literacy
performance of the youngest age group, many of whom are still enrolled in school, is
close to that of the group aged 26 to 35 years.
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Figure 2.1

Average prose scores with .95 confidence interval and scores at the 5th,
25th, 75th and 95th percentiles, by age group, Canada, population aged
16 and over, 2003
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Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Figure 2.2

Distribution of prose proficiency level, by age group, Canada,
population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Significant proportions of all age groups are at proficiency Levels 1 and 2. An
estimated seven million Canadians between the ages of 16 and 55 are at these levels.
Just under two in five 16 to 25 year-olds, the prime age for attending postsecondary
education, score at proficiency Levels 1 and 2.
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Provincial and territorial variations in proficiency
by age group

Four jurisdictions, Saskatchewan, Alberta, British Columbia and the Yukon, have
overall average scores above the Canadian average in prose literacy. This pattern of
above average performance generally holds for the four oldest age groups; that is,
those beyond age 35. For the two youngest age groups, however, their average scores
are more similar to the Canadian average (Figure 2.3 A to C).

Compared to the Canadian average, large differences emerge for those aged
46 to 55 in the Yukon. The average score for 46 to 55 year-olds in the Yukon is 30
points higher than the Canadian average and 18 points higher than the same age
group in Alberta. It would appear that the higher proficiency scores for this age
group help to explain the difference in the overall average proficiency between the
Yukon and the other provinces and territories.

Figure 2.3A

Average prose scores, by age group, provinces and
territories with scores above the Canadian average,
population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

A second group of jurisdictions have average prose literacy scores similar to
the Canadian average: Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, Ontario, Manitoba, and
the Northwest Territories. This pattern, where the average prose literacy score does
not differ much from the Canadian average, generally holds across individual age
groups.
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Figure 2.3B

Average prose scores, by age group, provinces and territories with scores
similar to the Canadian average, population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Figure 2.3C

Average prose scores, by age group, provinces and territories with scores
below the Canadian average, population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Four jurisdictions have overall average prose literacy scores below the Canadian
average, including Newfoundland and Labrador, New Brunswick, Quebec and
Nunavut. This general pattern holds across the age groups with a few notable
observations. With the exception of Nunavut, the average performance of 16 to 25
year-olds is not much different from the Canadian average. Further, Figure 2.3C
shows that for all age groups the average prose literacy scores for Nunavut are much
below the Canadian averages. Additionally, the decline in average prose literacy scores
is more pronounced between the age groups of 46 to 55 and 56 to 65 in Nunavut
than it is in Newfoundland and Labrador, New Brunswick and Quebec. As noted in
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Chapter 1, prose literacy for a substantial portion of the population of Nunavut was
assessed in a language that was not their mother tongue. The language of the test
may have had a greater effect in older age groups.

Literacy proficiencies of age cohorts over time

The findings presented in the previous section describe the proficiency in prose literacy
by age based on information available in one time period. In the absence of data that
measure the performance of the same individuals over time, it is difficult to answer
the question of how literacy proficiency changes with age. However, by comparing
the prose literacy scores of a given age cohort at the two points currently available,
1994 and 2003, it is possible to approximate changes in the literacy proficiency of
the age cohort.!

For this analysis there are five age cohorts. The youngest age cohort is composed
of individuals born between 1968 and 1977, and hence, aged 17 to 26 in the 1994
survey and aged 26 to 35 in the 2003 survey. The oldest cohort is made up of
individuals born between 1928 and 1937, and hence, aged 57 to 66 in 1994 and 66 to
75 in 2003.

Figure 2.4 presents the results of the comparison of prose literacy for the five
age cohorts at two points in time. For each cohort, except the youngest, the average
prose literacy scores declined slightly between 1994 and 2003 suggesting a possible
ageing effect. The only group for which this difference is statistically significant is
the cohort of individuals born between 1948 and 1957. The slight increase in the
average proficiency score between 1994 and 2003 for the cohort of individuals born
between 1968 and 1977 is not statistically significant.

To explore the possibility that changes in literacy proficiency over time are
associated with generational factors, a group of people in a given age range can be
compared to those who were in a similar age range at a different point in time.

While the group who were 57 to 66 years of age in 1994 had an average prose
literacy score of 233 points in 1994, those who were in that age group in 2003 had an
average score of 258 points — an increase of 25 points over the nine year period.
Similarly, the average prose literacy score for those aged 46 to 55 in 1994 and 47 to
56 in 2003 increased by 11 points over the same period. These improvements in
performance suggest that a generational effect may be at play, i.e. that younger
generations have higher literacy than those that preceded them.

It would appear that age differences in proficiency scores might be due both to
generational differences and to the ageing process. The level of proficiency attained
at the end of formal education may be an important determinant of the proficiency
level observed throughout an individual’s life. Future studies would be needed to
disentangle the complex relationship between age and ageing and to understand any
cumulative effects of ageing on literacy proficiency.
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Figure 2.4

Differences in average prose scores with .95 confidence interval and scores
at the 5th, 25th, 75th and 95th percentiles, by age cohort, Canada,
population aged 17 to 66 years in 1994 and 26 to 75 in 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy Survey, 1994; International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Literacy proficiencies of youth

Youth performance matters because this group has potentially the most time to
contribute their knowledge and skills to their communities, their families, and to the
labour market. While having a high average level of proficiency among youth is
important, so too is having an equal spread of competencies among youth living in
various regions, economic and social circumstances.

The distribution of prose literacy of youth

Youth, defined as those aged 16 to 25, account for between 16 and 19 percent of the
population in most jurisdictions. The exceptions are the Northwest Territories, where
youth account for 21 percent of the population, and Nunavut, where youth make up

as much as 28 percent of the population (see Annex A Table 2.12).

In most provinces and territories, the proportion of youth with prose literacy
proficiency at Level 3 or above is greater than the proportion of youth at Levels 1
and 2 (Figure 2.5). Across all jurisdictions, however, more than one-third of 16 to 25
year-olds are at Levels 1 and 2.
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Figure 2.5

Distribution of prose proficiency levels, by jurisdiction,
population aged 16 to 25 years, 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Youth literacy and parental educational attainment

As can be seen in Figure 2.6, the prose literacy scores of youth vary with their parents’
level of education. Youth whose parents have not completed a high school education
have the lowest prose literacy scores in 2003.

Between 1994 and 2003, there were some changes in prose literacy scores
among youth from particular educational backgrounds. The highest score achieved
by the lowest five percent of youth whose parents had not completed high school is
about 84 points higher in 2003 than in 1994 - a significant improvement. While the
average prose literacy score for youth with lower educated parents declined, the shift
was not significant.
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Figure 2.6

Average prose scores with .95 confidence interval and scores at the 5th, 25th, 75th and 95th percentiles,
by parental education level, Canada, population aged 16 to 25 years, 1994 and 2003
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Source: International Adult Literacy Survey, 1994; International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Literacy proficiency of seniors

Though much of the research on adult competencies has focussed on the working
age population, such competencies influence quality of life throughout the adult life
cycle. Seniors are better able to make informed decisions regarding their health care,
housing, and financial affairs if their level of literacy proficiency enables them to
seek, understand and apply information.

The distribution of prose literacy levels for seniors

Seniors, defined as those older than 65 years of age, account for between 12 and 17
percent of the population in all provinces. At between four and seven percent, the

proportion of seniors is much smaller in all three territories (see Annex A
Table 2.12).

The majority of seniors have relatively low literacy skills, which may constrain
their participation in society. In every province and territory, at least two-thirds of
seniors are at literacy Levels 1 and 2 (Figure 2.7). The proportion of seniors with
scores below Level 3 is the lowest in the Western jurisdictions (the Yukon, British
Columbia, Alberta and Saskatchewan).
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Figure 2.7

Distribution of prose proficiency level, by jurisdiction,
population aged 65 and over, 2003
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Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Gender differences in proficiency across the four domains

The average scores for males and females across the four assessed domains are
presented in Figure 2.8 and differences by jurisdiction are shown in Annex A Tables
2.14 A to D. For Canada, significant gender differences in average scores are evident
for document literacy and for numeracy with males scoring higher than females.
With one exception, there was no notable difference in the highest and lowest scores
by gender for all of the domains. In numeracy, both the lowest and the highest scores
are higher for males than for females.

Although females have higher average scores on the prose literacy scale than
males, the difference is small, and at only three scale points for the Canadian
population as a whole is not significant (see Annex A Table 2.13). Females perform
as well or better than males in prose literacy in all jurisdictions, though the difference
is significant in only two jurisdictions. This difference is most pronounced in Prince

Edward Island (18 score points) and Newfoundland and Labrador (15 score points).

For document literacy, males tend to have somewhat higher average scores.
For Canada as a whole, males outperform females by seven score points. Gender
differences in document literacy are only significant in Quebec, Ontario and British
Columbia, where males out perform females (see Annex A Table 2.14 B). In the
remaining provinces no significant gender differences in average document literacy
scores are observed.

Gender differences are most pronounced for the numeracy domain. Males
outperform females by 18 score points for the Canadian population. Males have
average scores on the numeracy scale that are equal to or higher than females in all
provinces and territories and the difference between males and females is significant
in all jurisdictions except Newfoundland and Labrador and Prince Edward Island.
In Quebec the gender difference in numeracy scores is relatively large - the average
score for males is 22 points higher.
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Figure 2.8

Average proficiency with .95 confidence interval and scores at the 5th, 25th, 75th
and 95th percentiles, by gender, Canada, population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

No gender difference exists for problem solving at the national level and with
the exception of Newfoundland and Labrador, where females score higher than males,
and Quebec, where males score higher than females, gender differences by jurisdiction
are not significant.

Educational attainment and proficiency in the
four domains

The value of a strong foundation in literacy and numeracy, to educational success is
shown consistently in research studies (Postlethwaite and Ross, 1992; OECD, 2003;
Gonzales et al., 2004). At the same time, high levels of education should be expected
to lead to higher levels of proficiency in both literacy and numeracy.

Across all four domains, higher levels of education are associated with higher
levels of proficiency (Figures 2.9 A to D). For prose and document literacy as well as
for numeracy, approximately one-third of the population aged 16 and over with a
university degree is at the highest levels of proficiency compared to four percent of
the population without a high school diploma. On the problem solving scale, less
than one percent of those without a high school diploma achieved Level 4 or 5
compared to 12 percent among those with a university degree.

Higher levels of education do not necessarily guarantee higher levels of
proficiency however. Overall, twenty-two percent or about one in five university
graduates do not attain Level 3 in prose literacy (Figure 2.9 A). The proportion of
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university graduates below Level 3 is reduced if age and immigration status are taken
into account. Across four age groups, 26 to 30, 31 to 35, 36 to 45 and 46 to 55,
between 11 and 14 percent of Canadian-born university graduates are below Level 3.
The relationship between literacy, immigration status and educational attainment is
explored further in the next chapter.

Figure 2.9A

Distribution of proficiency levels, by educational attainment,
Canada, population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Figure 2.9B

Distribution of proficiency levels, by educational attainment,
Canada, population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Figure 2.9C

Distribution of proficiency levels, by educational attainment,
Canada, population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Figure 2.9D

Distribution of proficiency levels, by educational attainment,
Canada, population aged 16 and over, 2003
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error of each estimate.

Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Literacy proficiency by age and educational attainment

As shown in Figure 2.10, education appears to moderate the relationship between
literacy proficiency scores and age. The decrease in prose literacy proficiency among
higher age groups, noted at the beginning of the chapter, is much more pronounced
for individuals with less than a high school education than for those with higher
levels of education. For example, for those with less than high school there is a 48
point difference in the average prose literacy score between those aged 26 to 30 years
and those aged 61 to 65 years. For these same age groups, the difference is 17 points
tor individuals with a university education.
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Figure 2.10

Average prose scores, by educational attainment, age group,
Canada, population aged 16 to 65 years, 2003
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Text table 2.1

Average prose proficiency scores, by education level, Canada and jurisdictions,
population aged 16 and over, 2003

High school High Trade Non-university
not completed school vocational post-secondary University

Standard Standard Standard Standard Standard

Mean error Mean error Mean error Mean error Mean error

Newfoundland and Labrador 219 (3.3) 274 (3.9) 277 (4.2) 290 (4.4) 314 (3.0)
Prince Edward Island 230 (4.3) 279 (4.3) 276 (5.3) 294 (6.2) 318 (5.4)
Nova Scotia 237 (3.5) 280 (2.8) 290 (4.3) 289 (5.7) 317 (3.8)
New Brunswick 225 (4.2) 267 (3.7) 272 (5.7) 292 (5.5) 308 (6.0)
Quebec 223 (2.1) 267 (1.8) 285 (2.9) 283 (2.6) 303 (2.5)
Ontario 225 (2.6) 271 (2.5) 279 (4.8) 289 (3.6) 302 (2.5)
Manitoba 235 (3.4) 280 (2.4) 287 (4.9) 293 (4.8) 306 (3.4)
Saskatchewan 242 (5.1) 287 (4.7) 292 (4.9) 302 (5.3) 321 (4.8)
Alberta 242 (4.3) 285 (3.0 287 (5.8) 293 (3.8) 316 (3.7)
British Columbia 238 (3.5) 282 (2.6) 291 (4.7) 298 (3.5) 312 (3.9)
Yukon 247 (4.7) 294 (3.6) 297 (5.4) 302 (7.2) 322 (4.4)
Northwest 229 (5.1) 285 (6.1) 277 (6.9) 295 4.7) 321 (4.7)
Nunavut 197 (3.9) 266 (5.2) 245  (12.5) 268 (16.1) 310 (5.8)
Canada 229 (1.1) 274 (1.3) 284 (2.0) 290 (2.0) 306 (1.5)

Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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Prose literacy proficiency by educational attainment in
the provinces and territories

The relationship between educational attainment and literacy proficiency is also
evident in the provinces and territories with some variation observed in individual
jurisdictions. At the national level, individuals with a university degree score on
average 77 points higher than those with less than a high school education. Compared
to the national average, this difference is less pronounced in Manitoba and more
pronounced in Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick,
the Northwest Territories and in Nunavut.

Changes in prose literacy by level of education

As noted in Chapter 1, there has been no significant change in the Canadian average
prose literacy score between 1994 and 2003. When average literacy scores over this
period are observed by level of education, the prose literacy score is slightly higher in
2003 compared to 1994 for those with less than a high school education. In contrast,
there is an apparent decline in the prose literacy score among adults with higher
levels of education during the same time period. Only at the university level is the
decline significant, however (Figure 2.11).

Figure 2.11

Average prose scores with .95 confidence interval and scores at the 5th, 25th, 75th and 95th percentiles, by
level of educational attainment, Canada, population aged 16 and over, 1994 and 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy Survey, 1994; International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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Conclusions

The established patterns of literacy proficiency continue to prevail, with higher
performance among the young and the educated. But, there are variations in literacy
performance among the provinces and territories, with residents of Western provinces
generally scoring higher than the Canadian average in the four domains. This pattern
tends to hold, even when variation in age and education is held constant. Men tend
to have higher proficiency than women in numeracy and this is true in most
jurisdictions.

Age, gender and education do not operate independently of each other. For
example, the relationship between age and proficiency is moderated by educational
attainment.

There are several demographic groups with low levels of literacy and numeracy.
The majority of seniors have relatively low literacy, which may impact their quality
of life by increasing their dependency, and posing health and safety risks. More than
one-third of youth also have low literacy skills. This could well impact adversely on
participation in postsecondary education and success in the labour market. While a
strong relationship exists between education levels and literacy and numeracy
performance, one-fifth of university graduates are below the desired threshold for
coping with the increasing skill demands of a knowledge society. Furthermore, the
average prose literacy proficiency of university graduates has decreased between 1994

and 2003.

Given that an unequal distribution of competencies could well translate into
economic and social inequalities, it is of importance to Canadian society to ask what
factors are underlying the varying performance of particular demographic groups.

Endnote

1. Both the 1994 and 2003 surveys drew representative samples of individuals from each age cohort.
Between surveys, however, the population changed, due to migration and mortality. These
population changes affect the comparisons over time but, by and large, the differences in proficiency
scores between 1994 and 2003, if they exist, would be due to gains or losses associated with

ageing.
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Chapter 3

Proficiencies of selected
groups

Canada’s overall average scores for 16 to 65 year-olds for both prose and document
literacy correspond to Level 3 proficiency — the desired threshold for coping with an
emerging knowledge economy and society. Averages, however, hide variations in
performance across groups within the population. If one goal is to achieve a high
level of performance then another is to achieve an equitable distribution of literacy
outcomes. IALSS 2003 allows us to examine the relative literacy performance of
three selected groups in Canada: linguistic minorities, Aboriginal populations, and
immigrants. The purpose of this chapter is to examine the literacy, numeracy and
problem solving proficiencies among linguistic minorities, Aboriginal populations,
and immigrants.

Official language minority groups

Linguistic duality is a fundamental characteristic of Canada. Both official languages,
English and French, are spoken by a significant proportion of the populations in
Quebec, New Brunswick, Ontario, and Manitoba. The results of the 1994 TALS
showed that adults whose mother tongue was French (Francophones) had lower
literacy proficiency than adults whose mother tongue was English (Anglophones).
This difference in literacy performance is also observed in 2003. Francophones have
lower average prose literacy scores than Anglophones and the proportion of
Francophones scoring below Level 3 is higher than the proportion of Anglophones
in each of the provinces. The difference between the two groups in the proportion
below Level 3 ranges from 17 percentage points in New Brunswick to 13 in Quebec
(See Annex A Table 3.30 and Figure 3.1).
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Figure 3.1

Distribution of prose proficiency level, by mother tongue,
Canada, Quebec, New Brunswick, Ontario and Manitoba,
population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Language of the test

Outside Quebec, approximately 65 percent of Francophones chose to take the test
in English. In New Brunswick, Ontario and Manitoba, the proportions are 33, 64
and 84 percent respectively (See Annex A Table 3.23). Francophones who were
assessed in English have higher average scores in prose literacy than those who were
assessed in French (See Annex A Table 3.31). Half of the Francophones living outside
Quebec who took the test in English score below Level 3 on the prose literacy scale
compared to 62 percent of those who took the test in French (See Annex A
Table 3.17).

For the 65 percent of Francophones outside Quebec who were tested in English,
about three out of five reported speaking English most often at home. Among this
group of Francophones, those who speak English most often at home perform
significantly better in prose literacy than those who speak French at home. About
17 percent of the Francophones speaking English at home place at Level 1 on the
prose literacy scale, compared to 29 percent speaking French as their main language
at home (See Annex A Table 3.18).

Because of the close relationship between proficiency and educational
attainment, part of the explanation for literacy proficiency differences between
language groups may be related to relative differences in their educational attainment.
Indeed, in Quebec, there are no significant differences in prose literacy proficiency
between Francophones and Anglophones at the same level of educational attainment

(See Annex A Table 3.21).
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Figure 3.2

Average prose scores, by mother tongue, highest level of
educational attainment, Canada without Quebec,
population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Outside Quebec, however, the situation is different (Figure 3.2). There are
significant differences in the prose literacy performance of Francophones compared
to Anglophones with the same level of educational attainment. With the exception
of those with elementary education or less, significant differences are observed at
each level of educational attainment. Further investigation of this issue will be the
subject of future research.!

Proficiency of Aboriginal populations

Reliable data on the literacy performance of Aboriginal people have been scarce
until now. While IALSS data are not representative of the total Aboriginal population
in Canada, the IALSS survey presents a unique opportunity to examine the literacy,
numeracy and problem solving proficiency of a portion of the Aboriginal population.

The IALSS targeted Aboriginal people living in urban areas in Manitoba and
Saskatchewan, and Aboriginal people living in selected communities in the territories
(covering a majority of the populated areas). In all other areas, Aboriginal people
were not specially targeted. Thus, this section describes the literacy, numeracy and
problem solving scores of the Aboriginal population aged 16 and over living in urban
Manitoba and urban Saskatchewan, in the Northwest Territories and the Yukon
Territory, as well as the Inuit population in Nunavut (See Text Box A3).
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Text box A3

A profile of Aboriginal people

Census data for 2001 show that an estimated 73,000 Aboriginal people lived in
urban areas in Manitoba, accounting for nine percent of the total urban population
in that province. In Saskatchewan, the urban Aboriginal population exceeded 60,000
people, representing 10 percent of the province’s urban population. The Aboriginal
population is substantially younger than the non-Aboriginal population —in 2001,
over half (55 percent) of the urban Aboriginal population in Manitoba and
Saskatchewan was under 25 years of age, compared to 32 percent of the non-
Aboriginal population in these provinces.

Educational attainment tends to be lower among the urban Aboriginal
population compared to the non-Aboriginal population. In 2001, 53 percent of
Aboriginal adults in urban Manitoba and Saskatchewan had high school or higher,
compared to 63 percent of the total non-Aboriginal population.

The unemployment rate for the urban Aboriginal populations of Manitoba
and Saskatchewan was substantially higher than the non-Aboriginal population at
17 percent, compared to five percent for the total non-Aboriginal populations in
these provinces.

In the territories, the Aboriginal population makes up a much larger proportion
of the total population. In 2001, Aboriginal persons living off-reserve in the Yukon
made up about 18 percent of the population, and in the Northwest Territories, over
one-quarter of the off-reserve population was Aboriginal. In Nunavut, Inuit
accounted for the vast majority (85 percent) of the population.

The Aboriginal population in the territories is considerably younger than the
non-Aboriginal population. In 2001, over half (57 percent) of the Aboriginal
population was under the age of 25, compared to 33 percent of the non-Aboriginal
population. Aboriginal people in the territories have lower levels of educational
attainment than their non-Aboriginal counterparts. In 2001, just under half (45
percent) of Aboriginal people 15 years and over had completed high school or
higher, compared to 81 percent of the non-Aboriginal population. In 2001, the
unemployment rate for the Aboriginal population in the territories was more than
three times higher than the non-Aboriginal population at 22 percent.

The prose literacy performance of the Aboriginal populations surveyed is lower
than that of the total Canadian population reflecting, at least in part, differing levels
of formal education and use of a mother tongue other than English or French.

Just over 60 percent of the urban Aboriginal populations in both Manitoba
and Saskatchewan score below Level 3 on the prose literacy scale. In comparison,
45 percent of the non-Aboriginal population of Manitoba, 39 percent of the non-
Aboriginal population of Saskatchewan and 48 percent of the overall Canadian
population (aged 16 and over) score below Level 3 (Figure 3.3).?

Over half of the Aboriginal people living in the Yukon, approximately 69
percent of the Aboriginal population in the Northwest Territories and 88 percent of
Inuit in Nunavut scored below Level 3 on the prose literacy scale (Figure 3.4). As
mentioned earlier, it is important to view these findings in context (See Note to
reader).
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Figure 3.3

Distribution of prose proficiency level, by urban Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal populations in Manitoba and Saskatchewan,
population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Figure 3.4

Distribution of prose proficiency level, by Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal, Canada, Yukon, Northwest Territories and
Nunavut, population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Note: This figure contains certain unreliable estimates. Consult the table 3.4 in Annex A for the standard error
of each estimate.
Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Note to reader

Findings on the socio-economic characteristics of any population are affected by
its demographic composition. The age distribution in particular is a key factor
affecting such indicators. As the Aboriginal population is much younger than the
non-Aboriginal population, readers are cautioned that the analysis of differences in
results for the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations has not been age
standardized to remove the effect of age differences.
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Note to reader

As mentioned in Chapter 1, it is also important to view these findings in
context. The survey was designed to measure literacy, numeracy and problem solving
in one of the national official languages (French or English). However, in Nunavut,
a high proportion of Inuit who responded to the IALSS reported that they function
on a daily basis in an Aboriginal language — over 60 percent of respondents in
Nunavut indicated a mother tongue of Inuktitut and over half of the population
reported using this language for work, leisure and information on an everyday basis.
So, while the survey does indeed measure the competencies in each domain in
French or English, it probably does not provide an accurate overall picture of the
effective proficiency of this population.

Figure 3.5

Average prose proficiency scores with .95 confidence interval and scores at the 5th, 25th, 75th
and 95th percentiles, by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Yukon Territory,

Northwest Territories, and Nunavut, population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Note: Populations have been ranked by the mean of prose scores.
Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Among the Aboriginal people surveyed, there is little difference in the average
scores of those living in the Yukon Territory, urban Saskatchewan and urban Manitoba

(Figure 3.5).

The Inuit population in Nunavut performs at a significantly lower level of
literacy proficiency than the other Aboriginal populations surveyed. The average
prose literacy score for Inuit in Nunavut was 207 — 54 points less than Aboriginal
people living in the Yukon Territory and 34 points less than Aboriginal people living
in the Northwest Territories. The literacy gap between the Inuit population in
Nunavut and the Aboriginal population living in the Yukon is equivalent to one
proficiency level. Readers are reminded that a high proportion of the Inuit population
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in Nunavut function on a daily basis in an Aboriginal language. The literacy
proficiencies that are being measured in this survey are only in French or English.

Significant differences in performance are also evident in the other three
domains — document literacy, numeracy and problem solving (See Annex A Table

3.5B to D).

Proficiencies and age

Figures 3.6 and 3.7 show the relationship between age and prose literacy scores for
the Aboriginal populations in the regions studied (See Annex A Tables 3.6 B to D
and Tables 3.7 B to D for similar results for the document, numeracy and problem
solving domains).

In Manitoba and Saskatchewan, the average prose literacy scores for all age
groups of the urban Aboriginal populations are lower than those for the non-
Aboriginal populations. Across all ages, average prose literacy scores for urban
Aboriginal people correspond to Level 2 proficiency. By comparison, with the
exception of the 46 and over age group, the average scores for the non-Aboriginal
population correspond to Level 3.

Literacy proficiency among Aboriginal people living in the territories is quite
varied. The differences in average prose literacy scores between Inuit and non-Inuit
groups in Nunavut are particularly large. The average scores for Inuit across all age
groups in Nunavut correspond to Level 1 proficiency whereas the non-Inuit groups
have an average score at Level 3.

In the Yukon, the average scores for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 16
to 25 year-olds correspond to Level 3 proficiency. For all other age groups in Yukon,
and across all age groups in the Northwest Territories, average prose literacy scores
are much lower for the Aboriginal populations.

Aswas seen in Chapter 2, the average prose literacy score tends to be lower for
older age groups than for younger in Canada. Interestingly this age pattern does not
appear to hold for non-Aboriginal people living in the territories due to the relatively
high average literacy performance of the 46 and over age group. As a result, in each
of the territories, average prose literacy performance is notably higher for non-
Aboriginal people aged 46 and over than for Aboriginal people. This having been
said, among this oldest age group, average prose literacy for the Aboriginal population
living in the Yukon corresponds to Level 2 proficiency whereas performance is at
Level 1 for the Aboriginal and Inuit populations living in the Northwest Territories
and Nunavut.
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Figure 3.6

Average prose proficiency scores, by age groups, Canada,
urban Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations in Manitoba
and Saskatchewan, population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Figure 3.7

Average prose proficiency scores, by age groups,
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, Canada, Territories,
population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Note: This figure contains certain unreliable estimates. Consult the table 3.7 in Annex A for the standard error
of each estimate.
Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Proficiencies and gender

For the Aboriginal populations surveyed, there are few differences between females
and males in either the proportion scoring below Level 3 prose literacy proficiency
or in their average prose literacy scores (Figures 3.8 to 3.11).
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Figure 3.8

Distribution of prose proficiency, by percentage below Level 3, at or above Level 3,
by gender, urban Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations, Canada, Saskatchewan and Manitoba,
population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Figure 3.9

Distribution of prose proficiency, by percentage below Level 3, at or above Level 3,
by gender, urban Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations, Canada and Northern Territories,
population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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Figure 3.10

Average prose proficiency scores with .95 confidence interval and scores at the 5th, 25th, 75th
and 95th percentiles by gender, Canada, urban Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations
in Manitoba and Saskatchewan, 16 and over, 2003
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Figure 3.11

Average prose proficiency scores with .95 confidence interval and scores at the 5th, 25th, 75th
and 95th percentiles, by gender, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations,
Canada, Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut, population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Proficiencies and education

As seen in chapter 2, literacy is a foundation for the acquisition of knowledge and
skills over the life course and thus, literacy performance is positively related to
educational attainment. This section looks at the relationship between literacy
proficiency and educational attainment among the Aboriginal populations surveyed.

Overall, the positive relationship between literacy proficiency and educational
attainment holds for Aboriginal populations. Those with the least education have
the lowest average prose literacy scores. This relationship between higher levels of

educational attainment and higher proficiency also holds for the other three domains
assessed (See Annex A Table 3.12 B and D and Table 3.13 B and D).

In some of the jurisdictions surveyed, large differences in literacy performance
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations remain once education is
accounted for while in others the difference is greatly reduced. This suggests that in
some jurisdictions, differences in education levels may help to explain differences in
the literacy performance of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations while in
others, there are other factors at play.’

Figure 3.12 shows that there is little difference in the average prose literacy
scores of urban Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal persons in Manitoba once education
is taken into account. The average prose literacy score of urban Aboriginal people
with more than high school education, for example, is 294 compared to 298 for non-
Aboriginal people. In Saskatchewan, among the urban Aboriginal population, those
with more than high school education have the highest average prose literacy score -
corresponding to Level 3 proficiency. This average score, however, remains somewhat
lower than that for the same group in the non-Aboriginal population. In the Yukon,
the difference in prose literacy performance for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
persons is greatly reduced for those with more than high school education

(Figure 3.13).

In the three territories, there are notable differences in prose literacy
performance between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal persons with less than high
school education. In the territories, the average score for the Aboriginal populations
corresponds to Level 1 proficiency while the average score is at Level 2 for the non-
Aboriginal populations.
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Figure 3.12

Average prose proficiency scores with .95 confidence interval and scores at the 5th, 25th, 75th
and 95th percentiles, by educational attainment, urban Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations,
Canada, Manitoba and Saskatchewan, population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Figure 3.13

Average prose proficiency scores with .95 confidence interval and scores at the 5th, 25th, 75th
and 95th percentiles, by educational attainment, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal,
Canada, Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut, population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Proficiency of immigrants to Canada

This figure contains certain unreliable estimates. Consult the table 3.13 in Annex A for the standard error of each estimate.

Immigration has long been integral to Canada’s social, cultural and economic
development. With time, both the character of immigration and its role in Canadian
society have evolved to reflect new domestic and global realities.

While data on the characteristics of recent immigrants and their economic
performance in Canada have been collected and analyzed extensively, no
comprehensive data on the literacy level of recent immigrants have been previously
available. The 2003 IALSS, has large enough samples of recent and established

immigrants to answer key questions about the literacy levels of these two groups.

In this section, analysis is presented for three groups — the Canadian-born,
recent immigrants (those who have been in Canada for 10 years or less) and established
immigrants (those who have been in Canada for more than 10 years). Because sample
sizes of immigrants in the 1994 IALS were too small to produce reliable estimates,

no comparisons with the 1994 IALS are possible.
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Text box B3

A brief overview of changes to immigration to Canada

Today, one measurable change to immigration to Canada is the sizeable and
increasing proportion of labour force growth that immigration represents in Canada.
Immigrants who arrived during the 1990s accounted for 70 percent of net labour
force growth between 1991 and 2001 — a proportion set to increase to 100 percent
over the next decade (Denton et al., 1999). At the same time, the economic
performance of immigrants relative to the Canadian-born population has declined,
raising questions about the factors that can explain diminished economic returns
(Green and Worswick, 2002).

Concomitant with the changing economic role and fortunes of Canada’s
immigrants, have been changes in the characteristics of new immigrants. Immigrants
are more educated than in the past and are twice as likely as the Canadian-born
population to have a university education (Citizenship and Immigration Canada,
2005a). Many go to school at institutions outside Canada in a language other than
English or French and are much less likely to speak English or French as their
mother tongue than previous immigrants (Citizenship and Immigration Canada,

2005b).

Proficiency among immigrants aged 16 to 65

Immigrants aged 16 to 65 perform significantly below the average for the Canadian-
born population in all four domains. The average prose literacy score for recent
immigrants is 252 points, whereas the average score for those born in Canada is 288
points (See Annex A Table 3.25). This means that the average score for the Canadian-
born population corresponds to Level 3 proficiency, while for recent immigrants the
average score is at Level 2. Differences in performance between Canadian-born and
recent as well as established immigrants are largest for prose literacy and smallest for
numeracy.

Perhaps contrary to expectation, overall, duration of residence in Canada
appears to have no significant impact on the average performance of immigrants in
any of the four domains. While one might expect immigrants to perform better the
longer they are in Canada, cohort differences may account for the results. Since
recent immigrants are generally better educated than established immigrants, literacy
levels may be higher for recent immigrants despite the short time they have been in
Canada. Additional analysis is needed to better understand the lack of impact length
of residence appears to have on proficiency in the four domains.

In all four domains, a higher percentage of recent and established immigrants
perform at Levels 1 and 2 than the Canadian-born population. Sixty percent of
recent and established immigrants, compared to 37 percent of the Canadian-born
population, are at Levels 1 and 2 in prose literacy. Indeed, compared to the Canadian-
born population, both groups of immigrants have a higher proportion performing at
the lowest two levels for the prose and document literacy scales and for numeracy.

There are no significant differences between the proportion of recent and
established immigrants at Levels 1 and 2 in any of the four domains. At the highest
level of prose literacy, twelve percent of established and eight percent of recent
immigrants performed at Level 4/5. This compares to 22 percent of the Canadian-
born population indicating larger differences between Canadian-born and immigrant
groups than among immigrant groups.
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Figure 3.14

Distribution of proficiency levels, by immigrant status, Canada,
population aged 16 to 65, 2003

Percent A. Prose

80
60
40
20
'
20 Level 4/5
40 Level 3
60 Level 2

80 Level 1
100

Canadian-born Recent immigrants Established immigrants
(<=10years) (> 10 years)

Percent B. Document

80
60
40
20
0]
20
40
60
80
100

Level 4/5
Level 3
Level 2
Level 1

Canadian-born Recent immigrants Established immigrants
(<=10years) (> 10 years)

Percent C. Numeracy
80
60
40
20
01
20 Level 4/5
40 Level 3
60 Level 2

80 Level 1
100

Canadian-born Recent immigrants Established immigrants
(<=10years) (> 10 years)

Percent D. Problem solving

100

80

60

Level 4
Level 3
Level 2
Level 1

40

20

Canadian-born Recent immigrants Established immigrants
(<=10years) (> 10 years)

Note: Figure 3.14D contains certain unreliable estimates. Consult the table 3.14 in Annex A for the standard error of each estimate.
Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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Proficiencies and gender

Figure 3.15 allows one to take a look at the distribution of prose literacy scores for
immigrant and Canadian-born males and females. Thirty-four percent of recent
female immigrants are at Level 1 — compared to nine percent for Canadian-born
temales. Similarly, a smaller proportion of recent immigrant females attain the highest
levels of literacy, with only seven percent at Level 4/5 compared to 25 percent of
Canadian-born women. Similarly, some 28 percent of recent male immigrants are at
Level 1 literacy, a proportion more than double that of Canadian-born men. About
nine percent of recent immigrant males compared to 19 percent of Canadian-born
men are at Levels 4/5.

Figure 3.15

Distribution of prose proficiency levels, by immigrant status, gender,
Canada, population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Proficiencies and mother tongue

As the source countries from which immigrants come to Canada have changed in
the recent decades, fewer immigrants report having English or French as their mother
tongue than those who arrived earlier. In 2003, one in ten immigrants spoke English
or French as a mother tongue, compared to almost one in three in 1980 (CIC, 2004).
A key question is whether having a language other than English or French as a
mother tongue is associated with literacy performance.

While the number of immigrants surveyed does not support an analysis of
recent and established immigrants separately with respect to mother tongue, it is
possible to examine all immigrant groups together in order to determine whether
mother tongue affects literacy scores. Indeed, immigrants whose mother tongue is a
language other than English or French have lower scores in all four domains (See

Annex A Table 3.26).

Though immigrants whose mother tongue is English or French have lower
average prose literacy scores than their Canadian-born counterparts, their performance
is significantly higher than immigrants whose mother tongues are neither English
nor French.
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The proportion of immigrants whose mother tongue is neither English nor
French at Level 1 on the prose literacy scale (37 percent) is about twice that of
immigrants with a mother tongue of English or French (17 percent) and over three
times that of the Canadian-born population (10 percent).

About one-third of immigrants with a mother tongue other than English or
French are at or above Level 3 prose literacy proficiency compared with just over half
of immigrants whose mother tongue is English or French and 63 percent of the
Canadian-born.

Low literacy scores in the test language in IALSS is not necessarily a reflection
of low literacy in the respondent’s mother tongue. More research is required to learn
how mother tongue and official language acquisition affect literacy performance in
Canada’s two official languages.

Proficiencies and age

That younger age cohorts tend to score higher than older cohorts in all domains is a
fact well established by previous IALS findings and confirmed in Chapter 2 (OECD
and Statistics Canada, 1995). The 2003 IALSS data allow one to examine the
relationship between age and prose literacy for each of three populations: recent and
established immigrants and Canadian-born.

In prose literacy, younger age cohorts generally perform at a higher level than
older cohorts for immigrant and the Canadian-born populations. This difference in
prose literacy performance between the younger and older cohorts is more pronounced
for established immigrants than for recent immigrants.

The difference in prose literacy proficiency between immigrants and the
Canadian-born population remains once age is taken into account. Across the age
cohorts, there are higher proportions of recent and established immigrants than
Canadian-born at Level 1 proficiency. This difference in the proportions at Level 1
prose literacy is most pronounced for recent immigrants but the proportion of
established immigrants at Level 1 is at least double that of the Canadian-born in
each age group.

Figure 3.16

Percentage of the population at prose literacy Level 1, by age group,
by immigrant status, Canada, population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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Proficiencies and education

Among those at the same level of educational attainment, there are large differences
in literacy performance between immigrants and the Canadian-born. About two
percent of the university-educated Canadian-born score at Level 1 prose literacy
proficiency. In comparison, 14 percent of university-educated established immigrants
and 18 percent of recent immigrants score at this level. At the other end of the scale,
37 percent of university-educated Canadian-born compared to 21 percent of
university-educated established immigrants and 11 percent of university-educated
recent immigrants score at Levels 4/5 (See Annex A Table 3.28).

Comparing those who are at the lowest level of prose literacy (Level 1), the
Canadian-born and the established immigrants have lower educational attainment
than the recent immigrants. At Level 1 proficiency, 59 percent of the Canadian-
born, 46 percent of established immigrants and 26 percent of recent immigrants
have less than upper secondary education. Given the higher educational attainment
of recent immigrants, it is possible that many of them have higher literacy proficiency
in their mother tongue. More research is needed to determine the extent to which
low literacy scores of recent immigrants reflect a lack of proficiency in English or
French, rather than low literacy in their mother tongue.

Conclusions

This chapter has examined the literacy performance of groups of special interest to
Canadians, including linguistic minorities, Aboriginal populations and immigrants.
A wealth of data and analytical results are presented for each population group.
These results should be considered exploratory, since many questions remain
unanswered while new issues are also raised.

The findings indicate that literacy proficiency is not equally distributed across
various groups in Canada. In each of the four provinces where significant proportions
of the population speak both official languages, New Brunswick, Quebec, Ontario
and Manitoba, the proportion of Francophones that score below Level 3 prose literacy

proficiency is higher than the proportion of Anglophones.

In part a reflection of differing levels of formal education and use of a mother
tongue other than English or French, the literacy performance of the Aboriginal
and immigrant populations surveyed is lower than that of the total Canadian
population.

Equal opportunities and equitable outcomes remain important goals in Canada.
The IALSS provides important data for further research to assess the extent to which
the observed differences in measured literacy, numeracy and problem solving
proficiency among particular groups lead to different economic and social outcomes.
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Endnotes

1. A thematic report devoted to official language minorities will examine in detail the factors that
may explain these differences.

2. References made to the non-Aboriginal population of Manitoba and Saskatchewan includes
respondents from urban and non-urban areas.

3. The data discussed in this section have not been age standardized to remove the effect of age
differences.
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Chapter 4

Proficiency and economic
outcomes

It is widely believed that individuals with greater knowledge, skills and desirable
personal attributes have a higher likelihood of experiencing labour market success
than those with less. The knowledge and skills of workers are known to be a major
factor in productivity, innovation and technological change (Green and Riddell, 2001,
Desjardins, 2004; Coulombe, Tremblay and Marchand, 2004). Furthermore, a
workforce involved in continuous learning is an advantage in a global economy
characterised by rapid change. A strong foundation in literacy and numeracy is the
basis for the acquisition of further knowledge.

In the first part of this chapter several labour force outcomes and their relation
to proficiency in the four domains measured - prose and document literacy, numeracy
and problem solving - are examined. The second part of the chapter looks at
participation in adult education and learning activities and its relationship to
proficiency.

Proficiency and employment

This section presents the employment outcomes of Canadians 16 to 65 years of age
in six regions of the country: Atlantic, Quebec, Ontario, Prairies, British Columbia
and the Territories. Due to small sample sizes for certain categories, it is necessary to
limit our observations to regional rather than provincial statistics. Overall results for
Canada are also shown.

At the Canada level, irrespective of the domain assessed, those who are
employed have average proficiency scores higher than those who are either
unemployed or who are not in the labour force (Figure 4.1).! Those who are
unemployed or out of the labour force have average scores corresponding to Level 2
proficiency in prose and document literacy and in numeracy while those employed
have average scores at Level 3.

There is clearly a relationship between literacy proficiency and employability.
About 62 percent of employed Canadians have average document literacy scores at
Level 3 or above (Figure 4.2). In contrast, over half of unemployed Canadians have
document literacy scores below Level 3 — the desired threshold for coping with the
rapidly changing skill demands of a knowledge-based economy and society.
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Figure 4.1

Average proficiency scores, by labour force status, Canada,

population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Figure 4.2

Distribution of labour force population,’ by document proficiency level,
Canada and regions, population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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1. The labour force population is defined as respondents who are either employed or unemployed (looking for work).

Note: This figure contains certain unreliable estimates. Consult the table 4.2 in Annex A for the standard error of each estimate.
Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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Figure 4.3 further illustrates the relationship between document literacy
proficiency and employment. In Canada, individuals who have document literacy
scores at Level 1 — the lowest level of proficiency — have a much lower employment
rate? than do those at higher levels of proficiency. About 57 percent of those at Level
1 are employed compared to over 80 percent of those who scored at Levels 4/5. At
the national level, there is a notable increase in the employment rate between
proficiency Levels 1 and 2.

Figure 4.3

Employment rate by document proficiency levels,’
Canada and regions, population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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1. The reference period for the IALSS employment status was the date of the interview. Respondents were asked the question: “What is your current work
situation?”.
Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

The relationship between document literacy proficiency and employability is
also observed across the Canadian regions although the relationship appears stronger
in some regions than in others. With the exception of the Prairies, the unemployed
in all regions have average document literacy scores corresponding to Level 2
proficiency whereas the employed have average scores at Level 3. In the Prairies, the
average score for the unemployed, 276, is at the lowest end of Level 3 literacy — a
likely reflection of the fact that Alberta and Saskatchewan are among the highest
scoring jurisdictions in Canada. The difference in average document literacy scores
between the employed and the unemployed is smaller in Ontario (14 points) and the
Prairies (16 points) and larger in the Territories (48 points).

In the Territories and Quebec, around 70 percent of the unemployed have
literacy proficiency below Level 3 compared to 39 percent and 46 percent of the
employed population in these regions respectively. The proportions of the employed
and unemployed populations below Level 3 are more similar in Ontario and the

Prairies (See Annex A, Table 4.2).
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Figure 4.3 shows the regional variation in employment rates by document
literacy level. As at the national level, employment rates increase as literacy levels
increase in all the regions. Again, there are regional differences apparent. In the
Territories and British Columbia, for example, there is a large difference in
employment rates by literacy level. Over 90 percent of those at Level 4/5 are employed
in the Territories compared to 50 percent of those at Level 1 and in British Columbia
the rates are 81 percent and 47 percent respectively. The difference in employment
rates between those at Level 1 and Level 4/5 is smaller in Ontario and the Prairies.

While literacy proficiency is one contributing factor to finding employment,
there are many others, and these factors are likely to interact. For example, in a tight
labour market, those with low literacy proficiency may face more challenges in finding
and retaining jobs than those with high levels of proficiency. Similarly, the types of
skills in demand in various labour markets and by various occupations are likely to
be a factor in finding employment.

Proficiencies among occupational groups

Knowledge intensive occupations increasingly demand the application of higher levels
of competencies. Further, the interaction of technology and production is such that
the nature of these jobs is continually changing. Proficiency in the four domains,
prose and document literacy, numeracy and problem solving, is important for the
acquisition and application of new knowledge and skills.

Text box A4

Measuring knowledge-based occupations

Recent efforts to reclassify the International Standard Classification of Occupations
(ISCO) into fewer occupational groups (e.g., Osberg, Wolff and Baumol, 1989;
Lavoie and Roy, 1998; Boothby, 1999) categorize types of occupations on the basis
of knowledge content and common skills including cognitive, communication,
management and motor skills. Evidence suggests that occupations tend to cluster
according to relatively few mixes of skill requirements and few occupational types
(Béjaoui, 2000). Note that IALSS measures only some components of cognitive
skills.

In this section, all ISCO occupations are classified into six large groups:
knowledge expert, management, information high-skill, information low-skill,
services low-skill, and goods-related occupations.

Knowledge expert types of occupations require the most use of cognitive skills,
more than average management and communication skills as well as fine motor
skills. Although managers are required to use cognitive skills slightly less intensively
than experts, they are required to use management and communication skills most
often, making their required skills set the most balanced. Similar to experts, high
and low-skill information occupations require the use of cognitive, management
and communication skills more than the average, with higher use by the former.
Low-skill services and goods-related occupations require the use of these types of
skills comparatively less often. See Boothby (1999) and Béjaoui (2000) for a more
detailed description.

This section presents the average scores in the four domains for six groups of
occupations: knowledge expert, management, information high-skill, information

low-skill, services low-skill, and goods-related (See Text Box A4 and also Annex A,
Table 4.15).
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Nationally, as well as in most of the regions, the average scores of knowledge
experts, managers, and information skills professionals correspond to Level 3
proficiency in prose literacy, document literacy and numeracy. The average scores of
workers in services and goods-related occupations across these three domains are
generally at Level 2. For example, in Canada, the average document literacy score of
knowledge experts is 53 points higher than the average score of workers in the goods
production occupations.

The relative composition of occupations in regional labour markets can vary
due to the importance of certain economic sectors. Occupations requiring higher use
of cognitive knowledge and skills tend to feature higher proportions of workers with
high literacy proficiency (Levels 3 and 4/5) in the four domains assessed.

Figure 4.4 shows that, for the nation and the six regions, the majority of
knowledge experts score at Level 3 or above in prose literacy proficiency. In fact, the
proportion of knowledge experts at the highest level of literacy, Level 4/5, ranges
from 36 percent to 50 percent. In contrast, in all regions around half or fewer of
workers in services and goods production occupations are at or above Level 3 in
prose literacy.

Figure 4.4

Percent of labour force population at prose levels 3 and 4/5, by type of occupations,

Canada and regions, population aged 16 to 65, 2003

Percent

100

80

60

40

20

123 456(12345¢6(1234586(12345¢6(1 2345¢6|1 2345261 2345€6

Canada Atlantic Quebec Ontario Prairies British Columbia Territories
Regions and occupation types
Occupation types
1. Knowledge experts 4. Information low-skill I Level 3 ] Level 4/5
2. Managers 5. Services low-skill
3. Information high-skill 6. Goods

Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Many occupations in the knowledge economy require frequent processing of
information not only through reading and numeracy practices but also through
writing. Figure 4.5 shows that the extent of writing engagement at work is strongly
associated with the occupation of workers. The pattern is similar in all regions and
suggests that workers in knowledge-related occupations, including knowledge experts,
managers and high-skill information professionals, tend to engage more often in
writing at work than do low-skill information, services and goods production workers.
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Figure 4.5

Index scores of writing engagement at work with .95 confidence intervals and
25th and 75th percentile scores, by aggregated occupational types,
Canada and regions, population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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Text box B4

Measuring engagement in literacy and
numeracy related tasks at work

The IALSS survey gathered information on select reading, writing and numeracy
related activities at work. This includes 17 items as follows:

. Six items regarding the frequency of reading or using information from
each of the following as part of the respondent’s main job: letters, memos
or e-mails; reports, articles, magazines or journals; manuals or reference
books including catalogues; diagrams or schematics; directions or
instructions; bills, invoices, spreadsheets or budget tables.

. Five items regarding the frequency of writing or filling out each of the
following as part of the respondent’s main job: letters, memos or emails;
reports, articles, magazines or journals; manuals or reference books
including catalogues; directions or instructions; bills, invoices,
spreadsheets or budget tables.

. Six items regarding the frequency of doing each of the following as part
of the respondent’s main job: measure or estimate the size or weight of
objects; calculate prices, costs or budgets; count or read numbers to keep
track of things; manage time or prepare timetables; give or follow
directions or use maps or street directories; use statistical data to reach
conclusions.

Using these items, reading, writing and numeracy indices were created. This
involved a three step process. First, Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) was used to
explore and model the data. Second, Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was
used to validate the models chosen and hence the indices. Third, items were selected
and scaled according to the CFA using the Rasch item response model. The scale
score is a weighted maximum likelihood estimate, and countries were given equal
weight in the scaling process. Indices are standardized so the mean of the index
value for the combined sample of all participating countries is two and the standard
deviation is one. But for the purpose of the analyses reported in Figure 4.5, the
index scores are reported as ranging from zero to four in order to facilitate the
interpretation of the scale. The scale values roughly correspond as follows: one is
“never”; two is “rarely”; three is “less than once a week”; and four is “at least once a
week”.

Proficiency among industrial sectors

Knowledge intensive industries, by their very nature, are likely to have a greater
demand for highly proficient workers. As the knowledge-based economy increases
in size and importance, supporting this growth sector will require a sufficient supply
of highly proficient workers. Table 4.1 provides a profile of the proficiency of the
labour force in different industrial sectors (See Text Box C4).

At the national level, two industries stand out as having relatively high average
proficiency scores in all four of the domains assessed - knowledge-intensive market
service industries and public administration, defence, education and health. Workers
in several other industrial sectors, including other community social and personal
services, high and medium-high technology manufacturing industries, and transport
and storage, also have average scores that correspond to Level 3 proficiency in prose
and document literacy and in numeracy. Two industries, low and medium-low-
technology manufacturing, and primary industries have workers with average scores
at Level 2 in both literacy domains and in numeracy.
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Text table 4.1

Average proficiency scores, by industry, Canada, population aged 16 to 65, 2003

Prose Document Numeracy Problem solving

Average scores

Knowledge-intensive market service activities 297 298 292 288
Public administration, defense, education and health 303 300 287 291
Other community, social and personal services 286 287 277 279
High and medium-high-techonology manufacturing industries 283 287 285 277
Low and medium-low-technology manufacturing industries 265 267 262 261
Utilities and Construction 274 278 274 269
Wholesale, retail, hotels and restaurants 276 277 267 271
Transport and storage 281 282 277 274
Primary industries 271 273 269 267

Note: Standard errors for this table can be found in Annex A Table 4.14.

Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills

Survey, 2003.

Text box C4

Measuring technology- and knowledge intensive industries

Some industries are more dependent on technology and knowledge inputs than
others. Recent work by the OECD categorizes industries according to their relative
intensity of technology use in the case of manufacturing industries, and knowledge
in the case of market service industries. (Science, Technology and Industry Scoreboard

(OECD, 1999, pp. 18, 60, 137-140; and 2001, p. 124). This classification is used in

this section.

All manufacturing industries are classified according to technology intensity
into four categories: high technology manufacturing, medium-high technology
manufacturing, medium-low technology manufacturing, and low technology
manufacturing. Categories may be collapsed due to limited sample size.

The knowledge-intensive market service activities category includes post and
telecommunications (ISIC division 64), finance and insurance (ISIC divisions
65-67), and business activities excluding real estate (ISIC divisions 71-74).

In Canada, the same two industries having higher average scores across the
tour domains also show relatively high proportions of workers at the highest levels
of proficiency - knowledge-intensive market service activities and public
administration, defence, education and health. In these two sectors, at least one
quarter of the workers score at Level 4/5 proficiency in prose and document literacy
and in numeracy. The high and medium-high technology manufacturing sector also
has more than one quarter of its workers scoring at Level 4/5 in document literacy
and in numeracy (Figures 4.6 A and B).

Overall, at least one in ten workers in any industry sector scores at the highest
level of prose, document and numeracy proficiency. In fact, about 50 percent of
workers in low and medium-low-technology manufacturing industries; utilities and
construction; transport and storage; wholesale, retail, hotels and restaurant industries;
and primary industries score at Level 3 or above in prose, document,and numeracy
proficiency.
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Figure 4.6A

Percent of labour force population® at numeracy levels 3 and 4/5, by type of industry,
Canada and regions, population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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1. The labour force population is defined as respondents who are either employed or unemployed (looking for work).
Note: This figure contains certain unreliable estimates. Consult the table 4.6 in Annex A for the standard error of each estimate.
Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

In all regions, knowledge-intensive market services and public administration,
defence and education industries have high proportions of highly proficient workers.
There are, however, some notable regional differences. In the Atlantic region, Quebec,
and Ontario about one in ten workers in the primary industries are at Level 4/5
prose, document and numeracy proficiency. In contrast, in the Prairies, British
Columbia, and the Territories, about one in five workers in the primary industries
are at this highest level of proficiency. This difference in worker profile is likely a
reflection of the nature of the primary industries in these regions.
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Figure 4.6B

Percent of labour force population® at document levels 3 and 4/5, by type of industry,
Canada and regions, population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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The labour force population is defined as respondents who are either employed or unemployed (looking for work).
Note:
Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

This figure contains certain unreliable estimates. Consult the table 4.6 in Annex A for the standard error of each estimate.

Proficiencies and wages
Being employed, the type of job held, and the industry in which one works are all

associated with literacy and numeracy proficiency. Previous research has also
established that employment earnings are related to literacy proficiency along with
many other factors such as education and gender. Green and Riddell (2001)
demonstrate that literacy has a large effect on earnings, equivalent to about one-
third of the estimated “wage return on education.” They find that an increase in an
individual’s position on the distribution of literacy scores of ten percentiles results in
a three percent increase in earnings (Green and Riddell, 2001). Previous research
has also established that earnings differ for men and women, though the gap in
earnings has narrowed slightly over the past decade (Drolet, 2001).

Figures 4.7 A to D show a clear relationship between high prose literacy
proficiency and high earnings. However, the relationship between prose literacy and
earnings is generally stronger for women than for men both at the national and
regional levels. Just under one-third of men earning $60,000 a year were at the highest
level of prose literacy (Level 4/5), compared to 15 percent among those earning less
than $20,000. The difference is even greater for women — 50 percent of women with
annual earnings of $60,000 or above are at prose literacy Level 4/5 compared with
19 percent who earned less than $20,000.

A much higher percentage of men than women earning at least $60,000 a year
are at the lowest levels of literacy - one in four men and fewer than one in ten
women nationally. Similarly, in the next highest earnings category, $40,000 up to
$60,000, about one in three men compared with less than one in five women are at the
lowest levels of prose literacy.
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Figure 4.7 Ato D

Distribution of prose proficiency levels, by annual earnings, gender, Canada, Quebec,
Ontario and British Columbia, population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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This figure contains certain unreliable estimates. Consult the table 4.7 in Annex A for the standard error of each estimate.

Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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Proficiency and adult learning

A lifelong learning culture implies continuous learning throughout the working life
and the years beyond. Such involvement in learning is likely to help maintain
competencies and to help acquire additional knowledge and skills. The 2003 IALSS
collected data on participation in various forms of adult education and learning during
the twelve months preceding the interview.

In Canada, almost 50 percent of the population aged 16 to 65 participates in
some form of adult education and learning activities. The IALSS differentiated
between participation in programs of study, defined as a collection of courses that
leads to a credential, and participation in organized courses that were not part of a
program. The proportion enrolling in organized courses is higher than the proportion
participating in programs of study - 25 percent compared to 16 percent. For the
most part, participation rates in the jurisdictions are close to the national rate. The
rate is significantly below the national average in Newfoundland and Labrador,
Quebec and Nunavut and above the national average in British Columbia (Figure 4.8).

Figure 4.8

Percent of population receiving adult education and training the
year preceding the interview, by type of participation,
Canada and jurisdictions, population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Proficiency in literacy, numeracy and problem solving provides the foundation
for the acquisition of new knowledge and skills. Across all regions, those who
participate in adult learning activities have higher average scores in all domains

(Figure 4.9).

In all regions, as proficiency levels increase, so too does participation in adult
learning. In all provinces and territories there is a substantial difference between the
participation rates of those with the lowest and highest levels of literacy. Participation
rates among those with Level 1 proficiency in document literacy are at about 20
percent compared to about 70 percent among those at Level 4/5 (Figure 4.10).
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Figure 4.9

Average proficiency scores of population receiving adult
education and training in the year preceding the interview,
Canada, population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Figure 4.10

Percent of population receiving adult education and training
during the year preceding the interview, by document proficiency levels,
Canada and regions, population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Adults can take part in a range of learning activities, some of which are relatively
informal and take place outside the traditional education system. The IALSS measured
participation in a variety of such activities, and distinguishes between those that are
“active” and those that are “passive”. Active modes of informal learning include, for
example, going on guided tours, attending trade fairs and short lectures or seminars
while passive modes include using video and tapes to learn, reading manuals and
reference books and learning by trying things out (See Text Box D4).
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Text box D4

Measuring informal learning

Informal learning occurs outside the formal education system through daily activities
at home, at work and in the community. The IALSS study collected information
on participation in a range of informal learning activities, including: visits to trade
fairs, professional conferences or congresses; attending short lectures, seminars,
workshops or special talks that are not part of a course; reading manuals, reference
books, journals or other written materials but not as part of a course; going on
guided tours such as museums, art galleries, or other locations; using computers or
the internet to learn but not as part of a course; using video, television, or tapes to
learn, but not as part of a course; learning by watching, getting help from or advice
from others but not from course instructors; learning by themselves by trying things
out, doing things for practice, trying different approaches to doing things; learning
by being sent around an organization to learn different aspects of that organization.

Informal learning is more or less a universal activity for Canadians aged 16 to
65. Over 90 percent of respondents engage in informal learning, particularly in passive
modes of informal learning. Engagement in active learning is far less frequent and
also varies more among jurisdictions, with fewer participating in Quebec (54 percent)
and the Atlantic regions (56 percent) compared to the Prairies (72 percent)
(Figure 4.11).

Previous research has shown that there is a strong relationship between
educational attainment and participation in adult learning. Several factors, including
education and literacy proficiency levels, may influence participation in active informal
learning. As can been seen in Figure 4.12, Canadians with post-secondary education
participate more in active modes of learning than do Canadians with a high school
diploma or less. About 80 percent of Canadians with a university degree participate
in active modes of training compared to 57 percent of Canadians with an upper
secondary diploma. The difference is smaller for passive modes of learning. For
instance, 97 percent of Canadians with a university degree participate in passive
learning modes, compared to 84 percent among those with less than upper secondary
education.

Figure 4.13 shows that there are also large differences in participation in active
informal learning by level of document literacy proficiency in all regions. Those
with lower literacy levels have much lower participation rates in active informal
learning than do those at higher levels. In each of the regions, the participation rate
in active modes of informal learning for those at document literacy Level 4/5 is
about twice the rate or more for those at literacy Level 1.
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Figure 4.11

Percent of population participating in active and passive modes of learning in the year preceding
the interview, by education level, Canada and regions, population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Figure 4.12

Percent of population participating in informal learning activities
during the year preceding the interview, by mode of engagement,
Canada and regions, population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.
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Figure 4.13

Percent of population participating in active and passive modes of informal learning in the year preceding
the interview, by document proficiency level, Canada and regions, population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Conclusions

Proficiency of Canadians, aged 16 to 65, in literacy, numeracy and problem solving
is clearly linked to their labour market outcomes. The average proficiency scores of
those employed are higher than those who are either unemployed or not in the
labour force. The employment rates are also higher for those with higher proficiency
levels. Those who work in more knowledge intensive jobs tend to have higher literacy
and numeracy proficiencies. In addition, higher earnings of Canadians are associated
with higher proficiency, particularly for women. The findings highlight the
importance of building and maintaining human capital amongst Canadians of
working age.

The demand for high literacy and numeracy proficiency is likely to increase
turther as Canada moves more and more towards a knowledge-based economy. In
every industry group except one, low and medium low technology, at least 50 percent
of the labour force is proficient at Level 3 or above in document literacy. And, the
proportion is just under 50 percent in low and medium low technology industries.

Continuous learning assists in maintaining competencies and acquiring new
ones. Participation in adult learning is consistently related to proficiency in literacy
and numeracy. Those with higher levels of proficiency have higher participation
rates in learning activities overall and in active modes of informal learning.
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Endnotes

1. According to the standard definition employed by Statistics Canada, the employed are persons
having a job or business, whereas the unemployed are without work, available for work, and
actively seeking work. Together the unemployed and the employed constitute the labour force.
The employment rate for a particular group is the number of employed in that group expressed as
a percentage of the population for that group.

2. The employment rate for a particular group is the number of employed in that group expressed as
a percentage of the population for that group.
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Chapter 5

Proficiency and society

While it is relatively straightforward to measure success in economic outcomes, it is
less obvious how to quantify the effect of literacy on social outcomes, such as individual
and societal health and welfare. The IALSS is used in the first part of this chapter to
shed light on these relationships, drawing on a series of questions related to individual
health and well-being. The chapter employs an additional set of IALSS questions to
explore the effects of literacy proficiency on key social indicators generally related to
the concept of civic engagement: volunteering and civic participation.

The final part of this chapter looks at the use of Information and
Communications Technologies (ICTs) and the factors related to their use. ICTs
have become more pervasive in Canada and thus, access to and the ability to use
them has important implications for daily living whether at work or at home.

Health and literacy

The link between health outcomes and years of schooling has long been recognised
(Furu, 1985; Schwartzberg, Van Geest and Wang, 2005). More recently, the availability
of national literacy data has allowed this link to be explored more fully. The findings
suggest that literacy is a significant factor in explaining disparities in health care
received by adults in advanced economies (Kirsch and von Davier, 2005).

Health limitations such as visual problems not corrected by aids such as
eyeglasses have an obvious connection to the ability to read and understand printed
material. The scope and severity of the condition have a direct impact on proficiency.
Whereas a slight visual problem present but uncorrected since grade school can slow
the acquisition of certain key competencies needed for effective literacy, complete
blindness may arrest this development altogether and, while one may be proficient
in alternate communication mediums (e.g. Braille or books on tape), the amount of
information readily accessible is limited.

The IALSS data support research into more general aspects of the link between
respondents’ perceived health and their literacy scores. The IALSS measures health
using a widely recognized set of questions on physical and mental health. The
responses to these questions are used to estimate four groups of physical and mental

health: “poor”, “fair”, “good” and “excellent” (See Text Box A5).
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Text box A5

Measuring Physical and Mental Health in the IALSS

Health in the IALSS is measured using responses to a series of questions designed
to estimate two scales: the Physical Component Summary (PCS) and the Mental
Component Summary (MCS). These scales are internationally validated indicators
of self-reported physical and mental health. In the IALSS they are measured on
the basis of responses to 12 questions known as the SF-12. These 12 questions
capture over 90 percent of the variance in a much larger 36-item instrument known
as the SF-36. The abbreviated version reduces the burden on respondents and
offers a practical way of measuring respondents’ health. By applying weights to
each response, the 12 questions can be used to calculate the PCS and MCS scales
(for more information about these physical and mental health measures, please
visit www.sf-36.0rg).

For the analysis in this chapter, the resulting PCS and MCS scale scores were
grouped into national quartiles. This procedure assigned the boundaries for four
analytical groups, each comprising 25 percent of the population, and labelled “poor”,
“fair”, “good” and “excellent”. Thus, the group with poor health is composed of the
lowest scoring 25 percent of the population, measured nationally, while those in

the group with excellent health are part of the highest scoring 25 percent.

The analysis of health and literacy focuses on the document literacy domain.
Health care instructions and directions for taking medicines typically correspond
to the general competencies measured by document literacy.

Analysis of the average document literacy score for each mental health grouping
provides no support for a connection between mental health and document literacy.
Indeed, in all provinces and territories, the distribution of literacy scores either does
not vary significantly with differences in the respondents’ perceived mental health,
whether poor, fair, good or excellent, or the average scores fluctuate unpredictably.

In contrast, the results of an analysis of the physical health groupings suggest
the existence of a relationship between physical health and literacy proficiency. Given
the relationship between aging and physical health, with those over 65 having a
much higher proportion reporting poor health, the analysis is presented for two age
groups: 16 to 65 year-olds and over 65.

At the Canada level, for both age groups, literacy scores are lower for those
who report being in poor physical health. The average document literacy score of
those aged 16 to 65 who reported being in poor health is 267 — corresponding to
Level 2 proficiency. For those in fair, good or excellent health, the average score is

284 — corresponding to Level 3 proficiency (Table 5.1).

In most jurisdictions, 16 to 65 year-olds in poor health have lower average
document literacy scores than those reporting better health. Table 5.1 orders the
provinces and territories by the size of the difference in average document literacy
between those in poor health and those in fair, good or excellent health. For 16 to 65
year-olds, this difference is smallest in the Yukon and Northwest Territories.
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Chapter 5/ Proficiency and society

Text table 5.1

Average document proficiency scores by Physical Component Summary (PCS) and age groups,
Canada and jurisdictions, population 16 and over, 2003

Fair, good
Poor or excellent

Province or territory Average Difference’
Yukon

16 to 65 287 296 9

66 and older 210 255 45

Total 278 293 15
Northwest Territories

16 to 65 275 281 6

66 and older 176 200E 24

Total 257 279 23
Nunavut

16 to 65 220 238 18

66 and older 174E X X

Total 213 238 24
Alberta

16 to 65 278 293 16

66 and older 225 232 6

Total 264 289 25
New Brunswick

16 to 65 254 276 21

66 and older 202 204 2

Total 241 269 28
Canada

16 to 65 267 284 17

66 and older 206 224 18

Total 248 279 31
Ontario

16 to 65 268 282 14

66 and older 204 225 21

Total 247 278 3
Saskatchewan

16 to 65 285 297 12

66 and older 212 232 20

Total 258 290 32
Manitoba

16 to 65 269 287 18

66 and older 211 230 20

Total 249 281 32
British Columbia

16 to 65 274 294 20

66 and older 223 248 26

Total 258 290 32
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Text table 5.1 (concluded)

Average document proficiency scores by Physical Component Summary (PCS) and age groups,

Canada and jurisdictions, population 16 and over, 2003

Fair, good
Poor or excellent
Province or territory Average Difference’
Newfoundland and Labrador
16 to 65 251 274 23
66 and older 192 216 24
Total 237 269 32
Quebec
16 to 65 256 277 21
66 and older 192 211 19
Total 237 271 33
Prince Edward Island
16 to 65 263 285 22
66 and older 208 216 7
Total 245 279 33
Nova Scotia
16 to 65 268 290 22
66 and older 212 230 18
Total 251 284 33

1. The difference reported in the last column is the difference between the average document literacy scores of respondents receiving poor physical health

scores and the average document literacy score for those receiving fair, good or excellent health scores. Jurisdictions have been ranked according to the
difference of their total adult populations 16 and over.

E. Use with caution.

x.  Suppressed to meet the confidentiality requirements of the Statistics Act.
Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

More than half of the over 65 population reports being in poor health compared
to 20 percent of 16 to 65 year-olds. For Canada, those over 65 who report poor
health have an average document literacy score of 206 — corresponding to Level 1
proficiency. At 224, the score is higher for those in fair, good or excellent health. The
proportion of seniors reporting poor health is either close to or over 50 percent in
each of the provinces and territories, with the exception of the Yukon. In each
jurisdiction, the average document literacy score among seniors in poor health
corresponds to Level 1 proficiency. The fact that about half of all seniors are in poor
physical health and they score at the lowest level of proficiency may have serious
implications for their overall quality of life.

While the existence in Canada of a link between reported physical health and
document literacy is apparent, further studies are needed to disentangle the web of
relationships that may underlie this phenomenon. The literacy demands placed on
Canadians responsible for managing their own health and well-being are likely to
grow in complexity as the Canadian health care system evolves. The link between
literacy and health may become even more important in future years.
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Civic engagement

The inclusion of measures of civic engagement in the IALSS makes it possible to
explore the link between community involvement, literacy, numeracy and problem-
solving. However, it is not possible to establish a cause and effect relationship. If
those who are more proficient in literacy, numeracy and problem solving are more
likely to participate in their community, they may also be more likely to develop
strong community ties (See Healy and Coté, 2001).

The IALSS measured several aspects of engagement in community and society
including participation in various groups and organizations and participation in
volunteer activities. The analysis in this section focuses on a summary measure of
these two types of participation. This summary measure is called civic engagement.
The civic engagement summary index differentiates those who participate a great
deal from those who participate a little or not at all (See Text Box B5).

Text box B5

Measuring civic engagement in the IALSS

The IALSS asked a series of questions relating to participation in community groups
and organizations, and in volunteer activities. From these questions, two indicators —
civic participation and social engagement - and one summary index were created.

The civic participation indicator was built by placing the seven measures of
participation in various groups and organizations on a common scale, with a score
of zero signifying no participation and a score of seven signifying participation in
all possible civic groups and organizations. In order to facilitate the interpretation
of results, a simple two-category variable was created separating those who participate
in civic activities from those who do not.

Similarly, the social engagement indicator was built by placing the five measures
of participation in volunteer activities on a common scale, where a score of zero
signifies no volunteer activity and a score of five signifies volunteering in all the
measured areas. Again, for the purpose of reporting, this index was then transformed
into a simple variable with two categories, separating those who volunteer from
those who do not.

Finally, a composite index of civic engagement using all 12 of the measures
was developed to identify respondents who neither participate in civic activities
nor volunteer in any of the measured areas.

An analysis of the relationships between civic participation, social engagement
and the four competency domains measured in the IALSS shows that the
distributions of proficiency by participation in civic and social activities are similar
across the four domains. For these reasons, the data analysis presented below uses
only the composite index of civic engagement and the prose literacy scale.

Figure 5.1 shows the distribution of prose literacy levels by the scores on the
civic engagement index. The observed patterns suggest that the higher the prose
literacy levels, the more likely it is that a respondent engaged in various forms of
civic and social activities.
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Figure 5.1

Distribution of prose literacy levels by civic engagement index score,
Canada, population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Note: This figure contains certain unreliable estimates. Consult the table 5.1 in Annex A for the standard error
of each estimate.
Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Half of all respondents at Level 1 on the prose literacy scale said they did not
engage in any of the twelve types of participation and volunteer activities measured

by the IALSS. Conversely, 21 percent of respondents at Level 4/5 never did so.

A second way of examining the same data is to look at the percentages of
those engaged and those not engaged within each prose literacy level. The pattern
displayed in Figure 5.2 also suggests that there is a positive relationship between
prose literacy and civic engagement; higher levels of literacy proficiency are linked
to higher levels of community involvement. About half of those with Level 1 prose
literacy are engaged in civic activities. This proportion rises across each literacy level,
and reaches 80 percent among those with Level 4/5 proficiency. It is worth noting
that, in this simplified index, a person who is “not engaged” is one who neither
volunteers nor participates in any of the measured group or organizational activities.
Conversely, a person who is “engaged” participates or volunteers in at least one of
the measured activities.

This association between literacy and civic engagement holds in all jurisdictions
(See Annex A Table 5.2). As was the case at the national level, rates of civic
engagement across the four levels of proficiency vary considerably by jurisdiction.
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Figure 5.2

Civic engagement by prose proficiency levels, Canada,
population aged 16 and over, 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Proficiencies and the use of Information and
Communication Technologies

Information and Communications Technologies (ICTs) have been a source of change
for businesses, governments, and individuals. Within one generation, the means of
transmitting information and interpersonal communication have changed
dramatically. ICTs such as the personal computer and the Internet are so pervasive
that they now mediate experience in many aspects of peoples’ lives (Fanning, 2001).
Whether preparing a presentation at work, using an Internet search engine or
communicating with family and friends using email or chat programs, Canadians
have learned new skills and adapted others to use these technologies. Because ICTs
are so common, the ability to use them effectively is becoming increasingly important,
both to nations and individuals (Kirsch and Lennon, 2005). Indeed, the ability to
use ICTs has become a key competency.

This section starts by briefly examining Canadians’ access to computers and
the Internet, and then proceeds to an investigation of some of the factors related to
ICT use. This includes an exploration of the relationships between ICT use and
variables such as education, literacy proficiency and income for the population aged
16 to 65. Results are presented for Canada and the provinces and territories where
possible’.

Access to personal computers and the Internet

According to the survey results, three in four Canadians (76 percent) aged 16 to 65
years have access to a computer at home. Among the six countries participating in
the ALL survey,? access rates are slightly higher only in Norway (80 percent) and
Switzerland (83 percent). A majority of Canadians (68 percent) also has an Internet
connection at home. Internet connectivity is somewhat higher in Switzerland (75
percent) but similar in Norway (68 percent). Other studies have shown that the
growth in home Internet connections stabilized in recent years partly because as
penetration increased, the potential pool of new users became smaller (Statistics
Canada, 2004).
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Figure 5.3

Percent of population who report having access to a computer
and the Internet at home, Canada and jurisdictions,
population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Figure 5.3 indicates that Ontario, Alberta, British Columbia and the Yukon
lead the provinces and territories, with computer access rates close to 80 percent and
Internet access rates at or slightly above the national average of 68 percent. The
Western provinces have traditionally been leaders in the penetration of high-speed
Internet by cable (Veenhof, Neogi and van Tol, 2003). The Atlantic provinces of
Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island and New Brunswick, along
with the Northwest Territories, have Internet penetration rates below 60 percent,
while Nunavut trails with just over one-quarter of its population (28 percent)
connected to the Internet at home. This partly reflects the fact that many Internet
access technologies are not yet available to certain rural or geographically remote
communities (Veenhof et al., 2003).

Most computer users also have access to the Internet. Indeed, the survey results
show, for most Canadian jurisdictions, that 85 to 90 percent of computer users also
have Internet access at home. Nunavut has the lowest access rate among computer
users, but still over two-thirds of computer users in that territory have Internet access
at home.

Although it is clear that connectivity has increased in Canada, it is instructive
to gauge perceptions among non-users. Data from the IALSS reveal that in Canada,
29 percent of individuals aged 16 to 65 who have never used a computer expressed
an interest in starting to use one. This presents a challenge if Canada is to succeed in
increasing computer connectivity and use among its citizens to near universal levels.

Further measures of ICT use and attitudes toward ICTs

Three composite indices measuring aspects of familiarity with and use of ICTs are
developed for analysis in this section. These are the index of respondents’ perceived
usefulness and attitude towards computers; the index of diversity and intensity of
Internet use; and the index of using computers for task-oriented purposes (See Text

Box C5).
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Text box C5

Three ICT indices and their observed measures

Three indices of ICT use and familiarity are derived from a number of observed
measures collected as part of the IALSS survey. These ICT related measures are
examined using exploratory factor analysis with principal components specified as
the method. Subsequently, confirmatory factor analysis is used to validate the three
models. Index scores are then derived using a Rasch scaling approach. Scores for
each index are expressed as standardized scores on a 10-point scale, with a mean of
5 points and a standard deviation of 1.5 points.

The index scores are estimated on the basis of the pooled between-country
data set for the population 16 to 65 years, derived from all six countries participating
in the ALL survey. The index scores for Canada and the provinces and territories
are calculated relative to the standardized international mean score, set at 5 points
for each index.

The underlying variables used to construct the three measures are outlined below:
1. Index of perceived usefulness and attitude toward computers

Please tell me whether you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree with each of
the following statements:
e Computers have made it possible for me to get more done in less time
e Computers have made it easier for me to get useful information
e Computers have helped me to learn new skills other than computer skills
e Computers have helped me to communicate with people
e Computers have helped me reach my occupational (career) goals
2. Index of diversity and intensity of Internet use
In a typical month, how often did you use the Internet for the following purposes? (Daily,
a ﬁzw times a week, a few times a month, never)
¢ Electronic mail (email)
e Participate in chat groups or other on-line discussions
e Shopping (including browsing for products or services but not necessarily
buying)
e Banking
*  Formal education or training (part of a formal learning activity such as a
course or a program of studies)
e Obtain or save music
e Read about news and current events
e Search for employment opportunities
e Search for health related information
e Search for weather related information
e Search for government information
e Playing games with others
*  General browsing
e Other purposes; specify
*  Inatypical month, how many hours did you use a computer at home?
3. Index of using computers for task-oriented purposes

1In a typical month, how often did you use a computer for the following purposes? (Daily,
a few times a week, a_few times a month, never).
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Text box C5 (concluded)

Three ICT indices and their observed measures
e Writing or editing text
e Accounts, spreadsheets or statistical analysis
*  Creating graphics, designs, pictures or presentations
*  Programming or writing computer code
*  Keeping a schedule or calendar
e Reading information on a CD-ROM or DVD

e In a typical month, how mamny hours did you use a computer at home?

Figure 5.4

Average scores for three scales of the information and communication
technologies use and familiarity index, Canada and jurisdictions,
population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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Source:  International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Within Canada, attitudes toward computers and the intensity of ICT use vary
by province and territory. The Yukon Territory, the Northwest Territories, Alberta
and British Columbia are all above the national mean score in their perceived
usefulness and attitude toward computers, diversity and intensity of Internet use,
and use of computers for task-oriented purposes. Residents of these provinces and
territories also use ICTs the most intensively. Adults in Ontario are also active ICT
users, while those in Yukon Territory and Quebec have the highest score on the
perceived usefulness of computers. However, residents of Quebec score lower on
average on actual ICT use than populations in other jurisdictions. Similarly, adults
in Nunavut score high on perceived usefulness and attitude toward computers but
relatively low on the actual use of ICT. Residents in Nunavut and Newfoundland
and Labrador are the least intensive ICT users among adult Canadians. Index scores
mirrored those at the national level for most other jurisdictions.
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Factors related to ICT use

Differences in the penetration and use of various ICTs, both within and across
countries, are well documented. Studies of the “digital divide” (U.S. Department of
Commerce, 2002; OECD, 2001 & 2004; Sciadas, 2002) have both identified and
analyzed factors that influence Internet connectivity and use of ICTs, whether at the
household or individual level. While income is often a key determinant, other factors
have also been shown to exert an independent influence. These include education,
age, gender, residential location (urban vs. rural) and even family type.

Figure 5.5

Percent reporting having access to a computer and the Internet
at home, by household income quartiles, Canada,
population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

Figure 5.5 shows the relationship between household income and access to a
computer at home. The pattern is similar for Internet access. Confirming previous
findings, use of computers and Internet connectivity vary substantially by income. In
Canada, computer penetration among individuals in the highest household income
quartile is nearly universal (92 percent) but only slightly over half of those in the
lowest income quartile (55 percent) have access to a computer at home. Individuals
living in low-income households may therefore face computer-related learning
disadvantages (Felstead, Duncan and Green, 2002) and may not access health,

g y
government, and other information on the Internet. It should also be noted that the
gaps in access in the lower income quartiles are larger than the gap between the top
two income quartiles. In other words, as income declines, the gap in access widens.
This pattern is not unique to Canada but also observed in other countries participating

in the ALL study (Veenhof, Clermont and Sciadas, 2005).

ICT and literacy

An insight into the relationship between use of ICTs and other competencies can be
obtained by comparing the literacy proficiency of respondents who say they use ICTs
and those who do not. In Canada, there is a 75-point gap between computer users
and non-users on the prose literacy scale with a range from 0 to 500 points (Veenhof
et al., 2005).? Thus in addition to a digital divide, non-users may also face a literacy
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challenge. In a separate Canadian study, findings also show a positive relationship
between access to home computers and reading achievement among 15 year-olds
(Bussiere and Gluszynski, 2004).

Results displayed in Figure 5.6 also indicate that prose literacy proficiency
increases with the use of computers for task-oriented purposes. The findings are
similar for the other two ICT indices developed for this study as well as for the other
competency domains measured in the IALSS. These results are consistent with
another study that suggests that adults with high literacy and numeracy proficiency
perform better in an assessment of ICT skills than adults with low literacy and
numeracy (DfES, 2003).

Figure 5.6

Average index scores measuring the intensity of use of computers
for task-oriented purposes, by prose proficiency levels,
Canada, population aged 16 to 65, 2003
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Source: International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey, 2003.

ICT and age

Age is known from previous research studies to be a major factor in the use of ICTs.
Generally, younger adults use ICTs more frequently and more intensely than older
adults. The IALSS findings confirm this general pattern. Values on all three ICT
indices are found to decline steadily with increasing age, with the largest decrease
observed for the group aged 56 to 65 years. Many of the items included in the index
measuring the use of computers for task-oriented purposes are associated with work
tasks, such as writing or editing text, managing accounts or spreadsheets,
programming, creating presentations and keeping a schedule or calendar. The steep
decline in the index score observed for those aged 56 to 65 indicates that older
individuals and persons in early retirement do not perform these tasks as regularly as
younger age groups. The relationship between age and the index of diversity and
intensity of Internet use is also strong. In contrast, the relationship between age and
the index of perceived usefulness of computers is weaker.
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ICT and gender
Findings from the IALSS reveal that differences in ICT use by gender are small in

Canada. There are virtually no significant differences between men and women on
all three ICT indices. Narrow gaps in ICT use by gender are characteristic of much
of North America (Veenhof, Clermont and Sciadas, 2005), but this pattern differs
markedly from those found in other parts of the world, particularly in developing
countries (Huyer, Hatkin, Ertl and Dryburgh, 2005). In addition, gender differences
in ICT use are often higher during the early stages of the introduction of new
technologies but decline over time (Veenhof, Clermont and Sciadas, 2005).

ICT and education

Educational attainment and ICT use are strongly related in Canada. Studies
undertaken elsewhere have found that those with more education have higher ICT
skills, but also that more educated people tend to work more with computers, thus
making it difficult to determine whether education or employment has the largest
impact on ICT use (DfES, 2003). Nonetheless, education represents an important
means to develop at least basic ICT skills (OECD, 2004a) and sometimes ICTs are
integrated with learning activities to develop competencies other than computer skills.
In Canada, ICT use increases with advancing levels of education. The gap in ICT
use is most apparent between respondents who have completed upper secondary
education and those who have not. Individuals with low levels of education tend to
be at a disadvantage in the labour market and their relatively lower familiarity with
and use of ICTs may exacerbate this situation. Although differences by levels of
education exist for all three ICT indices, the relationship is weakest for the index of
perceived usefulness and attitude toward computers.
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Conclusions

In this chapter the relationships between literacy proficiency and a range of social
outcomes, including self-reported health status and civic engagement, are explored.
The chapter also looks at access to and use of Information and Communications
Technologies and the factors related to their use.

Differences in reported health status appear to be related to document literacy
proficiency. Respondents reporting poor health score lower on the document literacy
scale compared with those reporting fair, good or excellent health. Although the
nature of this relationship needs to be explored further, the evidence is sufficiently
clear to suggest that health issues and literacy issues intersect.

Higher levels of prose literacy are associated with higher engagement in various
community activities. Literacy may be a key factor in building a socially engaged
community, while such a community in turn may be more likely to develop a literacy
rich environment to sustain and improve its literacy base.

Patterns of Internet and computer access at home confirm the existence of
“digital divides” in Canada among the population aged 16 to 65 years. Ontario,
Alberta, British Columbia and the Yukon Territory have computer access rates close
to 80 percent and Internet connectivity rates around 70 percent. Penetration rates
are lower in the other jurisdictions.

There are substantive differences between provinces and territories in the
respondents’ reported perceived usefulness and attitude toward computers, the
diversity and intensity of Internet use, and the use of computers for task-oriented,
mainly work related purposes. Index scores are particularly high in British Columbia,
the Northwest Territories and the Yukon.

Many factors including age, gender, and level of education are associated with
adults’ familiarity with and use of computers and the Internet. Age exerts a particularly
strong effect on computer use. Literacy proficiency also exerts a significant effect on
ICT familiarity and use. The influence of literacy on computer use has been known
to be mediated by the effects of other variables such as the factors identified above.
But evidence has also shown that literacy has a net and independent effect on ICT
familiarity and use (Veenhof et al, 2005). Further research is needed to shed more
light on economic and social outcomes associated with ICT and literacy proficiency.

Endnotes

1. For similar analyses of data for the six countries participating in the ALL survey, see Veenhof,
Clermont and Sciadas (2005). For detailed international and provincial comparisons using the
16 to 65 age group, refer to Veenhof, Clermont and Sciadas (forthcoming).

2. Bermuda, Canada, Italy, Norway, Switzerland and the United States of America. See OECD
and Statistics Canada (2005, p. 197) for the comparative results about computer access and
Internet connectivity.

3. The average prose literacy score for computer users in Canada was 289 and was 214 for non-
users; the difference of 75 is significant.
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Conclusion

The 1994 International Adult Literacy Survey showed that close to half of the
Canadian adult population, aged 16 and over, performed below Level 3 on the prose
literacy scale, the “desired level” of competence for coping with the increasing skill
demands of the emerging knowledge and information economy (OECD and Statistics
Canada, 1995). Among those 16 to 65 years of age, this represented about 8 million
Canadians below Level 3 in 1994. This drew the attention of the media and the
general public and served to raise the profile of adult literacy issues among
governments, businesses and the wider community.

The expectation was that the next survey would show improvements to the
literacy profile of Canadians given that a large proportion of those with low literacy
in the older age groups would retire from the work force, more new immigrants
would have university degrees, and a larger proportion of the Canadian-born
population would graduate with postsecondary degrees.

Contrary to expectations, the results from the 2003 IALSS presented in this
report do not show any marked improvement in the overall literacy performance of
Canadian adults since 1994. In 2003, just under half of adults aged 16 and over and
42 percent of those aged 16 to 65, about 9 million, were below Level 3 in prose
literacy. Among the provinces, with the exception of Quebec, where there was an
increase in average prose literacy, and in the Atlantic region where there was an
increase in document literacy, no changes were observed in the average literacy
performance of adults 16 and over between 1994 and 2003.

There has been a modest shift away from the lowest and highest ends of literacy
performance towards the middle. In other words, there appear to be fewer Canadians
at the highest and lowest literacy levels in 2003 than in 1994 and more at Levels 2
and 3. Average proficiency for those 16 and over on the prose scale and the document
scale is close to the desired threshold of literacy performance of Level 3 (at Level 3
for those 16 to 65 years of age) but the scores have not significantly improved during
the past decade.

Understanding why the expected improvement in literacy performance did
not occur is clearly important but the answers are not simple. As anticipated, there
has been some improvement in the literacy performance of those in the older age
groups. While the group born between 1928 and 1937, who were 57 to 66 years of
age in 1994, had an average prose literacy score of 233 points, those who are currently
in that age group have an average score of 258 points.
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At the same time there have been losses in literacy proficiency among and
within different groups. As individuals age, average prose literacy tends to slightly
decline as well. As a group, holders of a university degree had lower average prose
literacy scores in 2003 than in 1994, likely related to a difference in scores for
immigrant and non-immigrant populations. About two percent of the Canadian-
born who had completed university education have prose literacy scores at Level 1
compared to 18 percent of recent immigrants and 14 percent of established immigrants
who had completed university.

While it is true that recent immigrants tend to be better educated than in the
past, more come from countries where English or French are not mainstream
languages. This explains, at least in part, why recent immigrants between the ages of
16 and 65 perform significantly below the Canadian-born population on the literacy
tests. Much more analytical work will be required to fully explore the factors around
the lack of significant change in the overall literacy performance of Canadian adults.

The results from the 2003 IALSS make it possible to take stock of the overall
performance of Canadians and to determine if performance differs by jurisdiction,
and within populations of special interest to Canadians. What is shown is that
proficiency is not evenly distributed within Canada.

The average literacy, numeracy and problem solving scores of adults in the
Yukon, Alberta, Saskatchewan and British Columbia are significantly higher than
the national average. Scores in New Brunswick, Newfoundland and Labrador, and
Nunavut are lower than the Canadian average in each of the four domains.

Nova Scotia, the Northwest Territories, Manitoba, Ontario and Prince Edward
Island have average scores that are not statistically different than the Canadian
averages. In Quebec, the average scores for the two literacy domains are below the
national averages while for the numeracy and problem solving domains there is no
difference.

Most seniors have relatively low literacy when compared to other age groups:
in every province and territory, at least two-thirds of seniors are at literacy Levels 1
and 2. Canadians with university degrees have higher average prose literacy scores
compared to those with a high school diploma. In most jurisdictions, men outperform
women in numeracy.

Prose literacy performance differs significantly by language in New Brunswick,
Quebec, Ontario and Manitoba where a higher proportion of Francophones than
Anglophones score below Level 3. The Aboriginal populations age 16 and over
surveyed in urban Manitoba, urban Saskatchewan and in each of the territories have
lower prose literacy proficiency than non-Aboriginal populations, reflecting in some
ways the effect of different levels of formal education and a mother tongue other
than English or French. Compared to the Canadian-born population, a higher
percentage of recent and established immigrants between the ages of 16 and 65
score below prose literacy Level 3.

Unequal distributions of proficiencies may well lead to inequalities in economic
and social outcomes, which in turn may make the maintenance and acquisition of
new competencies more difficult. The 2003 IALSS results clearly indicate that
literacy is associated with employability, the types of jobs occupied by workers, and
earnings. Those with higher proficiencies have a higher employment rate and higher
earnings and those who work in more knowledge-intensive jobs have higher
proficiencies.
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Conclusion

Although the direction of cause and effect is unclear, a range of social outcomes
is also shown to have a relationship to literacy. Those reporting poor health score
lower on the document literacy scale compared to those reporting better health and
higher levels of prose literacy are associated with higher engagement in various
community activities.

The results of IALSS raise concern because the ability to use and understand
information is fundamental to daily life at work, at home, and in the community. A
large proportion of Canadians have prose literacy scores at Levels 1 and 2 even in the
highest performing jurisdictions such as the Yukon Territory (33 per cent),
Saskatchewan, Alberta and British Columbia (about 40 p