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Literacy: An Interdisciplinary View 
 

A LARGER CONVERSATION 
The case for literacy education has been made over and over in recent decades and 
centuries, and – for that matter – millennia.1 Nowadays, few will dispute the value of a 
basic education for the individual and for society. Increasingly, disciplines outside the 
literacy field are weighing-in. From these various perspectives, a holistic picture of 
literacy and adult basic education emerges where interconnectedness reveals both a 
larger value and constructive points of discussion. While governments promote their 
agenda of cuts, funding freezes, funding shifts, deregulation and privatization, and 
citizens demand resources and services; it is worthwhile understanding how the different 
fields relate. In this way, too, different arms of government may find common purpose in 
refocusing their work towards planning for the wellbeing of all citizens. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1. Quigley, Allan B., Learning From Landmarks: To Re-shape Adult Literacy Policy in the Twenty-First Century, pp. 82-92, in Building 
on Critical Traditions – Adult Education and Learning in Canada, Eds: To Nesbit, Susan M. Brigham, Nancy Taber, Tara Gibb. 
Thompson Educational Publishing, Inc., Toronto. 2013 
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Community Development and Outreach (CDO) 

Community Development and Outreach organizations by nature strive to respond to the 
dire and immediate needs of citizens who are falling into widening social services gaps.  

 In urban centres, CDO 
organizations serve the most 
marginalized citizens and deal with 
issues of poverty, housing, health, 
justice, education and employment. 

 In rural areas, CDO organizations 
fill in gaps where services are 
scarce or non-existent.  

Funding cuts to community development 
organizations further diminish resources, social supports, pathways to a basic 
education, and improved quality of life for citizens who are among the most vulnerable in 
society. 
 

Crime Prevention 

Police departments observe a link between low literacy and crime, as well as a link 
between low literacy and the costs associated with crime and the criminal justice 
system.3 

 Offenders are three times as likely to have 
low literacy skills. 

 65% of people entering correctional 
facilities have less than a Grade 8 
education or literacy skills. 

 Inmates with low literacy are less likely to access rehabilitative services and 
programs available to them. 

 Low literacy in Canada (42% of citizens), and memory and thinking patterns 
associated with low literacy, affect the criminal justice system’s ability to serve 
fairly, accurately, expediently and efficiently. Offenders, suspects, witnesses and 
victims with low literacy have difficulty coping with all aspects of the criminal 
justice system, including: answering questions, filling out forms, providing 
statements, and reading documents. 

2. Downtown Eastside Literacy Roundtable, Plan for Strengthening Literacy in the DTES, 2010, 
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0B8Y64xYGAutFZWViNjJjYzktYWZmZS00MGY5LTk3NTUtNzk3ZjU5ZWVmNDFi/edit?hl=en_US&pli=

1,	  See	  also,	  Ivits,	  Shantel,	  Navigating	  Education	  in	  the	  Downtown	  Eastside,	  prepared	  by	  the	  DTES	  Literacy	  Roundtable,	  November	  2014,	  
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0Bxkk9NpvR1L8aDRfQnF4NzVCV2M/view?pli=1	  

3. Canadian Association of Chiefs of Police, Literacy and the Police: Target Crime with Literacy, Literacy Facts, Dec 9, 2014, 
http://policeabc.ca/literacy-fact-sheets/Page-5.html	  

“There are many urgent and important 
community issues and literacy is a 
tool for addressing DTES community 
priorities. Literacy is at the heart of 
democracy, social justice and 
wellbeing.” 2 

- Downtown Eastside Adult Literacy Roundtable 

“The economic and social 
returns [of literacy], far 

outweigh the cost of providing 
literacy training...”  

- The Canadian Association of Chiefs of Police 
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Economics 

One area in which economics has traditionally been interested is in measuring the 
effects of education on labour productivity. In recent times, the field of economics has 
been expanding its perspective to include the effects of education on: 4 
 Voting and democratic participation 
 Health and mortality 
 Criminal behaviour 

Economists	  are	  also	  interested	  in	  cost-‐benefit	  
analysis	  of	  improving	  adult	  literacy.	   

 An	  Example:	  to	  improve	  literacy	  levels	  by	  
10%,	  for	  9	  million	  people,	  a	  cost	  of	  $35.5	  billion	  and	  a	  $197	  billion	  benefit	  over	  10	  years.5	  

Ecological Literacy 

Ecological literacy, 6 or environmental education, is another area that intersects with 
literacy. A basic education provides adult learners with the skills needed to access 
information and understand our relationship to the natural world: 

 How human behaviour modifies the natural environment  
 How, in our role as consumers, we impact the environment 
 Chemical product use and safety  

Education K-12 

The British Columbia Teachers’ Federation (BCTF) recognizes that some students need 
more time to complete a basic education and recommend:7 

 Quality, publically funded adult basic education 
 Self-paced programs for adult students 
 Adult learner supports such as access to counseling, psycho-educational testing, 

and learning-support specialists.  
Quality, articulated public adult basic education, with student supports in place, has a 
long history in BC’s public post-secondary system. For example, Vancouver Community 
College has over 40 years of Adult Basic Education. 

 
4. Lochner, Lance, Non-Production Benefits of Education: Crime, Health, and Good Citizenship, University of Western Ontario, Dec 
15, 2010, http://economics.uwo.ca/cibc/workingpapers_docs/wp2010/Lochner07.pdf	  
5.	  Hyslop,	  Lucy,	  Adult	  Literacy	  Learning	  on	  the	  Line,	  BC	  Business,	  July	  1,	  2008,	  http://www.bcbusiness.ca/careers/adult-‐literacy-‐learning-‐on-‐the-‐
line	  

6. Hayward, Karen, Pannozzo, Linda, and Colman, Ronald, Developing Indicators for the Educated Populice Domain of the 
Canadian Index of Wellbeing, Document 2, August 2007, https://uwaterloo.ca/canadian-index-wellbeing/sites/ca.canadian-index-
wellbeing/files/uploads/files/Historical-Educated_Populace_Literature_Review_Doc2_August_2007.sflb_.pdf 

7. Graduation Requirements Review, Dec 2012, BCTF, 
http://www.bctf.ca/uploadedFiles/Public/Publications/Briefs/GraduationRequirementsReviewBrief.pdf 

“A growing body of work suggests that 
education offers a wide-range of benefits 

that extend beyond increases in labor 
market productivity.” 

- Lance Lochner, Department of Economics, University 
of Western Ontario 
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Finance 

Canada’s below average score for numeracy on the Programme for the International 
Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC)8 was not well received by Canada’s 
financial community who say the results do not bode well for the future.9 

 Canada’s 2012 score for numeracy is lower 
than it was in 2003. 

 6 in 10 Canadians do not have numeracy 
levels required for a knowledge-based 
economy. 

 23% of Canadians scored at or below level 
one. 

o Level	  1	  –	  can	  perform	  simple	  mathematical	  operations	  involving	  a	  single	  step	  such	  as	  
counting	  or	  ordering.	   

o Below	  Level	  1	  –	  can	  cope	  with	  very	  simple	  concrete,	  familiar	  and	  explicit	  tasks. 

 Low	  numeracy	  skills	  of	  youth,	  Aboriginal	  and	  immigrant	  populations	  point	  to	  future	  skills	  
problems. 

Health 

To be health literate is to be able to access and understand the information required to 
manage one’s health on a day-to-day basis.10 

 Literacy, education and income are proven determinants of health in Canada. 
 60% of Canadians do not have sufficient literacy to understand and act on health 

information. 
 Low literacy and education has a negative impact on health, quality of life and 

healthcare costs. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
8. Skills in Canada: First Results from the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC), 2013, 
http://www.cmec.ca/Publications/Lists/Publications/Attachments/315/Canadian-PIAAC-Report.EN.pdf, (p. 18) 

9. TD Economics, Special Report, Canada’s Literacy and Numeracy Challenge Worsens, December 12, 2013, 
http://www.td.com/document/PDF/economics/special/CanadaLiteracyAndNumeracyChallengeWorsens.pdf 
10. An Inter-sectoral Approach for Improving Health Literacy for Canadians, Public Health Association of BC, 2012 
http://www.phabc.org/userfiles/file/IntersectoralApproachforHealthLiteracy-FINAL.pdf	  

11. Point, Steven, Speech to the Throne, 2009, https://www.leg.bc.ca/38th5th/Throne_Speech_2009.pdf, p.11 

Canada’s	  numeracy	  results	  have	  
“...serious	  implications	  for	  financial	  
literacy	  outcomes.	  It	  also	  raises	  concern	  
about	  the	  ability	  to	  build	  technical	  
skills”.	  	  

-‐	  TD	  Economics,	  Special	  Report,	  December	  2013	  	  

“Education	  is	  the	  best	  economic	  development	  and	  health	  promotion	  program	  
ever	  invented.	  In	  tight	  economic	  times,	  it	  is	  only	  smart	  to	  maintain	  and	  expand	  
educational	  investments.”11	  

	  	  –	  Steven	  Point,	  Lieutenant	  Governor	  of	  BC,	  Speech	  to	  the	  Throne,	  2009	  	  
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Indigenous Knowledge and 

Aboriginal Learning 

Indigenous knowledge is part of the larger area of 
Aboriginal learning that is holistic, lifelong, 
experiential, spiritually oriented, community-based, 
rooted in Aboriginal languages and cultures, and an 
integration of Aboriginal and western knowledge.12 

Adult Basic Education is along the educational pathway for many Aboriginal post-
secondary students.13 Approaches to improving outcomes for Aboriginal students 
include: 

 strategies and services aimed at improving Aboriginal student retention and 
success14 

 demonstrated respect for indigenous knowledge and Aboriginal learning 
 reliable funding mechanisms 

Aboriginal post-secondary learners often get caught in funding gaps and accreditation 
issues that are complicated by federal-provincial-Aboriginal jurisdictions and the 
competing responsibilities of federal Aboriginal Affairs (on-reserve) and provincial (off-
reserve) Education. 
 

Political Science 

The political ideology of neo-liberalism15 explains much about the direction the BC 
Liberals have taken with respect to education and public safeguards for vulnerable 
citizens since they took power in 2001. 
There is an important distinction between political liberalism and economic liberalism.  

 Political liberalism is associated with being progressive as opposed to being 
conservative or right wing.  

 Economic liberalism, or neo-liberalism, focuses on maximizing profits and 
efficiency by reducing or eliminating services, regulations, laws, standards, and 
other measures that are deemed restrictive to the flow of capital and investment.   

In BC, the neo-liberal economics of the BC Liberals have resulted in massive funding 
cuts, freezes and shifts in public K-12 and post-secondary education. In a political 
climate of hyper-economic efficiencies and profit, there is widespread erosion of a pubic 
safety net for vulnerable citizens and the working poor – groups that face multiple 
barriers to ABE, a living wage and improved quality of life.  

 
12.	  The	  State	  of	  Aboriginal	  Learning	  in	  Canada:	  A	  Holistic	  Approach	  to	  Measuring	  Success,	  Canadian	  Council	  on	  Learning,	  2009,	  http://www.ccl-‐
cca.ca/pdfs/StateAboriginalLearning/SAL-‐Fact-‐Sheet-‐Final_EN.PDF 
13.	  “Secondary school data (2004-2009) identifies the rate of First Nation graduation at approximately 36% compared to the 
Canadian graduation rate of 72%....”61% of First Nation young adults (20-24) have not completed high school, compared with 13% 
of non-Aboriginal people in Canada.” A Portrait of First Nations and Education Factsheet, Chiefs Assembly on Education, October 
2012, http://www.afn.ca/uploads/files/events/fact_sheet-ccoe-3.pdf 
14. MacKinnon, Neo-Liberalism and the Aboriginal Second-Chance Learner: Stifling development and reinforcing exclusion, June, 
2012, http://www.cpsa-acsp.ca/papers-2012/MacKinnon.pdf 
15. Shah, Anup, A Primer on Neoliberalism, http://www.globalissues.org/article/39/a-primer-on-neoliberalism, December 9, 2014 

Post-‐secondary	  education	  is	  “The	  New	  
Buffalo”.	  
	  –	  	  Stonechild,	  Blair,	  The	  New	  Buffalo:	  The	  
Struggle	  for	  Aboriginal	  Post-‐Secondary	  
Education	  in	  Canada,	  University	  of	  Manitoba	  
Press,	  2011	  
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Post-Secondary Education 

When public funding is respected and in 
place, public BC Post-Secondary 
institutions have the capacity to provide 
quality and stable adult basic education 
throughout the province.  

 ABE is well defined in provincially 
articulated post-secondary courses.  

 Qualified and professional post-
secondary ABE instructors are 
supported by professional development and curriculum development. They are 
skilled at developing curriculum, planning stable and innovative programming, and 
are committed to the education of BC’s most vulnerable, diverse and hard to 
reach populations. 

 Adult students who face multiple barriers to a basic education have access to 
student supports and individualized programming. 

 Curriculum is tailored to student needs, and schedules are flexible. 

 There are socialization benefits for students who engage in a basic education in 
the post-secondary system; they become part of a broader community that 
promotes active citizenship and lifelong learning in a respectful and safe adult 
learning environment. 

 There is shared and efficient access to up-to-date information technology and 
equipment for delivery of quality education and learning. 

 ABE in the post-secondary system provides pathways to further programs, 
training, practicums, employment and a better life.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
16. BC Ministry of AVED, 2013 Developmental Students Outcomes Survey: Report of Findings, 
http://www.aved.gov.bc.ca/abe/docs/2013-Developmental-Student-Outcomes-Survey-Report-of-Findings.pdf,	  (p.	  18) 

“I	  am	  always	  amazed	  by	  how	  courageous,	  
dedicated	  and	  resilient	  our	  students	  are.	  I	  
am	  even	  more	  impressed	  now	  because	  
students	  lives	  are	  getting	  harder	  and	  
harder.	  It	  takes	  a	  special	  kind	  of	  instructor	  
who	  can	  thrive,	  grow	  and	  stay	  in	  ABE.”	  

	  –	  Jan	  Weiten,	  Basic	  Education	  Department,	  
Vancouver	  Community	  College,	  Nov	  21,	  2014	  	  

Teaching, and usefulness of what was learned, 
course materials, equipment, and course schedules 
were given very high ratings by the vast majority of 
ABE students in the post-secondary system.16 

	  –	  BC	  Ministry	  of	  Advanced	  Education,	  	  
Developmental	  Students	  Outcomes	  Survey,	  2013	  
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Social Justice 

Due to the diverse characteristics and needs of Adult Basic Education learners, ABE 
interests intersect with the work of the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives on all 
issues affecting BC’s most marginalized citizens: health care, education, social 
programs, taxation, government spending on public services, and quality of life. 

 

 

 

 

 

Statistics 

Statistics provide an informed picture of the barriers that exist for ABE learners. They 
describe a pathway that is getting narrower and narrower for citizens as they struggle 
with poverty and strive to improve their quality of life.  

BC Statistics (previously reported in this document) 

 Continuing and alarming trend in reduced public funding 
to both K-12 and post-secondary education and other 
social safeguards. 

 Among the lowest minimum wages in Canada, highest 
cost of living. 

 Second highest child poverty rate in Canada. Many 
ABE students are parents. 

 Most ABE students live below the poverty line, are the 
working poor, and juggle both paid and unpaid work. 

Current levels of funding and educational policies are not achieving the results needed 
to improve adult literacy levels in Canada. 

 
17. Ivanova, Iglika, Canadian Centre for Policy Alternative, Public Interest Research Project, 2014, 
https://www.policyalternatives.ca/projects/public-interest-research-project	  
18. TD Economics, Special Report, Canada’s Literacy and Numeracy Challenge Worsens, December 12, 2013, 
http://www.td.com/document/PDF/economics/special/CanadaLiteracyAndNumeracyChallengeWorsens.pdf	  
19. The Best Place on Earth, Province of BC Strategic Plans, 2006, http://www.bcbudget.gov.bc.ca/2006/stplan/, and 2011-2014, 
http://www.bcbudget.gov.bc.ca/2011/stplan/2011_strategic_plan.pdfBC  

“An	  effective	  and	  well-‐resourced	  government	  is	  not	  a	  barrier	  to	  a	  
healthy	  economy.	  In	  fact,	  it	  is	  often	  government	  spending	  that	  
creates	  the	  conditions	  for	  businesses	  and	  communities	  to	  thrive	  –	  for	  
example,	  spending	  on	  staff	  who	  create	  and	  enforce	  appropriate	  
regulations,	  and	  who	  protect	  the	  health	  and	  improve	  the	  education	  
of	  all	  citizens.”	  17	  

	  –	  Iglika	  Ivanova,	  Economist	  and	  Public	  Interest	  Researcher	  	  

“Ten years ago, it was clear 
that there was an essential 
skills problem in Canada. With 
the release of the PIAAC 
results, it is clear that the 
problem has clearly not gone 
away – and if anything we are 
heading in the wrong 
direction.” 18 

- TD Economics, Special 
Report, December 2013  
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Statistics (continued) 
Statistical information can be useful in deciphering political promises and hyperbole that 
surround education, training, jobs and employment. 

 The Auditor General for Canada confirmed statistics, and economists exposed the 
myth of a serious skills shortage in Canada. This finding calls into question the 
federal Canada Job Grant program.20, 21 The Canada Job Grant program shifts funds 
away from the cancelled federal-provincial Labour Market Agreements and creates a 
gap in employment preparation programs for hard to employ populations. 

 The facts question the BC government’s labour forecast data and timeline around 
liquid natural gas (LNG) development, and its associated sweeping plan to re-
engineer education in order to meet the needs of uncertain prospects and 
exaggerated projections for LNG in the province.22 

 

 

 

 

 

Technology 

Adult Basic Education students need access to computer courses tailored to their 
literacy skills.  
 Computer Literacy is foundational to living and working in today’s world. 

 Developing critical thinking and strategies around Internet safety and financial 
security are important benefits to learners in adult basic education. 

 Public post-secondary institutions are equipped to provide articulated computer 
courses using up-to-date technology. 

 
20. “Auditor General Michael Ferguson confirmed...the federal government was using unreliable statistics...”, Goar, Carol, How the 
myth of a Canadian skill shortage was shattered: Goar, May 13, 2014, 
http://www.thestar.com/opinion/commentary/2014/05/13/how_the_myth_of_a_canadian_skill_shortage_was_shattered_goar.html 

21. Drummond, Don, Wanted: Good Canadian Labour Market Information, IRPP Insight, No. 6, June 2014, http://irpp.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/06/insight-no6.pdf 

22. Schreck, David, As Jobs Dive, Clark’s Natural Gas Dream Fades, Too – Does premier really expect BC to supply a quarter of the 
world’s LNG?, Dec 13, 2013, The Tyee, http://thetyee.ca/Opinion/2013/12/13/Clark-Natural-Gas-Dream/ 
23. Grant Thornton LLP. A member of Grant Thornton International Ltd, Employment Impact Review, Ministry of Energy, Mines and 
Natural Gas, Feb 2013, http://www.empr.gov.bc.ca/OG/Documents/Grant_Thornton_LNG_Employment_Impacts.pdf, (p.1) 

From the Employment Impact review for LNG development in BC: 
 
The employment estimates “are not forecasts and this report is not intended to 
attribute any probability that they will occur....” and they “do not reflect the actual 
or expected total impact on the overall BC employment outlook...” 23 

 – Grant Thornton, Employment Impact Review, February 2013 

“Make BC the best educated, most literate jurisdiction on the continent.” 19 

- Top goal of the BC Government’s Strategic Plan, 2006 and 2014 
	  
	  


