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 Will anything be different for literacy in the 21st Century?  

Reflections on the IALS, the ALL, the IALSS and the AALAT  

 

“Reality is not an absolute ...  it differs with the 

group to which one belongs”  

                                   —Pierre Bourdieu, 1971   

First, I’d like to thank Linda Shohet and the planners of this Institute 

for the invitation to tell the story of the Saskatchewan Aboriginal 

Literacy Network’s experience in developing a pilot project with—and 

for—the Aboriginal peoples of Saskatchewan.  

I’ll just say, for my part, that I am a recently “semi-retired” professor 

of adult education who has spent most of his working life in adult 

literacy. And, for for the past couple of years, I have been a member 

of the Advisory Committee of the Saskatchewan Aboriginal Literacy 

Network on this project.  

And, if I have come to know anything over the past 40 or so years in 

adult literacy, it is that literacy is complicated. It is a complex social 

construct with a very very long history—not all of it particularly 

pleasant.  Especially if you are not a member of the dominant culture.  

And, secondly, I have come to appreciate how policy-makers, many 

government workers, and for certain, the media—at least in North 

America—have a very low tolerance for ambiguity, and a very large 

appetite for sensationalized sound-bites 



This combination is especially problematic for Aboriginal peoples. As  

succinctly expressed by the distinguished advocate for Aboriginal 

rights and Saskatchewan court judge, Mary Ellen Turpel-Lafond,  

quantitative studies such as the IALS have not always been helpful to  

Aboriginal peoples:  

It is frustrating to see Indians repeatedly portrayed in 

quantitatively based studies accompanied by unflattering and 

often inaccurate connotations (in the theme that Indians form a 

permanent underclass and a financial burden on taxpayers, etc.). 

These statistical depictions do not give hope to people, nor do 

they capture the pool of strength available in the history of our 

own families and communities (p. 82, 2009).   

We want to talk about how Saskatchewan’s Aboriginal researchers 

and their study partners have brought new hope and raised some 

new, important, questions for Canada. Questions that may indeed 

complicate literacy statistics in Canada, but complications that the 

Canadian government—the same one that has given major support to 

the IALS and the ALL through time—has encouraged. By funding this 

Aboriginal Literacy Assessment instrument, the federal Office of 

Literacy and Essential Skills effectively invited questions; not only 

concerning best ways to assess Aboriginal literacy skills in Canada, but 

what literacy should consist of ...and who should define and measure 

it.   

In brief, having seen the discouraging outcomes of the International 

Adult Literacy Skills Survey on Aboriginal literacy statistics for 

Saskatchewan, the Aboriginal Literacy Network asked: “What would 

happen if an alternative was developed grounded in the cultural 



context and lived experiences of Canada’s Aboriginal peoples—why 

can we not develop an alternative assessment?  

Aboriginals comprise the fastest growing population in Canada and, as 

you know, First Nations peoples hold unique political status under 

Canada’s treaty agreements.  

At the risk of repeating some of what has already been presented on 

Canada by Judith and Kjell, I’d ask you to consider the history of 

literacy assessment through the eyes of Canada’s Aboriginal people.  

First, in my experience at least, the most significant of our national 

assessments was Audrey Thomas’s national literacy study released in 

1976. Back then, Thomas used the 1971 census data. Canadians were 

shocked to learn that 30.1% of adults over the age of 18 had less than 

a grade 9. It made major headlines.  It was really the Thomas study 

that drew me into the literacy movement. 

I remember when Audrey Thomas invited adult educators to come 

together in Ottawa, at Algonquin College, that same year. We 

launched Canada’s first national literacy association at that meeting—

the Movement for Canadian Literacy—and I remember the laughter 

that erupted when Jack Pearpoint, then president of Frontier College, 

told us how the government of Canada had been asked just the  year 

before if Canada wanted to be considered for the UNESCO award for 

Canada’s  work on adult literacy. Well, apparently, our Department of 

the Secretary of State looked at the invitation then returned it to 

UNESCO saying there was no illiteracy in Canada. None.   



Recounting this story some 40 years later, I can almost picture our 

Prime Minister, Stephen Harper, thinking: “Ah, the good old days.” 

“The days before Scott Murray.”  

Incidentally, the following year, 1977, Frontier College received 

Honourable Mention with a specially struck medal awarded by the 

UNESCO International Jury for the Mohammad Reza Pahlavi Prize for 

its work in adult literacy.  

More to the point, we also learned from the Thomas study that 66.6% 

of “Indians and Eskimos” (as then called) over the age of 18 had not 

completed grade nine, based on the 1971 census data (please keep 

that number in mind as it appears later...).  

 About a decade later, Peter Calamai’s 1987 Southam 

Communications study used face-to-face interviews for the first time 

in a national study in Canada using the methodologies developed by 

the ETS in the United States for the NALS study, and Southam 

concluded that at least 4.5 million Canadian adults “failed to reach a 

minimum level of functional literacy.”  

And what did “functional literacy” in Canada look like in 1987?  

According to Southam, functional literacy was what a “national panel 

representing a cross-section of Canadians” (p. 7) said it was, but that 

representative national panel did not include Aboriginal people; nor 

did Southam assess the skills of Aboriginal adults in Canada. They 

excluded “natives on reserves” (p. 11). And, by the way, they also 

excluded “transients,” and “anyone in an institution, such as a prison, 

hospital or nursing home” (p. 11).   



Then came the famous 1994 IALS, followed almost a decade later by 

the ALLS study and, soon after, its Canadian component was 

released—the International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey. The 

IALLS.   

I might tell you that those studies turned out to be very depressing for 

literacy workers and researchers in Canada.  

What these meant was that we now had comparative data for Canada 

over the course of a decade. And, as our funding agencies were quick 

to note, over the course of ten years of hard work, these studies 

essentially told us nothing had changed.  

And, little had changed for Aboriginal peoples. As I am informed, 

Aboriginal peoples had no developmental input to the 1994 IALS 

design for Canada, and, once again, that assessment placed no focus 

on Aboriginal adults in Canada.  

And, the 2003 Canadian component, the IALSS, reported that once 

again, adults on “Aboriginal reserves [emphases added]” (p. 2) were 

excluded; however, the researchers did seek to, “make reliable 

estimates for a variety of special target populations.” These special 

groups including Urban Aboriginals in the provinces of Manitoba and 

Saskatchewan . . . and Aboriginal residents in the three northern 

territories.”  

Here, at least, was an estimate, of the literacy skills of Aboriginal 
peoples.  
 
How many are we talking about? The IALSS noted that there were 
more than 66,000 urban Aboriginal peoples in Saskatchewan, and this 



represented “10 percent” of Saskatchewan’s “urban population” (p. 
56, 2005).   
 
It also reported:  
 
“Just over 60 percent of the urban Aboriginal populations *age 16 and 
over] in . . . Saskatchewan score below Level 3 on the prose literacy 
scale” (p. 56).   
 
Remember the Thomas report just over thirty years earlier where 
66.6% of “Indians and Eskimos” over the age of 18 were found not to 
have completed grade nine?  
 
To reinforce how little had changed....as a footnote to this, when I 
was working with the Saskatchewan Literacy Commission for a short 
time in 2007, we contracted with Statistics Canada for a special over-
sample of Aboriginal adults in our province to take a closer look a 
Aboriginal literacy skills. However, once again, Stats Canada studied a 
sample from three urban centres—and once again, reserves were 
excluded. And, once again, it was found that approximately 63% of 
Aboriginal adults scored below Level 3. 
-------------------------- 
 
You will understand, then, that when I was invited to join the 

Advisory Committee a couple of years ago, I was at the point of 

asking: “Will anything be different for literacy in Canada in the 21st 

century?”   

 No changes between the IALS and the IALSS in Canada over the 

course of ten years. 

 Still no national policy on adult literacy in this country.  



 Adult literacy and basic education programs were chronically 

underfunded—and still are,  

 and, in Saskatchewan, no reported changes for Aboriginal adults  

 Under-researched and under-represented, they had been identified 

as the largest population scoring in the two lowest levels of my home 

province.   

The Saskatchewan Aboriginal Literacy Network began to question: 

 who was measuring their literacies.  

 How was this measuring being conducted?   

 Were oracy—or orality—skills being measured? Why not?  

 Were the IALSS questions clear enough for those Aboriginal 

adults who speak English as a second language, or second 

dialect?  

 What about the cultural context of the questions?  

 Why were adults on reserves not included?  

 What were the options?    

The Aboriginal researchers and our Advisory Committee looked at the 

IALS models, we met with Scott Murray, we looked at models such as 

one advocated by the Canada Council on Learning used for literacy 

assessment, we inquired about assessment models from countries 

such as New Zealand concerning the Maori.  

We found none that seemed adequate to the task. 



This  Saskatchewan experience, raises questions for our discussion, I 

think, such as:  

 We are told that we are in a post-structuralist era where every 

meta-narrative is open to challenge. Must every adult in 

Canada—potentially every adult world wide— fall neatly into 

one of five literacy categories?  

 In the literacy field, where we are fond of talking and writing 

about “literacies”; where literacy practice refers to multiple 

literacies, and often bi-literacy for Aboriginal people, is a 

singular framework created by the White dominant culture truly 

the one-best-way to define and assess the literacies of unique 

First Nations cultures?  

The Saskatchewan Adult Literacy Network and its partners say there is 

hope that things can change in the assessment of their literacy skills.  

I’ll turn it over to it Bobby and, time permitting, we can also talk 

about the future and ways this Tool will be used to help Aboriginal 

adults move into the province’s postsecondary system.  

Thank you.  

---------------------- 
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