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Older adults & literacy
On average, seniors have lower literacy skills and less prior 
education than other Canadians.(1)

Over 80% of Canadian adults over age 66 have low prose literacy 
skills that do not enable them to cope well in today’s complex 
knowledge society. This is also the case with numeracy skills—with 
88% of seniors lacking skills needed to manage effectively the 
mathematical requirements of a range of situations.  The same 
pattern occurs for document literacy, the knowledge and skills 
required to locate and use information in a variety of format,  
e.g. maps, transportation schedules, tables and charts.(11)

In BC, 70% of adults over 65 score in the lowest two prose 

(8)  

In 2011, 38% of Canadian seniors did not have a high school 
diploma or equivalent.(6)

Over 80% of Canadian seniors have low health literacy.(2)

Seniors within the lowest two levels literacy perceive themselves 
as being able to cope with daily living and not having literacy 
problems.(7)

There is a general tendency for literacy skills to decrease with 
age, but the effect differs with different levels of schooling.  
There is a suggestion that there is little loss of very basic 
literacy skills.(9)

By 2031, it is forecasted that the number of Canadians over the 
age of 65 with low literacy skills will double (from about  
3 million to more than 6.2 million).(3)

a ‘generational effect’ in that individuals in the baby boom 
generation may have stronger literacy skills than the generation 
preceding them.(11)

Older adults & learning
Older adults continue to learn well into “extreme old age”.(5)

Older adults spend considerable time learning and most of that 
learning is of the informal variety.(1)

age-related loss of brain function. Engaging in active learning 
also provides a means for remaining actively involved in the 
community, for developing new interests and for keeping up with 
younger generations. In short, people feel healthier, happier, 
more respected and more independent when they pursue active 
learning in their senior years.”(1, p. 3)

Physical activity has been shown to help prevent cognitive 
decline in older adults.(4)

“Among seniors, about one-half (51%) of those aged 65 to 74 
used the Internet, compared with 27% of those aged 75 years 
and older.” (10)



FACT SHEET – OLDER ADULTS AND LITERACY

604.681.4199 | www.decoda.ca  
facebook.com/decodaliteracy  
twitter.com/decodaliteracy

References
1. Canadian Council on Learning. (2006). Never too old to learn: seniors and learning in Canada. Ottawa: Canadian Council on Learning. 

Retrieved from: http://www.ccl-cca.ca/pdfs/LessonsInLearning/Aug-22-06-Never-too-old-to-learn.pdf 

2. Canadian Council on Learning. (2007). State of learning in Canada: no time for complacency. Ottawa: Canadian Council on Learning. 
Retrieved from: http://www.ccl-cca.ca/pdfs/SOLR/2007/NewSOLR_Report.pdf

3. Canadian Council on Learning. (2008). Reading the future: planning to meet Canada’s future literacy needs. Ottawa: Canadian Council 
on Learning. Retrieved from: http://www.ccl-cca.ca/pdfs/ReadingFuture/LiteracyReadingFutureReportE.PDF

4. Desjardins, R. & Warnke, A.J. (2012)  Ageing and skills: a review and analysis of skill gain and skill loss over the lifespan and 
over time. OECD education working papers, no. 72.   Paris : OECD. Retrieved from http://search.oecd.org/officialdocuments/
displaydocumentpdf/?cote=EDU/WKP%282012%299&docLanguage=En 

5. Fisher, M. (2003). Informal learning of seniors in Canadian society. Toronto: Ontario Institute for Studies in Education.  
Retrieved from: http://www.nall.ca/new/fisher.pdf

6. Human Resources Skills Development Canada. (2013). Indicators of well-being in Canada: Learning – Educational  
Attainment. Ottawa: HRSDC. Retrieved from: http://www4.hrsdc.gc.ca/.3ndic.1t.4r@-eng.jsp?iid=29#M_3

7. MacKeracher, D., Suart, T. & Potter, J. (2006). A review of the state of the field of adult learning: barriers to  
participation in adult learning. Retrieved from: http://www.ccl-cca.ca/pdfs/AdLKC/stateofthefieldreports/ 
BarrierstoParticipation.pdf

8. Statistics Canada. (2007). Building our competencies: British Columbia results of the International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey 
2003. Ottawa: Statistics Canada. Retrieved from: http://www.aved.gov.bc.ca/literacy/docs/IALSS_BC.pdf

9. Statistics Canada. (2008). Literacy skills of Canadians across the ages: fewer low achievers, fewer high achievers.  
Ottawa: Statistics Canada. Retrieved from: http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/81-004-x/2007006/article/10528-eng.htm 

10. Statistics Canada. (2010). Individual Internet use and e-commerce. Retrieved from: http://www.statcan.gc.ca/ 
daily-quotidien/111012/dq111012a-eng.htm

11. Turcotte, M. & Schellenberg, G. (2007) A portrait of seniors in Canada, 2006. Ottawa: Statistics Canada.   
Retrieved from: http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/89-519-x/89-519-x2006001-eng.pdf


