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I. INTRODUCTION 

Literacy Nova Scotia prepared this environmental scan to consider the factors that 

influence and effect the achievement of the organization’s vision, which is: 

All adult Nova Scotians have access at home, in the community and at 

work, to the literacy, essential skills, and lifelong learning resources and 

opportunities needed to achieve their goals and fulfill their potential.  

The environmental scan assists Literacy Nova Scotia in establishing its strategic plan 

and subsequent action plan. It examines factors that influence the overall state of 

literacy and essential skills in the province such as the dimensions of the challenge and 

the demographic, economic, social, cultural, and political influences including the 

government’s policy and delivery responses. Further, the scan will assist the 

organization in determining which actions it can best take given its specific mandate, 

budget, and capacity. 

Literacy Nova Scotia receives core funding from the Office of Literacy and Essential 

Skills (OLES), Human Resources and Skills Development Canada (HRSDC). OLES 

encourages provincial literacy coalitions to undertake an environmental scan. The scan 

provides OLES with a view “from the ground” and insight to literacy and essential 

skills issues. Secondly, the scan positions Literacy Nova Scotia within a context which 

allows OLES to better understand the challenges faced in implementing Literacy Nova 

Scotia’s mandate and in responding to gaps and other pressures at the provincial level. 

This scan is the second environmental scan prepared by Literacy Nova Scotia. The first 

scan was completed in December 2009 and covered the fiscal year 2008 – 2009.1 In 

addition, as part of its development of a workplace/workforce literacy and essential 

skills strategy between March 2010 and May 2011, Literacy Nova Scotia completed an 

environmental scan. While the focus was workplace literacy and essential skills, that 

scan touched on many topics of general interest to literacy and essential skills as well as 

to the overall work of Literacy Nova Scotia. Information from that scan was 

incorporated in  Literacy Nova Scotia’s May 2011 Strategic Plan.2  Planning over the past 

five fiscal years have incorporated the data from these two sources.  
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This environmental scan was prepared using a number of techniques. First, a number of 

documents were reviewed from Literacy Nova Scotia and from sources such as the 

provincial government and Statistics Canada. A full list of documents consulted is 

found in Annex A. Second, the Literacy Nova Scotia Board of Directors participated in 

the development of the scan. First, they identified the top issues facing learners, 

practitioners, and Literacy Nova Scotia through an on-line survey. Then, the Board of 

Directors met in a daylong meeting to review the environment and to develop 

responses to it. That input has been incorporated into this environmental scan. Lastly, a 

few strategic key informant interviews were held to flesh out an understanding of the 

situation related to literacy and essential skills in the province.  
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II. LITERACY IN NOVA SCOTIA 

DEFINITIONS 

Literacy is defined in Nova Scotia in several different ways. Those working in the 

community-based and adult academic education fields use the term “adult literacy” as 

a broad, inclusive concept. Many people in the field use the International Adult Literacy 

and Skills Survey (IALSS) definition, “the ability to understand and employ printed 

information in daily activities at home, at work and in the community, to achieve one’s 

goals and to develop one’s knowledge and potential.”3  

“Literacy and essential skills” is the terminology favoured by OLES and is used in the 

sense of a list of skills required for work, learning, and life. Because of OLES’ position as 

a funder, many organizations in the province have begun using the term “literacy and 

essential skills.” Literacy Nova Scotia uses the term “literacy” broadly so that it includes 

the nine essential skills as described by HRSDC.4   

In Nova Scotia, “workplace education” has a specific meaning – it typically refers to “in 

the workplace” programs. The Nova Scotia Workplace Education Initiative has used 

this term since the late 1980s to describe its work – “Government is partnering with 

employers and industry to ensure Nova Scotians have the skills they need to succeed in 

the workplace.”5 

In Nova Scotia there is no consistent terminology used to describe programs assisting 

people transitioning to the workforce which often include literacy and essential skills 

training. In order to distinguish between programs that are aimed at employed workers 

in the workplace and ones aimed at those wishing to enter the workforce force, in this 

paper the term “workforce literacy” will be used. Workforce literacy programs offer 

literacy and employability skills training in the context of work but not in the 

workplace. 

PROFILE OF LITERACY IN NOVA SCOTIA 

The most current data available on literacy levels comes from the 2003 IALSS. In the fall 

of 2013 data from a new international survey, the Programme for the International 
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Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) will be released. This new survey will 

provide trend data on the literacy skills of Nova Scotians.  

International surveys describe four types of skills:6 

 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 solution procedure is available.  

In this paper, unless otherwise specified, results for prose literacy are used. 

Literacy skills are measured along a continuum from level 1 to level 5. 

Level 1: 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. 

Level 2: 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.   

Level 3: 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. 

Level 4: 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.   

Level 5: Some tasks in this level require the respondent to search for information 

in dense text which contains a number of plausible distracters. Others ask 
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respondents to make high-level inferences or use specialized background 

knowledge. 

These descriptions are based on what the survey respondents could do, and not based 

on their level of education. It also should be noted that at literacy level 1, most people 

are able to read simple text. Very few people in Canada do not read at all; one source 

suggests that these people comprise less than 4% of the Canadian population.7 

According to IALSS, Nova Scotia has slightly better literacy levels than average 

Canadian literacy scores (Chart 1).  

CHART 1 – PERCENT OF POPULATION AT EACH PROFICIENCY LEVEL AGE 16 

AND OVER, CANADA AND NOVA SCOTIA, PROSE LITERACY, 20038  

 

At level 1, Nova Scotia performs better than the other Atlantic Provinces but generally 

not as well as British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and the Yukon (Chart 2).  
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CHART 2 – PERCENT OF POPULATION AT EACH PROFICIENCY LEVEL AGE 16 

AND OVER, PROSE LITERACY, 20039  

 

FACTORS AFFECTING LITERACY RATES 

A variety of factors influence literacy rates and have an impact on programming. This 

section outlines some of those factors. 

A. DEMOGRAPHICS 

Literacy skills are stronger among the younger population and decline as the 

population ages. In Nova Scotia, there is a slightly larger percentage of young people 

aged 16 to 25 at literacy level 1 than the Canadian average and a smaller percentage at 

literacy level 4/5 (chart 3). Nova Scotia young people have similar literacy levels at level 

2 and higher levels at level 3. It is not clear why 10% of youth aged 16 to 25 are at 

literacy level 1. Young people in Nova Scotia are less likely to drop out of high school 

than the Canadian average.10 However, while in high school it would appear that 15-

year-old Nova Scotians perform below the Canadian average in science, math, and 

reading on international assessments.11 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

Level 1

Level 2

Level 3

Level 4/5



Literacy Nova Scotia Environmental Scan 

 

May 2013 Page 12 

CHART 3 - PROSE LITERACY RATES, AGE 16 – 25, NOVA SCOTIA AND 

CANADA, 200312 

 

At the other end of the age spectrum, Nova Scotia 48.2% of seniors are at literacy level 1, 

less than the Canadian average (Chart 4). However, Nova Scotia seniors fared better 

than the Canadian average at levels 2 – 5. Nevertheless, seniors as a group face serious 

literacy and essential skills challenges. 
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CHART 4 – PROSE LITERACY RATES, AGE 65+, NOVA SCOTIA AND CANADA, 

200313 

 

The population of Nova Scotia is growing at the lowest rate of any province. Between 

2006 and 2011, the province’s population grew by only 0.9%.14 This is in contrast to the 

overall Canadian population growth of 5.9%, which was the highest among G8 

countries.15 The decline in population was among those 0 – 14 years of age (-5.6%) while 

those 65 years and over grew by 14.1% (Chart 5).16  Nova Scotia has the highest 

proportion of those over age 65 at 16.6%.  
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CHART 5 – POPULATION CHANGE BY BROAD AGE GROUPS, NOVA SCOTIA, 

1996 TO 2001, 2001 TO 2006 AND 2006 TO 201117 

 

The map of Nova Scotia below provides a graphic depiction of where the population is 

declining and where it is increasing (Figure 1). The growth areas are also, for the most 

part, the same counties which have more people with grade 12 or higher and higher 

socio-economic status. 
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FIGURE 1 – POPULATION CHANGE, NOVA SCOTIA, 2001 – 201118 

 

This pattern in population growth could mean that the province will see larger numbers 

of seniors with lower literacy skills. 

B. LANGUAGE 

The province is predominately comprised of English Language mother tongue 

speakers. Some 91.8% claim English as their mother tongue, 3.4% list French and 4.1% 

list a non-official language while the remaining .7% list a combination of English/French 

or an official/non-official language.19  

This means that whatever literacy issues exist, they exist largely within the English-

speaking population. 
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C. IMMIGRATION 

Typically, second language speakers have lower literacy levels (Chart 6). In Nova 

Scotia, English-as-a-second-language and literacy are issues in urban areas and where 

there are large numbers of temporary foreign workers. 

CHART 6 – PROSE LITERACY RATES BY IMMIGRATION STATUS, CANADA, 

200320 

 

Nova Scotia had a small immigrant population in 2006 with 15% of the population born 

outside Canada, compared to 19.8% for all of Canada. Most immigrants (3.4%) came 

before 199121. Not surprisingly, the immigrant population can be found in the urban 

centres with Halifax having the highest proportion of immigrants at 7.4%. The United 

Kingdom has been traditionally the homeland of the largest group of immigrants to the 

province (25.8%). Immigrants from the United States and China form just under one 

quarter of immigrants since 2001.22 

Nova Scotia’s permanent resident (non-citizen) population23 grew by 50% between 2002 

and 2011 when the number reached 2,138. The temporary foreign worker population 

saw a large increase between 2002 and 2011 when it grew from 1,398 to 4,263, an almost 
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207% increase.24  3.6% of Canada’s foreign students reside in Nova Scotia, a percentage 

that has been slowly growing since 2002 when the figure was 3%.25   

D. ABORIGINAL PEOPLES 

In 2006, 2.6% of the population identified as Aboriginal. Of this group, about one-half 

were Registered Status Indians. Just under 20% of the Aboriginal population lives in 

Cape Breton, while another 20% lives in the Halifax area.   

While the Aboriginal population is younger than the non-Aboriginal population, this is 

not the case in Nova Scotia. The Nova Scotia Aboriginal population is not as young as 

the Canadian median age for Aboriginal people (29.5 for Nova Scotia compared to 26.5 

for Canada).26   

In 2011, 4,965 people (.54%) claimed an Aboriginal language as their mother tongue, 

with the overwhelming majority speaking Mi’kmaq.  

Chart 7 displays information on education attainment. The Aboriginal population has a 

similar profile as the non-Aboriginal population at the high school completion, 

apprenticeship/trades, and college levels but has almost twice as many people without a 

high school diploma and half as many university graduates as the overall Nova Scotia 

population.27 
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CHART 7 – EDUCATION ATTAINMENT AGE 15 AND OVER, 2006, NOVA SCOTIA 

AND NOVA SCOTIA ABORIGINAL POPULATION28  

 

E. AFRICAN NOVA SCOTIANS 

At approximately 57%, the largest visible minority group is African Nova Scotians 

(identified as Black in the Census). They form 2.2% of the provincial population.29 The 

2006 Census indicates there are 14,620 African Nova Scotians, with slightly more 

women than men. Demographically, 79.5% are over the age of 14, 20.5% are under 15 

and 9.8% are over 64 years.30 

81.4% of African Nova Scotians were born in the province, while 8.2% were born 

elsewhere in Canada. 64.8% of the population has lived in Nova Scotia for three 

generations or more.31 
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According to African Nova Scotia Affairs, 8% of African Nova Scotians today are 

immigrants, coming primarily from West Africa, the Caribbean and Bermuda, East 

Africa and the United States. Most arrive as adults between the ages of 25 and 44.32 

The 2006 Census indicates that African Nova Scotians are less likely to finish high 

school or attend university. 65% of African Nova Scotians over the age of 15 have a 

certificate, diploma, or degree compared to 73% of all Nova Scotians. 11% of African 

Nova Scotians have a university degree compared to 16% of all Nova Scotians. 33 

F. ACADIANS AND FRANCOPHONES IN NOVA SCOTIA 

The Acadian and Francophone Community Profile of Nova Scotia provides the following 

demographic data:34 

 In 2006, the Acadian and Francophone community of Nova Scotia included 

32,940 people with French as their first official language spoken, 3.6 % of the total 

population. 

 Acadians are concentrated in two main regions: Cape Breton Island and the 

south coast of the province. When Halifax – which accounts for the largest 

number of Francophones in the province – is added, these three areas account for 

over 85 % of Nova Scotia’s French-speaking community.  

 Nova Scotia Francophones are essentially a rural population even though 10,730 

people with French as their first spoken official language live in the Halifax 

Metropolitan region.  

 The median age of the Acadian population is 48 years, compared to 42 years for 

the population in general. The proportion of younger people in the Acadian 

community is relatively low.  

 Two out of three Nova Scotia Francophones were born in the province. Those 

born elsewhere in Canada – most of them in the other Atlantic provinces - 

account for close to 30 % of the population. Close to 5 % of Nova Scotia’s 

Francophones are immigrants. 
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 According to data from the 2006 Census, many Acadians and Francophones in 

Nova Scotia still attend school for only a relatively short time. Some 30 % of them 

did not graduate from high school. Acadians and Francophones who have gone 

to university are a bit less numerous. Some 17 % have a university degree, a 

percentage virtually identical to the provincial average.  

Literacy rates are not available for the province of Nova Scotia, but national figures 

demonstrate poor literacy skills among those who took the survey in French. 

CHART 8 – DISTRIBUTION OF PROSE PROFICIENCY LEVEL, BY MOTHER 

TONGUE, CANADA, POPULATION AGED 16 AND OVER, 200335 

 

G. INCOME 

Income levels rise with level of education. Those with stronger literacy skills often have 

higher levels of income.  

The median earnings for full-year, full time earners is less for those living in Nova 

Scotia than for the rest of Canada. In 2006, the median income for individuals in Canada 

was $26,917 a year, compared with the median of $24,030 for Nova Scotia. Families in 

Canada had a median income of $63,866, compared with the median of $55,412 for 

Nova Scotia.36 
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In 2006, the average income for individuals in Canada was $37,302 a year, compared 

with the average of $31,795 for Nova Scotia. Families in Canada had an average income 

of $79,738, compared with the average of $66,032 for Nova Scotia.37 

Overall, the percentage of families, individuals, and households with low income has 

been falling according to statistics for 1996 and 2006. However, these numbers do not 

bring into account the impact of the recession of 2008. Nova Scotia has a slightly higher 

percentage of those with low income as compared to Canada (Chart 8).38   

Nova Scotia has followed the national trend in a declining percentage of those with 

low-income status (families, individuals, and households). However, the province still 

has a larger percent with low-income in comparison to the country as a whole.39 Low-

income families are more likely to face challenges due to lower literacy levels. 

CHART 9 – LOW-INCOME FAMILIES AND INDIVIDUALS, CANADA AND NOVA 

SCOTIA, 1996 AND 200640 

 

H. EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 

Nova Scotians’ strong literacy skills are reflected in educational attainment levels (Chart 

9). While Nova Scotia has higher than the national average rates of those with less than 
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a high school education, it has a greater portion of its citizens with apprenticeship 

trades certificate or college diplomas. 

CHART 10 – EDUCATION ATTAINMENT AGE 15 AND OVER, 2006, NOVA 

SCOTIA AND CANADA41 

 

Nova Scotia’s universities provide education for Canadians living across the country. 

Only 57% of those educated at Nova Scotia’s post-secondary institutions still reside in 

the province, the lowest proportion among all provinces or territories of graduates that 

remained in their province or territory of study.42 

Nevertheless, almost 149,000 people in the province lack a high school diploma. The 

regional distribution of those with less that grade 12 is depicted on the map below 

(Figure 2). 
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FIGURE 2 – EDUCATION ATTAINMENT:  LESS THAN GRADE 12 EDUCATION 

BY COUNTY, 200643 

 

Those areas of the province with low educational attainment are also the areas of 

witnessing declines in population. 

I. LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION  

Nova Scotia labour force levels are at record highs with a participation rate of 64.5% in 

October 2012 (although participation rates are below those for Canada). While there has 

been an increase in employment levels, this was mainly in the area of part-time work. 

The average unemployment rate is 9% (compared to the Canadian rate of 7.4%).44 In 

general, employed people have stronger literacy skills. However, many working people 

have literacy skills at level 1 and level 2 (Chart 10). 
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CHART 11 – DOCUMENT LITERACY RATES, BY EMPLOYMENT STATUS AGE 16 

TO 65, ATLANTIC CANADA, 200345 

 

The Atlantic Provinces Economic Council indicates that any strategy to deal with lower 

labour force participation rates and low educational attainment will have to first focus 

on ensuring that basic literacy levels are attained.46 

The following map of the province is based on a selection of three socio-economic status 

(SES) indicators chosen to represent those most associated with literacy levels (Figure 

3). The three indicators chosen are low-income households, no education certificate, 

diploma or degree, and unemployment rate. Counties in green have strong SES 

indicators and one would expect these areas to also have strong literacy levels. Those in 

red are the ones with the lowest SES indicators.47 
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FIGURE 3 – SOCIO-ECONOMIC STATUS BY COUNTY, 200648 

 

J. MOBILITY 

In terms of mobility, Nova Scotians were less likely to move than the average Canadian 

(Chart 11). When they did move, they were more likely to move within Canada. In 

Nova Scotia, 33.2% of the population moved within the last five years. 19.8% moved 

within the municipality, 6.4% moved within the province, 5.6% moved within Canada, 

and 1.4% moved outside of Canada. In comparison, in Canada, 40.9% of the population 

moved within the last five years, 22% moved within the municipality, 12.1% moved 

within the province, 2.9% moved within Canada, and 3.9% moved outside of Canada.49   
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CHART 12 – POPULATION MOBILITY, NOVA SCOTIA AND CANADA, 2006 – 

201150  

 

“Nova Scotia had a net out-migration in the five-year period between 2001 and 2006. 

There were 48,035 in-migrants and 56,040 out-migrants for a net out-migration of 8,005 

persons. The net out-migration between 1996 and 2001 was 1,295 persons. 

The vast majority of Nova Scotia’s migration activity between 2001 and 2006 was with 

Alberta. During the five-year period, 12,625 people emigrated there and 5295 

immigrated here giving a negative net migration of 7,330 people. British Columbia was 

the net destination of 1,630 Nova Scotians over the five-year period. The largest net in 

migration to Nova Scotia over the five years was 1,750 people from New Brunswick and 

625 people from Newfoundland and Labrador. 

Young adults aged 15 to 29 were the group most on the move. During the five-year 

period 2001 to 2005, 21,065 young people left Nova Scotia and 14,600 came here 

resulting in a negative net migration of 6,465 people.”51 
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19% of Canada’s population is considered “rural,” that is, living in towns or 
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population. In Nova Scotia, 36% of the population is considered rural, the fifth highest 

proportion among Canadian provinces.52   

Increased urbanization has occurred within the province with the Halifax Regional 

Municipality having the strongest growth (8.3%) between 1996 and 2005. Counties 

within a 90-minute commute to downtown Halifax have shown stable or slight 

population growth. Eleven counties have experienced declines ranging from 1.7 per 

cent in Yarmouth County, to 17.2 per cent in Guysborough County.53 

In 2006, 83.6% of the Nova Scotia population make use of a vehicle (car/truck/van) to 

get to work, 5.9% use public transit, and 8.2% walk to work. In Canada, 80% of the 

population make use of a vehicle to get to work, 11% use public transit, and 6.4% walk 

to work.54  Access to transportation is a factor in whether and when people can attend 

literacy and essential skills training.   

CONCLUSION 

A number of factors occurring in the province affect the overall literacy rates and the 

delivery of services. An older population typically has lower literacy skills and Nova 

Scotia’s population is an aging one. While most Nova Scotians have English as a mother 

tongue, there are pockets where English is not the first language. This is especially the 

case in urban areas with higher immigrant populations, Acadian regions of the 

province, and among Aboriginal people. “The African Nova Scotian and Aboriginal 

populations have both grown more quickly and are younger than the population as a 

whole. Both groups have lower levels of education, lower labour force participation 

rates, and lower incomes than the population as a whole. ”55 Key social economic status 

indicators connected to literacy – educational attainment, labour force participation – 

are not distributed equally throughout the province leading to regional variations. An 

increasing urbanized population and a higher level of outmigration contributes to these 

variations. Programming needs to take into account all of these variations.  
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III. ROLE OF THE PROVINCIAL GOVERNMENT 

GOVERNMENT POLICY AND STRATEGIES 

The Nova Scotia provincial government has several policy elements that support its 

literacy and essential skills efforts.   

The Nova Scotia provincial government’s commitment to literacy is demonstrated 

primarily through its Nova Scotia School for Adult Learning (NSSAL). In 2010, the 

provincial legislature passed An Act Respecting the Nova Scotia School for Adult Learning 

and Other Designated Components of Adult Learning in Nova Scotia.56 The Act outlines the 

province’s approach to adult learning. The principles underlying the Act include: 

 A commitment to the development of Nova Scotia as a learning province where 

every place is a learning place and everyone a learner; 

 Participation in lifelong learning through formal, non-formal and informal 

learning opportunities at all stages of life has intrinsic value, enhancing the 

confidence, skills and abilities of Nova Scotia residents with respect to family life, 

social and civic engagement, workforce participation, productivity and success, 

and health and well-being, including the development of mind, body and spirit 

and participation in community and cultural life; 

 Lifelong learning opportunities reflect a learning continuum ranging from 

participation in families, schools, post-secondary education, community and 

other adult-learning organizations, workplace education and training, 

community and cultural experiences, sports and recreation activities, and 

volunteer organizations; 

 Lifelong learning includes adult learning; 

 Adult learning is recognized as a shared responsibility amongst learners, their 

families, educators, employers and employees, communities and government; 

 Adult learning requires learner-centered, multi-faceted, holistic teaching 

approaches that are consistent with recognized adult-learning principles; and 

 Participation in adult learning is enhanced when individuals have the necessary 

literacy and essential skills required to maximize their learning opportunities. 
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The province’s jobs strategy – jobsHere57 – holds as its first principle, “learning the right 

skills for good jobs.” Among the activities listed that address this policy objective are 

NSSAL and the Workplace Education Initiative, both of which deal with literacy and 

essential skills. The provincial Workforce Strategy, an element of jobsHere, describes the 

province’s role as encouraging and supporting learning and skills development in 

workplaces throughout the province, in partnership with partners across the economic 

spectrum.58 

PROVINCIAL GOVERNMENT PROGRAMMING 

Delivery of adult education, academic upgrading, adult literacy, and workplace 

education and training is the responsibility of the provincial government. Through the 

Labour Market Development Agreement (LMDA), the province is responsible for the 

delivery of supports and training to those who are eligible for Employment Insurance 

(EI). The Labour Market Agreement (LMA), designed for those not eligible for EI, 

specifically outlines the nature of services the province delivers to adults including 

adult literacy and workplace essential skills.   

The Department of Labour and Advanced Education (LAE) is responsible for labour 

market training and adult learning. Part of its mandate is:59 

Providing opportunities for individuals to advance at home, in the 

community or in the workplace through adult learning, literacy and 

essential skills, apprenticeship and skills development programs. 

This element complements other areas of the department’s mandate including access to 

labour market information, employment services and learning programs to help people 

find and retain jobs, along with providing support to post-secondary institutions 

throughout the province. 

A. SKILLS AND LEARNING FUNDING 

Overall, LAE estimated spending $131,870,000 on skills and learning in 2012-13 (38% of 

total expenditures)60. This figure includes: 

 Adult Education – $8,811,000 



Literacy Nova Scotia Environmental Scan 

 

May 2013 Page 30 

 Workplace Education – $2,216,000 

 Apprenticeship Training and Skills – $8,612,000 

 Employment Nova Scotia – $89,889,000 

 LMA Programs – $19,101,000 

The spending on skills and learning is in addition to spending on higher education and 

grants to community colleges. Spending under the LMA requires a goal of labour force 

attachment. 

B. SKILLS AND LEARNING BRANCH 

The Skills and Learning Branch is responsible for the delivery of literacy and essential 

skills activities. Two divisions – Adult Education and Workplace Initiatives – have 

primary responsibility. 

The Adult Education Division is responsible for the Adult Learning Program (ALP) 

that offers adult literacy and education using a common curriculum leading to an adult 

high school diploma.61  
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Under the auspices of NSSAL, community-based organizations (community learning 

networks), school boards, and the Nova Scotia Community College (NSCC) deliver 

ALP.   

Adult Learning Program Levels 

The Adult Learning Program consists of four levels, which range from basic literacy to high 

school graduation. The following outlines the main content areas that make up each of the 

four levels: 

Level I 

This level has been designed for adults who need to develop a broad range of literacy skills. 

The skill set would be compared to a grade 6 student. Courses consist of: Communication, 

Human Relations, and Mathematics. 

Level II 

This level has been designed for adults who need to develop a broad range of literacy skills. 

The skill set would be compared to a grade 8 student. Courses consist of: Communications 

and Mathematics. 

Level III 

This level has been designed for adults who need to improve a variety of skills before 

entering into Level IV and/or who need to improve their literacy and essential skills to 

assist in their life/work transitions. The skill set would be compared to a grade 10 student. 

Courses consist of: Communications, Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies. 

Level IV  

This level is an outcomes-based program designed to meet the needs of adults who want to 

earn a high school credential to enter into a post-secondary education or training program, 

or to increase their employability. These courses can be used as credit toward the Nova 

Scotia High School Graduation Diploma for Adults. The skill set would be compared to a 

grade 11 and 12 student. Courses consist of: Biology, Career Skills Development, Chemistry, 

Communications, Computer Fundamentals, Global Geography, Global History, 

Introductory Sociology, Mathematics, Physics, Science, and Technical Communications. 
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There are six funding programs under the ALP administered by the Adult Education 

Division: 

1. Community Learning Organizations – provides funding to partner 

organizations to deliver Levels I, II and III of the ALP to eligible participants 

using instructors and volunteer tutors. 

2. Family Literacy – The division administers 19 family literacy programs across 

the province to help parents model the importance of education to their children. 

The division also supports the Halifax Youth Foundation to provide grants from 

the Family Learning Initiative Endowment Fund.   

3. Seniors’ Literacy and Learning –provides grants of up to $5,000 each towards 

upgrading programs for seniors. Seniors councils, clubs, and organizations can 

partner with their local community-based adult learning organization to apply 

for the grant. The initiative is delivered in partnership with the Department of 

Seniors.   

4. Nova Scotia Community College (NSCC) High School Completion 

5. School Board High School Completion 

6. Université Sainte-Anne High School Completion 

Provincial grants or LMA funds support the ALP. Special projects can also be funded 

under either source depending on annual budget levels. LMA projects must have a 

connection to enabling people to return or enter the workplace. 

An additional $1 million was invested in the ALP in 2012-2013 through jobsHere with 

the goal of reaching an additional 500 adult learners in the next three years.62   

The Adult Education Division is also responsible for: 

 Administration of GED testing. In 2011, 940 people wrote the GED test with a 

pass rate of 55%. 37% took the GED in order to enter community college or 

private career college while 26% took the GED in order to obtain a better job. 11% 

had grade 8 or less, with the rest having some high school.63 

Recently LAE made the decision to no longer administer the GED. In the future, 

the GED will be administered by a private organization and will be offered in an 

online format only. 
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 Recognition of Prior Learning and Labour Mobility64 administers programs that 

support RPL in a variety of sectors as well as international qualification 

recognition, fair registration practices by regulatory authorities, and the free flow 

of labour across Canada. 

 Continuing Care Assistant/LINK program.65 LINK provides an opportunity for 

people to earn their high school diploma and prepares them for jobs in one of the 

province’s fastest growing employment sectors. 

 Adult Learning Program (ALP) GAP Employability programming, in 

partnership with community learning organizations funded under the LMA.  

 Piloting is underway for the Transition Program for learners who have a high 

school diploma but need to upgrade specific skills to enter the workforce.  

 The Adult Learning Program uses easy-to-understand health materials that were 

created to help improve literacy and overall health. This initiative helps ensure 

more Nova Scotians can access health information. 

A second division, the Skills Development Division, is responsible for workplace 

education including essential skills. JobsHere and the Nova Scotia Workforce Strategy 

guide the work of the division. Among its programs and supports are:66 

 Workplace Education Initiative – coordinators assist businesses to assess the 

learning needs of the business, recommend education programs for workers, 

help apply for funding to cover the cost of an instructor and provide support 

while the program is taking place. 

 HR Toolkit – a series of information and tools for small and medium sized 

employers. These tools include information on essential skills. 

 The Sector Council Program – provides funds to organization in support of an 

industry-led approach to human resource development, attraction and retention, 

and training. Training can include essential skills training. In 2012-2013, an 

additional $250,000 was allocated to train sector council staff in human resources 

standards, essential skills and social enterprise and education. 
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 One Journey at Work – a partnership program with organizations and workers 

to improve business operations through up‐skilling the workforce with training 

that leads to certification and advanced qualifications.67 

 Transition programs for displaced workers. These programs support displaced 

workers through needs assessments, access to relevant labour market 

information, and customized essential skills programs.68  

The Department of Economic and Rural Development and Tourism in partnership with 

LAE manages the Workplace Innovation and Productivity Skills Incentive. The 

incentive provides funding to companies to encourage them to invest in skills 

development and certification, adapt to new technology, improve productivity, and 

improve their international competitiveness. Companies can apply for funding to 

contribute toward the cost of training for management skills development, skills 

development training leading to certification, and training that supports workplace 

diversity. 

The Department of Community Services (DCS) administers the Work Activity 

Program, which provides funding to six organizations charged with assisting people 

experiencing employment barriers to achieve entry or return to work or school.  

LAE partners with DCS and industry on One Journey, a labour market attachment 

model. This program provides opportunities for skills development and direct 

employment to income assistance recipients and the un/underemployed by responding 

to an industry identified skills shortage.69 

The provincial government has created a common system and set of business processes 

to administer labour market programs and services called the Labour Market Programs 

Support System or LaMPSS.70 LAE, the Office of Immigration, and DCS use the system. 

Applications, report filing, and access to funding history are available via LaMPSS.   

  

http://www.gov.ns.ca/econ
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IV. THE LITERACY AND ESSENTIAL SKILLS DELIVERY 

STRUCTURE 

As mentioned above there are a number of different providers of adult literacy and 

essential skills in the province. Below is an overview of the delivery structure in the 

province.   

Throughout the NSSAL, in 2011 – 2012, the ALP involved 4,472 learners.71 Those 

learners attended programs offered by the following providers: 

 Community Learning Networks. 34 networks across the province deliver 

essential skills and literacy training, and with LMA funds, some deliver 

employability training. These community-based groups offer ALP Levels I and II 

and in some cases Level III. These organizations are run by volunteer boards 

with a paid coordinator. The urban networks rely heavily on volunteer tutors 

whereas the majority of networks have paid classroom instructors. Among the 34 

networks are 5 First Nation learning networks, 1 Deaf Literacy network, 1 

Acadian network, and 1 African Nova Scotian network. 

 Nova Scotia Community Colleges. The NSCC delivers ALP Levels III and IV at 

its 13 campuses. Some campuses house the local community-based network 

office which helps to facilitate learner transition from Level II to Level III. 

 Adult High Schools. There are 14 sites offering grades 11 and 12 public school 

courses administered by five regional school boards. Two regional school boards 

(Strait and Chignecto-Central Regional School Boards) do not offer adult high 

schools.  

 Programme de formation générale des adultes (FGA). Provides opportunities for 

adult learners to engage in a continuum of programs, ranging from basic literacy 

to high school completion. Équipe d’alphabétisation Nouvelle-Écosse offers FGA 

Level II programs at seven locations. Université Sainte-Anne provides FGA Levels 

II, III, and IV at five campuses. 

Workplace education is available to businesses and labour organizations across Nova 

Scotia. Regional coordinators work alongside employers and, where applicable, unions 

http://www.ccrsb.ednet.ns.ca/
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to assess organizational needs, create project teams, and hire instructors to deliver 

literacy and essential skills training in the workplace.  

The model is based on the following principles:72 

 All partners contribute – business, labour, employees and government 

 Government contributes funds to the organization to pay cost of instruction 

 Remaining costs of program delivery is shared by organization – workplace 

documents, space, materials, closing 

 Organization develops a Project Team made up of all partners in the workplace 

Examples of the various programs offered by Workplace Education Nova Scotia 

include:73 

 Workplace Education – Communication Skills for Supervisors, Essential Skills of 

Reading and Understanding Workplace Documents 

 Small Business – Essential Communication and Computer Skills  

 Transition Centres – Academic Upgrading, Computer Basics, Math Refresher for 

the Trades 

In 2011 – 2012, 3,20074 employees received essential skills and literacy training in 

programs that were 40 hours in duration and included 12 participants. 
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V. LITERACY SUPPORT ORGANIZATIONS  

LITERACY NOVA SCOTIA 

Since 1992, Literacy Nova Scotia has been supporting the literacy community in Nova 

Scotia by working to ensure that all Nova Scotians have equal access to quality literacy, 

essential skills, and lifelong learning opportunities. 

The organization’s goals are: 

 To support and strengthen the development of organizations and people 

involved with adult literacy, essential skills, and lifelong learning. 

 To provide a forum for provincial and regional organizations and individuals to 

work together to ensure that every Nova Scotian has equal access to quality 

literacy, essential skills, and lifelong learning opportunities. 

 To inform governments at all levels and the general public about the issues 

connected with adult literacy and essential skills in Nova Scotia. 

 To strengthen the adult literacy and essential skills learner voice in Nova Scotia. 

It meets these goals by raising awareness about the state of literacy and essential skills 

in the province and the country, promoting accessible programs for all, collaborating 

with others who have similar interests and goals to support and celebrate learning, find 

solutions, and make connections. 

Seven types of activities provide the means to meeting its goal and mandate:   

1. Support to organizations/practitioners 

2. Events/forums 

3. Provide information 

4. Research, analysis and policy  

5. Partnerships and advice 

6. Awareness and promotion 

7. Supports to learners 

A 12 member Board of Directors governs the organization. Six members represent the 

various regions of the province, the Federation of Labour selects one member, one 

member represents business interests, and three members represent learners. The Past 



Literacy Nova Scotia Environmental Scan 

 

May 2013 Page 38 

Chair serves as a member of the Board of Directors. The executive committee is selected 

from among the board members.   

Directors serve a two-year term. Terms can be renewed twice for a total of six years on 

the Board of Directors. Each Board Member signs an agreement that outlines the 

responsibilities the director has to Literacy Nova Scotia and the responsibility Literacy 

Nova Scotia has to the director. Among the board members’ responsibilities are to 

explain the work and mission of Literacy Nova Scotia in the community, attend at least 

75% of the board and other meetings, avoid conflict of interest, and fully participate in 

meetings and take responsibility for decisions. Rules governing Annual General 

Meetings, Special Meetings, Board of Directors Meetings and the general conduct of the 

organization are contained in the Terms of Reference and By-Laws (November 2007). 

Membership is open to those who support the mission of the organization. There is one 

Annual General Meeting and at least four Board of Directors meetings. Any member 

can attend any Literacy Nova Scotia meeting.   

A staff of five supports the organization: an Executive Director, Office Manager, Project 

Coordinator, Communications Coordinator, and Administrative Coordinator.  

Literacy Nova Scotia is financed through a variety of sources. OLES provides an annual 

core contribution to the organization which funds operations and three staff positions. 

This funding amounts to about 48% of the overall budget as of August 2012. Additional 

funds come from: 

 Projects funded by LAE (36%) 

 Voluntary Sector Trust (5%) 

 Raise-a-Reader (3%) 

 The PGI Invitational (3%) 

 Rural Communities Foundation (2%) 

 Other projects and considerations (3%) 
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OTHER LITERACY SUPPORT ORGANIZATIONS 

In addition to Literacy Nova Scotia, a number of provincial organizations support the 

literacy and essential skills work. These include: 

 The Association of Nova Scotia Learning Organizations (ANSCLO) – a non-

profit group that speaks as one voice for member community-based adult 

learning organizations and the learners they serve. 

 Black Educators Association – founded to assist African Nova Scotian 

communities develop strategies toward an equitable education system. 

 Deaf Literacy Nova Scotia Association – promotes and supports literacy and 

learning of Deaf adults through self-development, literacy, and American Sign 

Language/Maritime Sign Language (ASL/MSL) literacy. 

 Équipe d’alphabétisation Nouvelle-Écosse – supports the Acadian population of 

Nova Scotia in the development of the French language in all its aspects. 

 Prior Learning Centre - offers services to individuals and employers for 

assessing prior learning, practitioner training, and research and development 

around issues related to prior learning. 

WORKPLACE LITERACY AND ESSENTIAL SKILLS SUPPORT 

ORGANIZATIONS 

Several groups support workplace education and skills upgrading. The Association of 

Workplace Educators of Nova Scotia (AWENS) provides professionalization and 

certification for workplace education instructors. 

Fifty-six Career Resources Centres75 provide a range of services for job seekers, 

including in some cases computer upgrading. Nine Sector Councils, as well as several 

sector-like councils, are active in the workplace education and in workforce transitions 

in closure situations. Some of the twelve Regional Development Authorities (RDAs) 

have also tackled literacy and essential skills issues.   

The Nova Scotia Federation of Labour (NSFL) has actively promoted workplace 

literacy for over 10 years. The NSFL supports local unions looking to have workplace 

literacy programs, educates labour activists as to the benefits of strong literacy skills, 

and partners with workplace education coordinators in unionized workplaces.   
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VI. LEARNERS ’  ISSUES AND CHALLENGES 

In 2011 – 2012, NSSAL had 4,472 learners registered. While this was only 20 more 

learners than in the previous year, there were hundreds more learners than in 2009 – 

2010. 

CHART 13 – NSSAL ENROLMENT, 2009-10 – 2011-1276 

 

The largest group of learners attend community learning organizations. However, over 

the past three years, the community learning organizations share of NSSAL learners has 

declined slightly. NSCC’s share of learners has vacillated from just over 35% to a high 

of over 40% dropping down to under 30% in 2011 – 2012. However, it should be noted 

that the LMA programs and the Continuing Care Assistant – CCA/LINK program were 

counted separately in the 2011 – 2012 statistics which may have affected NSCC 

statistics. Adult high schools are declining as a venue for learners. 
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CHART 14 – NSSAL ENROLMENT BY LEARNING VENUE/PROGRAM, 2009-10 – 

2011-1277 

 

Just over one half of the NSSAL learners were under the age of 30. The same percentage 

reported that they had been out of the public school system for 10 years or less. The 

main source of income for these learners was DCS. 36% of the NSSAL learners were 

receiving DCS assistance, 26% were working either full or part-time, and over 13% 

reported receiving EI. 45% of learners self-reported some form of disability, with 

anxieties/depression/bipolar/mental health issues being the most common.78 

Comparable statistics for workplace education learners were not found. 

Through a consultation with the Literacy Nova Scotia Board of Directors who represent 

every region in the province as well as a few key informant interviews, a number of 

issues facing learners were identified.   
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INDIVIDUAL BARRIERS 

Barriers facing individuals include: 

 For employed learners, finding time to access training 

 Lack of childcare to attend learning 

 Needs of family members interfere with school attendance 

 Confidence, lack of support 

 Fear/stigma 

 Undiagnosed learning disabilities 

The recent changes in the administration of GED will likely have an impact on those 

who have learning difficulties. Community-based organizations have been facing 

challenges in meeting the needs of those with mental health issues. However, they have 

been able to negotiate accommodations with DCS and the Adult Education Division 

when a GED test-taker has learning difficulties. Informal assessments were acceptable 

as were a variety of methods of accommodation. The concern is that the new 

administrator of the GED will view accommodation as a more formal and potentially 

costly process. 

FINANCIAL BARRIERS 

Many people in need of literacy and essential skills upgrading are also facing poor 

economic circumstances. Finding a means to support learning – everything from 

childcare and supplies to income support – is the major challenge for these individuals. 

Funds are available from DCS, mainly for supplies and travel. However, DCS is 

following a policy of “jobs first,” encouraging people to take a job rather than attend 

learning. 

Support may be available from EI. However, the number of people eligible for EI is 

declining. EI return-to-work plans appear to favour obtaining a college certificate. Many 

in the literacy field have observed that those at the lowest level of literacy have not been 

approved for basic literacy training funded by EI. Navigating the EI system is complex 

especially for those with low literacy skills. 
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For those not eligible for either DCS or EI funding, attending literacy classes, financing 

supplies and additional supports, and replacing lost income remains a challenge. 

PROGRAM BARRIERS 

Program barriers relate to access, quality, and diversity. A trend towards closing local 

education centres or not using existing schools after hours has resulted in a perceived 

decline in those able to access literacy programs. Within rural areas, mounting literacy 

programs is daunting. There is a lack of affordable transportation and a limited range of 

course offerings. Throughout the province, but particularly in rural areas, finding 

people who can act as tutors for learners with special or diverse needs is challenging. 

Prior learning assessment and recognition has become a strong part of the adult 

learning system. However, challenges remain in finding ways to recognize and gain 

credentials for workplace essential skills training. 

Workplace education programs continue to face challenges in obtaining employer 

support for participation in workplace education programs. 

Even with the efforts being made in the province, the 4,400 learners are a mere fraction 

of those who are likely in need of literacy upgrading. Just considering those at level 1, 

based on the 2011 Census there would be just under 160,000 potential learners. 

LINKING LEARNING TO REAL WORK 

Good practice in literacy programs links learning to real world activities. Increasingly, 

programs are challenging their learners to recognize that “menial jobs” are declining 

and that they need to develop technical skills to obtain and keep jobs. 

However unless learners can obtain jobs which allow them to use their skills, those 

skills will be lost as well as the investment made in the adults’ learning. More assistance 

to help learners to find employment has been identified as a need. At the same time, 

pressures to demonstrate progress in literacy programs and to find employment have 

led to a growing group of learners who may no longer be able to stay in programs. 

Workplace learners have specific challenges as well. In particular, many lack the 

computer skills necessary for both essential skills training and for further technical 
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training. The Workplace Education Initiative has responded to the need for essential 

skills training for supervisors thereby expanding its reach. But offering these new 

programs might divert resources away from the traditional lower skilled workplace 

learners. 

While the focus on employment is positive, some programs are concerned that the links 

to the community and civic engagement, which have always been a part of literacy 

learning, are being neglected. 

CELEBRATING LEARNERS 

Learner achievements need to be celebrated. A variety of recognition activities take 

place each year. ANSCLO has hosted a celebration for learners, while the province 

recognizes various learners including the GED National Award for Outstanding 

Achievement, the Workplace Education One Journey Ambassador Award, Workplace 

Education Ambassador Award, and the Council of the Federation Literacy Award.  

Literacy Nova Scotia provides various scholarships and bursaries to learners as well as 

recognizing achievements through its PGI awards. Literacy Nova Scotia also sponsors 

Adult Learners’ Week, includes learners on its advisory committees for projects, and 

has three learner representatives on its Board of Directors.  
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VII. PRACTITIONERS AND PROGRAMMING ISSUES  

It is not only learners who face challenges, practitioners and the programs themselves 

are facing pressures. The Literacy Nova Scotia Board of Directors as well as key 

informants identified four broad categories of challenges.   

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT, WAGES AND PROFESSIONALIZATION 

Practitioners need top quality professional development to deliver what their learners 

need. There is an ever-increasing need for knowledge of technology and its applications 

in the classroom, at work and at home in personal lives. The work environment is 

challenging. Support is needed for self-care and time management so practitioners will 

not burn out. However, professional development is dependent on having the funds to 

offer/take the programming. Webinars and new technologies are good but face-to-face 

professional development is needed. For workplace education instructors, professional 

development opportunities exist, however LAE no longer supports Institutes whose 

weeklong program allowed for a great deal of interaction among practitioners. 

Those who work in the community-based sector have lower wages and lack of benefits 

in comparison to NSCC and School Board practitioners. Traditionally, community-

based practitioners are laid off in the summer months and rehired in the fall. Many, but 

not all, rely on EI during summer layoffs. However, the federal government recently 

made changes to EI requiring claimants to look for a new job each day and to take a job 

even if it is some distance away from home. Refusing a job because one’s literacy job 

will open up in September can lead to denial of EI benefits. Community-based 

organizations risk losing long-standing practitioners due to this change. These are 

challenges which NSCC and school board practitioners do not have to deal with. The 

contract nature of the work in the community-based sector creates a sense of a lack of 

professionalism.   

FUNDING 

Funding is consistently a challenge, particularly for community-based programs but 

also for college and school board programs. For programs to deliver quality services, 

they need funding to access instructional resources and technology and the 
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infrastructure to hold classes. Community based initiatives are often funded on a yearly 

basis which creates insecurity. Reporting demands appear to be increasing.   

The community-based sector, in particular, relies on referrals from DCS for 

programming at level 1 and level 2. Increasingly DCS has been observed as favoring a 

jobs first policy, referring clients to jobs rather than literacy and essential skills 

upgrading. Only clients close to obtain credentials such as the GED or a grade 12 are 

more likely to be referred to adult education upgrading. 

With the LMA ending in March 2014, there is the concern that this funding might not be 

renewed which will directly affect programming. The federal government recently 

announced its plans for the LMA renewal which will be discussed later in this paper. 

There has been a move towards a centralization of services, particularly in the college 

sector, and a general downsizing. Maintaining consistency across the province while 

responding to local needs is challenging. 

LEARNER RECRUITMENT  

Attracting and retaining new learners is a challenge. There is a lack of awareness of 

programs. Given the number of people who could use literacy upgrading, the programs 

seem underused. Two key messages need to be promoted – first, there are opportunities 

to the public to receive lifelong learning opportunities, and second, that everyone has 

the right to learn and there are places right in their community.   

NEW TECHNOLOGIES 

There is a growing use of new technologies. However, much remains to be learned 

about whom this new technology works best for and under what circumstances.   

The use of new technologies is seen in GED preparation. Concerns about how learners 

with poor literacy or computer skills will fare with GED on-line are top of mind for 

literacy practitioners.   
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VIII. EMERGING TRENDS AND CHALLENGES  

POLICY CONSIDERATIONS 

A. LABOUR MARKET AGREEMENT RENEWAL 

The LMA provides the province with funds to support training, particularly where 

people do not have grade 12 or have low essential skills. This has resulted in an 

increased demand for literacy programs to respond to employability goals of learners. 

Many of the provincial adult education and workplace education programs are 

supported by funds from the LMA. In some cases, organizations were encouraged to 

include the LMA money as part of their core operation. 

The March 2013 federal budget signaled a desire to renew the LMA while maintaining 

the same level of financing as has been the case since 2008. However, the federal 

government proposed introducing the Canada Job Grant over four years. When fully 

introduced, 60% of the LMA funds will be used as the federal portion of this matching 

grant. In order to fully participate in this program, Nova Scotia will need to replace the 

federal funds with its own funds. Moreover, the Canada Job Grant is employer driven, 

that is, an employer must initiate the plan to train either an underemployed or 

unemployed person and provide $5,000 per trainee. Both the province and the federal 

government would match the $5,000. 

The federal plan would remove, by 2017 – 2018, $5.6 million from current labour market 

programming in Nova Scotia. The impact of this will be significant affecting adult 

education and workplace education programming, which in turn will affect all service 

providers. Service providers would likely have to downsize the program offerings and 

their staff complement. 

B. CHANGES IN EMPLOYMENT INSURANCE 

In 2012, the federal government introduced legislation to change EI. Of particular 

interest are provisions related to the following: 

 Strict provisions on what personal circumstances will be considered legitimate 

reasons not to accept a job.  
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 A broader range of work conditions for acceptable new jobs will be imposed.  

 Hours of work regulations will change to force claimants into jobs that exist 

outside “normal” hours of work.  

 Acceptable commuting time will be increased to one hour (or more in urban 

areas). Requiring people to travel further to find work and accept work at lower 

pay. 

Many adult education programs operate on a September to June schedule following 

which instructors are laid off until the next session begins. During these periods of 

layoff, instructors apply for EI. The stricter regulations regarding job search, what 

constitutes acceptable work and legitimate reasons for not accepting a job could result 

in instructors having to accept other positions and no longer be available. In order to 

keep instructors on staff year-round, significant changes would need to be made to the 

funding structures and the delivery system. 

These changes will also affect literacy and essential skills learners. Requirements to 

accept work could affect an unemployed person’s capacity to take literacy and essential 

skills training. Atlantic premiers have asked Ottawa to reverse these changes. 

C. OFFICE OF LITERACY AND ESSENTIAL SKILLS 

Over the past six years HRSDC’s OLES has followed two policies that affect literacy and 

essential skills activities in Nova Scotia. The first policy has been to focus almost 

exclusively on literacy and essential skills that lead directly to labour market outcomes. 

As part of the shift, OLES ended the federal provincial funding stream which had 

funded community-based activities as well as research and development projects that 

enhanced the province’s adult education system. 

The second policy had been to core fund the operations of a literacy coalition in each 

province and territory. Under this policy, Literacy Nova Scotia received core funding. 

In the spring of 2013, OLES announced it would no longer core fund provincial 

coalitions after June 2014. Rather it has created what it calls a pan-Canadian network 

and organizations may apply to carry out one of four specific functions identified by 

OLES. There is no provision for a network member to be present in each province and 

territory. 
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D. CHANGES TO THE ADMINISTRATION OF THE GED 

The GED administration in the United States recently announced that the GED would 

be offered only as an online version beginning in January 2014. Concerns have been 

raised about the capacity of the role of many adults to entertain the test online and the 

need for supports. The province of Nova Scotia has also made the decision to divest 

itself of the responsibility for administering the GED and transfer the responsibility to 

Pearson Learning Solutions a custom educational publishing company. This may lead 

to a more formalized process for taking the GED, particularly when it comes to 

arranging accommodations for those with learning difficulties. Traditionally 

accommodations have been organized at the local level through negotiations among 

various organizations supporting the learner including government officials. A more 

formalized process may restrict the number and nature of accommodations offered. 

PROGRAMMING CONSIDERATIONS 

A. RECOGNITION AND CERTIFICATION 

Recognition of prior learning (RPL) “recognizes life-long learning in acknowledging the 

unrecognized skills and competencies a person gains during their life. Acknowledging 

this learning can allow a person to find work and move ahead in an occupation, and it 

can benefit employers and communities who get the benefit of this knowledge and 

skill.”79 LAE’s recognition of prior learning policy framework integrates RPL into adult 

education and workplace education. Recently, the Record of Achievement, based on 

RPL, has been piloted as a credential for those wanting to enter the workforce but who 

lack either a high school diploma or GED. 

There are concerns however about increasing efforts to move learners toward some 

form of a credential by only sponsoring those who are within reach of that goal. Many 

learners are not able to earn a credential without intensive upgrading.  

In addition, there is the question of what is the most appropriate credential. Learners 

can obtain a GED or a grade 12 diploma and in the case of workplace education, there 

are discussions of having an essential skills certificate. These options can appear 

confusing to learners and practitioners need to be able to counsel learners as to the most 

appropriate credential. 
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B. CHANGES IN THE LEARNER POPULATION 

Increasingly learners are coming to adult education programs with employment goals. 

This has required a change in how many organizations deliver their programs. 

Particularly a concern among community-based organizations, the focus on 

employment may result in learners who either have non-work related goals or who are 

unable to work not able to pursue adult upgrading. 

In some communities, increases in migrant workers, farm workers, internationally 

trained workers, and immigrants has resulted in literacy programs offering more 

English-as-a-second-language programming than in the past. Migrant workers are often 

seen as being hired instead of local workers and community dissatisfaction with this 

situation reflects on the literacy programs.  

Particularly vulnerable groups – Aboriginal people, African Nova Scotians, and persons 

with disabilities – continue to find it difficult to access appropriate literacy and essential 

skills training. Traditional literacy programs can work with these communities to 

develop culturally appropriate and accessible solutions. 

ISSUES FACING LITERACY NOVA SCOTIA 

The Literacy Nova Scotia Board of Directors identified three key issues facing the 

organization. The first issue was funding, the second issue the working conditions and 

third issue equally divided between awareness, workplace education, and partnerships. 

A. FUNDING 

By far, the most pressing issue facing literacy Nova Scotia relates to funding. The 

federal government’s decision to no longer provide core funding requires Literacy 

Nova Scotia to seek alternative sources of funding if it wants to maintain the same level 

of service. This change in federal funding may present an opportunity for Literacy 

Nova Scotia to find a more sustainable funding mechanism. Diversification of funding 

sources is essential. 

Literacy Nova Scotia has worked over the past six years to ensure that priorities align 

with federal priorities. Where federal priorities excluded certain activities, for example, 
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family literacy and learner activities, Literacy Nova Scotia has sought and obtained 

alternative funding. Maintaining organizational integrity while ensuring accountability 

to the funder has been an ongoing preoccupation of Literacy Nova Scotia. To date, the 

Board of Directors feels confident that there has not been mission drift. 

B. WORKING CONDITIONS 

Literacy Nova Scotia is an organization with limited resources. Yet the agenda it is 

pursuing is wide in scope and province-wide. A small team juggles the various work 

priorities but experiences work overload. Uncertainty about the future effects the work 

environment. Staffed by dedicated and passionate people, Literacy Nova Scotia 

attempts to respond to new and emerging needs and priorities while preserving and 

supporting traditional activities. The Board of Directors recognizes the effort of the staff 

as do other partners.  

C. AWARENESS  

Awareness of literacy issues and the options available continues to be a concern despite 

over 20 years of efforts to promote awareness. People who could benefit from literacy 

and essential skills upgrading often do not know what is available or fear going back to 

school. This issue has been identified as a priority by the Council of Atlantic Ministers 

of Education and Training: 

There is also a need to raise awareness about what support is available to 

those who wish to improve their skills. The general public still seems to be 

largely unaware of even well-established programs. Working with 

community groups, agencies and support groups that encounter adults 

with low literacy levels is one important element of a larger social 

awareness campaign.80 

Literacy Nova Scotia continues its efforts to create awareness among learners and 

practitioners of its own activities. More can and should be done to promote Literacy 

Nova Scotia as a means to grow its membership and to secure its position within the 

literacy and essential skills community in Nova Scotia. 
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D. WORKPLACE EDUCATION 

In 2011, Literacy Nova Scotia completed a review of its role in workplace education in 

the province. That report concluded, 

…Literacy Nova Scotia has a good reputation for supporting community-

based literacy organizations, disseminating information, and providing 

professional development. In order to expand its focus to include 

workplace literacy and essential skills, Literacy Nova Scotia will need to 

work in partnership with the existing players. However, Literacy Nova 

Scotia can take advantage of its existing strengths as it designs activities to 

support workforce literacy. 

The challenge to find its place within the workplace education world continues. Efforts 

have begun to work with workplace partners in order to position Literacy Nova Scotia 

as a support to workforce and workplace literacy and essential skills efforts. 

E. PARTNERSHIP 

Forging partnerships with other organizations with an interest in literacy and essential 

skills is key to Literacy Nova Scotia achievement of its mandate. Literacy Nova Scotia is 

one of many organizations and must articulate how it fits into the overall literacy and 

essential skills field. Literacy Nova Scotia needs to continue to reach out to the other 

literacy support organizations, in particular ANSCLO, NSSAL, and AWENS. 

In order to effect change at the policy level, Literacy Nova Scotia works with the 

provincial government. Traditionally its relationship has primarily been with the Adult 

Education Division, but recently efforts have been made to expand that relationship to 

the Skills and Development Division as well as to other provincial government 

departments. Provincial strategies such as the Poverty Reduction Strategy have an 

impact on literacy and essential skills. The opportunity exists to build on the strategies 

as well as to forge partnerships with like-minded organizations.  



Literacy Nova Scotia Environmental Scan 

 

May 2013 Page 53 

IX. MOVING FORWARD 

The next few years will be times of change and uncertainty for Literacy Nova Scotia and 

for literacy and essential skills in general in the province. This environmental scan can 

be used as a roadmap for both internal and external actions. 

A. INTERNAL ACTIONS 

Securing sufficient funds to maintain the organization and its activities at current levels 

is critical. This can happen through diversification of funding, securing both federal and 

provincial financial support, and considering the development of income generating 

lines of business. 

Literacy Nova Scotia has a strong tradition of providing support to literacy 

practitioners. Its provision of training and workshops for practitioners, whether in 

person or online, fills a gap. 

At the heart of Literacy Nova Scotia is the learner. In the midst of the various changes to 

how programming is offered and who is eligible for programming, Literacy Nova 

Scotia can be a beacon and an advocate for learners. Its sponsorship of Adult Learners’ 

Week is a way to demonstrate that commitment. 

B. EXTERNAL ACTIONS 

This environmental scan has outlined a number of issues external to Literacy Nova 

Scotia which impact practitioners, learners, and the organization itself. 

The proposed changes to the LMA will send shockwaves throughout the adult 

education and workplace education field. Literacy Nova Scotia can work in partnership 

with the province and other organizations to minimize negative impact. 

Changes in government priorities have seen an increased focus on learning for 

employment. Those who cannot move quickly through training and move into 

employment risk being left behind or encouraged to take less desirable jobs. Evidence 

suggests that the greatest distinction between the working poor and other workers is 

their literacy levels.81 Striking a balance between learning for work and learning for 

learning’s sake is a position that Literacy Nova Scotia can encourage. 
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These concerns are linked to the overall labour market. Skill shortages, labour 

shortages, and other labour market indicators need to be matched up to the literacy 

profile of Nova Scotians. Career ladders can be mapped out that lead to meaningful 

work.  

Literacy Nova Scotia is in a good position given its infrastructure to bring together the 

various partners in order to exchange knowledge about the impact of federal and 

provincial policies on literacy and essential skills. While it is always challenging for a 

government-funded organization to speak out on policy issues, a space can be created 

where research, analysis, and information can be shared and actions proposed. 

This environmental scan will assist Literacy Nova Scotia in considering the factors, both 

present and future, that will affect the direction of the organization and influence the 

state of literacy and essential skills in Nova Scotia. 
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