Canadian Children’s Literacy Foundation - Overview and Literacy Facts
The Canadian Children’s Literacy Foundation was founded by Co-Chairs Heather Reisman
(CEO and Founder, Indigo Books and Music) and Dr. Heather Munroe-Blum (Principal
Emerita of McGill University and Chair of the Canadian Pension Plan Investment Board)
with the support of other high-profile Canadians (full Board list below).
Our mission: To ensure that ALL children in Canada are equipped to achieve their full
potential, we champion, connect and develop initiatives that will enable Canada’s
children to become the most literate in the world.
What we will do: As catalysts for significant, long-term impact, we will identify gaps and
opportunities; promote results-focused best practices; mobilize practitioner networks;
as well as promote and incubate initiatives that support our goal of making Canadian
children the most literate in the world.
When will we do it? We want to see Canadian children become the world’s most
literate in ten years and use our work as a model for other countries.
Canadian Children's Literacy Foundation Board
1. Ms. Heather Reisman, CEO of Indigo and Chair of the Indigo Love of Reading Foundation
2. Dr. Heather Munroe-Blum, Principal and Vice-Chancellor Emerita of McGill University
and Chairperson of the Canada Pension Plan Investment Board
3. Ms. Naomi Azrieli, Chair and CEO of The Azrieli Foundation
4. Mr. Jordan Banks, former Managing Director, Facebook and Instagram, Canada
5. Col. Chris Hadfield, Canadian Astronaut and Author
6. Mr. Ellis Jacob, President and CEO of Cineplex
7. Dr. Alika LaFontaine, Anesthesiologist and past-President of the Indigenous Physicians
Association of Canada
8. Mr. Daniel Lamarre, President and CEO of Cirque du Soleil
9. Mr. Peter Mansbridge, Chief Correspondent at CBC News
10. Mr. David Walmsley, Editor-in-Chief of The Globe and Mail
11. Dr. Maryanne Wolf, Visiting Professor and Director of the Center for Dyslexia, Diverse
Learners, and Social Justice, UCLA Graduate School of Education and Information Studies
Founding CEO: Julia Deans, jdeans@childrensliteracy.ca, 416-263-5080

Join our contact list at www.childrensliteracy.ca & follow us at @CanLiteracy
1

Literacy Facts
1. Too many children – especially Indigenous children and those living in low
income – are not developing the literacy skills they will need to succeed.
• Literacy levels and income are strongly linked. Only eight percent of low-income
Canadians are in the highest two levels of literacy combined.i
• Third grade reading proficiency is one of the most important indicators of high
school graduation.ii
o “Through third grade children are learning to read; after third grade
students read to learn.… Without a strong foundation in reading, children
are left behind at the beginning of their education. They lag in every class
each year because more than 85 percent of the curriculum is taught by
reading. By the end of third grade, 74 percent of struggling readers won’t
ever catch up.”iii
o Fourth grade is the critical juncture for reading proficiency with increasing
numbers of children failing to achieve it. The convergence of 1) increased
curricular demands; 2) teachers who have not been trained to teach
reading acquisition at this age; and 3) children who have not yet learned to
read fluently presents a triple threat to all later development.iv
• Canada dropped from 12th in 2011 to 18th in the PIRL global ranking of fourth-grade
readers in 2016.v
o In 2016, approximately half as many Canadian fourth graders read at an
advanced level (13 percent) than fourth graders in Singapore (29 percent)
and the Russian Federation (26 percent).
2. Children’s literacy skill levels and the resources available to help them vary

dramatically across Canada.
• 25 percent of Canadian households do not own a single book. (Compare this with
Norway, where less than 5 percent of households do not own a book.)vi
• Books in the home increase the level of education a child will attain.vii
o According to a 20-year study across 27 countries by Dr. Mariah Evans of the
University of Nevada, Reno, being raised in a bookless home versus in one
with a 500-book library affects the level of education that a child will attain
as much as having parents who are barely literate (three years of
education) versus university-educated (15-16 years of education). Both
factors propel a child an average 3.2 years further ahead. Even having as
few as 20 books in the home will have a significant impact in propelling a
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child to a higher level of education, with more books increasing the
benefit.viii
• In some provinces, 18 percent of grade 8 students have below-baseline level
reading proficiency, the majority of them boys.ix

3. Increasing children’s literacy will reduce adult illiteracy and the significant
economic, health and social costs it creates.
• 17 percent of Canadian adults are text-challenged.x
o In 2012, 17 percent of Canadian adults aged 16 to 65 had a literacy score
corresponding to level 1 and below, meaning that they could only find single
pieces of information in short texts or only had a basic vocabulary.
o Only about 13 percent of adults were in the two highest categories of literacy
skills (level 4 and level 5) meaning, for example, that they were able to
integrate information from multiple dense texts and to reason by inference.
• Without intervention, it is expected that, by 2031, 47 percent of adult Canadians
will have difficulty using written material.xi
o Brain development, particularly for precursors of literacy such as language,
is time-sensitive.xii
o In the first few years of life, more than 1 million new neural connections
form EVERY SECOND. After this period, connections are reduced through a
process called pruning, which allows brain circuits to become more
efficient.
• Higher levels of schooling significantly reduce the probability of arrest and
incarceration.xiii
• Reading to young, preschool children is one of the best predictors of later
reading.xiv
• Without early childhood intervention, low literacy is generational.xv
o Children learn early literacy skills from their parents or caregivers. Parents
or caregivers with low literacy skills tend not to read to their children, or to
model reading and writing for them, which affects the children’s future
literacy abilities. By the time a child reaches school age, many of the early
developmental stages that promote literacy have occurred, and a child who
has not experienced them within the family circle is at a disadvantage.
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