
Opening Doors to Learning 

literacy, which is probably a more 

appropriate position.  

 

Currently, there is a program in 

Nova Scotia called ñAdopt-A-

Library,ò whose focus is to promote 

youth literacy to reduce crime rates. 

The description on their website,  

www.fightingcrime.ca, explains: 

ñThe Adopt-a-Library Program 

gives children and youth tools and 

the skills so they have the power to 

decide not to engage in criminal 

behaviour. The tools and skills 

come through literacy. The Program 

works by partnering libraries with 

police.ò   

 

What is interesting is that further 

into their website, they state, ñIt is 

the belief of the creator and 

supporters of the Adopt-A-Library 

Program that there is a relationship 

between youth illiteracy and crime. 

While there is no conclusive 

evidence to support this claim, the 

statistics seem to indicate a strong 

   (cont. on next page) 
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Mission Statement  

Kingston Literacy 

furthers the development 

and growth of adult 

 and family literacy  

in Kingston and 

neighbouring 

communities.. 
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A number of years ago, the 

Ontario Literacy Coalition created 

fact sheets about literacy relating 

to different topics, including 

literacy and health, literacy and 

poverty, and literacy and crime. 

These were available on the 

internet to download, and many 

organizations used them to help 

increase public awareness about 

literacy issues: Kingston Literacy 

certainly did.  

 

The theory behind this initiative 

was to show the enormous impact 

literacy had in a number of 

different areas, and that it was not 

a single-interest topic. (Imagine 

the potential for fundraising: your 

donated dollars could combat not 

only low literacy, but poor health, 

poverty, and even crime!) The 

information sheets themselves 

were well-designed and gave 

good context and information for 

each topic. If people didnôt 

actually read beyond the title, 

however, unfavourable mental 

links were inevitably created. 

 

It is interesting to note that the 

Ontario Literacy Coalition no 

longer has an info sheet dedicated 

to literacy and crime. It is simply 

noted in a list of issues that 

ñaffect and are affectedò by 
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Literacy and Justice 

 

Often, for various and complicated reasons, people 

facing criminal charges cannot afford to hire a 

lawyer and, therefore, choose to represent 

themselves, even though they may not understand 

the legal system, the role of courts and tribunals, or 

the law. When these same people also suffer from 

low literacy skills, the challenges for them and the 

justice system become multifaceted. In a published 

report, the Canadian Bar Association admitted that 

it ñwas struck by the simple but profound 

awareness that the legal system is based entirely 

on the written word. If you have trouble with the 

act of reading, it may not be possible to work 

through the system.ò 
 

Legalese Anyone? 

 

The development of language specific to the legal 

profession ï what we call  ñlegaleseò today ï 

actually started centuries ago in the courts of 

Europe. In the early 1400s lawyers began writing 

down details of their cases, and as the cases were 

recorded, they became known as precedents. The 

words and phrases that were used in one case were 

then followed in subsequent cases as having 

been ñdefined.ò Lawyers became reluctant to 

alter these wordings because they had a defined 

meaning within the legal system.  

 

With the invention of the printing press around 

1440, copying and circulating documents 

became much easier. There was no longer the 

need to laboriously 

transcribe everything 

onto parchment paper 

made from the skin of 

animals. As time went 

on, the language used 

in court and in legal 

documents became 

very structured, with 

precise meanings and 

concepts. Now in the 

21st century, we have 

thousands of pages of legal documents being 

brought into the court room.  

 

Today, virtually all legal material is written in a 

manner specific to the legal profession. Sadly, 

many people from all walks of life donôt 

understand even the simplest legal expressions, 

which puts people with low literacy levels at a 

great disadvantage. Although these people may 

have found other ways of coping in their daily 

lives, they find it very difficult to read, 

understand and use the material related to legal 

problems. Even if they understand the words, 

they may not understand the concepts, and often 

cannot comprehend what is expected of them.  

 

Plain Language Initiatives 

 

Recent research indicates that as many as 20 to 

25 percent of adult Canadians are functionally 

illiterate, however, these figures jump to 60 

percent when applied to prison inmates. Itôs no 

wonder then that low literacy levels can result in 

miscarriages of justice.  

   (continued next page) 

Literacy and the Law (continued)  
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relationship between low literacy skills and 

increased levels of crime in later years; the higher 

the level of literacy, the lower the crime rate.ò  

The ultimate assertion is a quote from the 

programôs founder, John Kennedy: ñBetter to  

see them in libraries now than in trouble with  

the law later.ò  

 

So, is there a link between literacy and crime? 

There is undoubtedly some co-relation, simply 

because people with low literacy skills statistically 

face greater risk factors, including poverty, 

unemployment and isolation. There are statistics 

relating to Corrections Canada that would seem to 

indicate a connection between literacy and crime 

(see sidebar, opposite page), but it would be very 

difficult to isolate that as the critical factor. 



Literacy and the Law (continued)  

Poverty also has a part to play, adding to the challenges 

of people already marginalized by their inability to read 

and write. Itôs really a Catch 22 ï reading and writing 

are required to find and keep a job, and financial 

stability is the means of acquiring reading and writing 

skills. 

 

This all sounds pretty bleak, but there is hope.  

Dedicated adult upgrading programs exist across 

Ontario, with literacy service providers and committed 

volunteers working hard to increase literacy levels in 

their regions, despite chronic underfunding. There are 

also many initiatives by law professionals and other 

social service agencies on an international scale who 

continue to advocate for the use of Plain Language, and 

to raise awareness about literacy and the law.  

 

For more information on Plain Language, visit 

www.hrsdc.gc.ca  and search Plain Language 

Resources.  
 

 

 

    

 Noteworthy Numbers:  

 

As many as 75 % of Canadian inmates 

have low literacy skills and 36 % of 

offenders have not completed grade nine. 

According to the Correctional Service of 

Canada, the average education level of 

newly admitted offenders, serving two 

years or more, is grade seven. These 

realities can contribute to a personôs 

chances of incarceration in the first place. 

Without addressing the root causes, the 

possibility of rehabilitation is also 

seriously hindered.2 
 

In 1994-95, the Correctional Service of 

Canada reported that the average 

education of newly admitted offenders is 

Grade 7 and that 70 % tested below 

Grade 8 in language and math while  

86 % tested below Grade 10.3 
 

In 2003, the Adult Literacy and Life 

Skills (ALL) survey found that 15% of 

Canadians aged 16-65 had difficulty 

comprehending any printed material 

(Level 1 literacy) and an additional 27 % 

of adult Canadians could read only 

simple material (Level 2) and did not 

meet the minimum skills level suitable 

for coping with the demands of everyday 

life and work.4 

 
Sources: 

1. When Words Are Bars, Core Literacy, 1991 

2. http://www2.literacy.bc.ca/facts/justice 

3. Literacy and the Courts, The John Howard Society of 

Canada, 1996 

4. http://www.hrdc.gc.ca 

People who are in jail and canôt read  

are not only imprisoned by the bars on  

their cells, but also by the words they  

donôt understand.1  
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 A Brutal Way of Learning:    

  This fascinating bookôs  

  chapters alternate between an  

  exploration of literacy and  

  legal issues, and one manôs  

  very personal tale of early  

  tragedy and later triumph.  

  Researcher Jane Davidson tells  

  the story with Dan Haley of  

  how he overcame an abusive  

  childhood, substance abuse,   

  and becoming an abuser of his 

  own wife and children by seeking help in literacy 

  education and turning his life around. Haley now 

  travels the speakers' circuit  addressing teachers,  

  correctional workers and learners, motivating  

  adults to take risks and break out of their crippling 

  cycle of low literacy and failure. Haley is also an  

  ordained minister who assists offenders upon their  

  release.  

  In 1995, he won the Canada Post Literacy Award  

  for Individual Achievement. 

http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca


It is hard to believe, but this year, Kingston Literacy is celebrating thirty years of service in the 

community! While our programs have expanded over three decades, our basic goal has remained the 

same, ñéto further the development and growth of adult and family literacy in Kingston and 

neighbouring communities.ò Using data from 1983, the farthest back we could track reliably, here is how 

we have changed: 
 

As you can see, we have grown and expanded with the communityôs needs. This year, we have continued 

that trend, adding Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada (LINC) services, funded by 

Citizenship and Immigration Canada, to our repertoire. This new program has added an international flair 

to the centres where it is delivered, and has widened the circle of people we help to prepare for further 

training, employment or independence. 

 

In the next few months, Kingston Literacy will be facing another change: the relocation of our main 

administrative and adult literacy site in Kingston at 88 Wright Crescent. As you may know, we are 

currently renting space in the basement of the Calvin Park branch of the Kingston Frontenac Public 

Library, a building that is slated for demolition in the near 

future. We were invited to join the library in their soon-to-be 

constructed building, but the $1.2 million we would have 

needed to take part in the venture was well beyond our 

budget. We met with various municipal representatives, who 

were unable to offer us any alternatives, and so we have 

begun negotiating for different properties to rent, as close to 

our current site as possible. 

 

(continued on next page) 

Message from the President  
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How Has Kingston Literacy Grown? 

1983-4 2006-7 

1 adult site in Kingston 
  

  
  

1 adult site in Kingston 
1 adult site in Hartington 
1 adult site in Napanee 
2 family literacy sites in Kingston 
Family literacy delivery at additional sites 

 
    2 staff members 23 staff members 

 

    46 adult students/4500 contact hours 289 adult students/17,877 contact hours 

 

    No family literacy services Programs and services to more than 400 fami-

lies 

  
    No special projects Several special projects and resources under 

development 

Arlene Cronin (left) shares a smile with Joan 

Lee (centre) and Kathryn Goodhue (right). 



 

Want to learn more about Kingston Literacy?  

Visit our website at  

www.kingstonliteracy.com 

From all of us at Kingston Literacy 
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Presidentôs Message (continued) 

 

The up side of this equation is that we are hoping 

to finally get out of a basement site. More 

importantly, however, we look forward to 

becoming wheelchair accessible, which would 

make us the only truly accessible site for basic 

level literacy students in the city. The down side 

of the equation is that we will most certainly be 

facing a dramatic rent increase. We currently pay 

about $4,000 a year in rent to the library, which is 

an incredible bargain for the 3,500 square feet we 

use. Despite the increase, which we anticipate 

could be as much as $40,000 a year, we are 

committed to providing our quality programs with 

as little interruption to our students this year as 

possible. We are targeting the March Break as our 

move-out time, so if our March newsletter is a bit 

late, we know you will understand... 

If you have any questions, or would like more 

information, please feel free to contact Martha 

Rudden at (613) 547-2012. On behalf of the 

Board of Kingston Literacy, please accept our 

sincere thanks for your support and our best 

wishes for a peaceful and joyful holiday season. 

 

Arlene Cronin, President of the Board 

Best wishes for a 

peaceful holiday 

season, and  

all the very best in 

the  

New Year! 


