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Introductions

Margo Legault, Executive Director, Literacy Quebec

Wendy Seys, Executive Director, Yamaska Literacy 



Workshop Objectives

• Introduce Literacy Quebec & members

• Create a portrait of literacy in Quebec

• Introduce Plain Language

• Practice using Plain Language



Literacy Quebec

We envision a Quebec where 
everyone has the literacy skills they 

need to live a fully engaged life.



Literacy Quebec

• Founded in 1980 by volunteers to 
support literacy for English-speakers in 
Quebec.

• We are a network that connects and 
represents community-based literacy 
organizations to empower people, 
impact lives and build a stronger 
society.



What we do

• Raise awareness of the importance of literacy in Quebec 

• Campaign to combat the stigma of low literacy

• Strengthen ties in the community

• Offer capacity building opportunities for Literacy 
Practitioners 

• Advocate and represent our member organizations

• Offer training and work experience opportunities to 
volunteers



13 Member Organizations



Member Services



What is literacy?

Understanding, evaluating, using and engaging 
with written texts to participate in society, to 
achieve one’s goals, and to develop one’s 
knowledge and potential.

PIAAC measures:
• literacy, 
• numeracy
• problem solving in a technology-rich society (PS-TRE)

Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC), 2013
The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)



Literacy Levels

Below Level 1*: very weak skills

Level 1: weak skills

Level 2: can deal with material that is simple and clearly 
laid out

Level 3: approximately skill level required for secondary 
school completion 

Level 4 and 5: requires higher level of information 
processing skills



Literacy Levels



Literacy Statistics

4%

15%

34%

36%

11%

Literacy Levels

Below Level 1

Level 1

Level 2

Level 3

Level 4 & 5



Anglophones in Quebec

• Anglophones have a higher average literacy score than 
Francophones in Quebec (276 vs. 271, on a scale of 500)

• There is no difference in average numeracy scores 
between Anglophone and Francophones. However, 
Anglophones score higher at Levels 4 and 5 (17% vs. 
11%)

• A higher proportion of Anglophones score at Level 2 or 3 
in PS-TRE than Francophones. 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-555-x/2013001/chap3-eng.htm

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-555-x/2013001/chap3-eng.htm


Key Points

• The term low literacy is used to refer to 53% (below 
level 3) of adults in Quebec who have difficulty with 
reading, writing and basic math. 

• Literacy skills are no longer linked to a single threshold 
that separates the literate from the non-literate. 

• Living in an “information culture” requires higher 
levels of literacy than at any previous time in history. 

• Daily practice of reading, writing, and calculating 
sustains and enhances literacy skills.  Use it or lose it!



Myth vs.   Reality

People with low literacy 

• Seniors

• Immigrants

• People who didn’t go to 
school

• People who don’t work

• Less intelligent

People with low literacy
• Majority are 16-44 years 

(+65yrs were not included in 
stats)

• Majority  born in Canada (in 
Quebec the majority of -1 and 
1 were born in Canada)

• Went to school

• Many have jobs

• Intelligent – navigate society

• Disadvantaged backgrounds



Why Low Literacy?

• Learning disability(ies)

• Physical, mental or developmental disability 

• Illness or absence from school

• Lack of support in learning

• Learning environment not suited to learning 

style



Impact of Low Literacy

• Low self-esteem

• Medication errors

• Workplace errors or 
accidents

• Unemployed or 
under-employed

• Crime

• Dropping out of 
school

• Inability to help 
children with 
homework

• Depression

• Stress





Voices

Gary and Ernest

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LWDyyOjUgOE


How does it feel?

dyslexia generator

http://geon.github.io/programming/2016/03/03/dsxyliea


What is Plain Language?

Plain language is writing for your readers.

When you think about your reader, pay attention to:

• How you organize the information (where to find 
info)

• What you write (content)

• How you write (words, sentences, grammar)

• How you present the information (design)



Why use Plain Language?

Plain Language:

• Reaches people who cannot read well

• Helps all readers understand information (Universal 
design)

• Avoids misunderstandings and errors

• Saves time…gets the job done well the first time!

Plain language is NOT “dumming down” content.



Step 1: Know Your Readers and 
the Purpose of Your Document

• Who are my readers? 

• Where and when will my readers use this 
document?

• What is the purpose of this document?

• What do my readers need to know?

• What type of document do I need?



Step 2: Make an Outline

• Brainstorm 

• Organize ideas in a logical way

• Put the most important ideas first

• Use headings and subheadings (Table of Contents 
for longer documents)

• Introduce your document

• Cut out information that the reader does NOT 
need



Step 3: Write and Edit Text

• Use simple and short words and phrases

• Write short sentences with one idea in each 
sentence

• Use the active voice (Subject – Verb- Object)

• Write short paragraphs (related ideas)

• Use point form lists where appropriate



Use simple words & phrases

Original

• remuneration

• terminate

• transpire

• due to the fact that

• in lieu of 

• take action to

Plain Language

• pay, salary, income

• stop, end

• happen

• because

• instead of

• act



Write short simple sentences

Before

Title to property in the goods 
shall remain vested in the 
Company (notwithstanding 
the delivery of the same to 
the Customer) until the price 
of the Goods comprised in 
the contract and all other 
money due from the 
Customer to the Company on 
any other account has been 
paid in full.

After

We will own the goods 
until you have finished 
paying for them. 



Use the Active Voice

• Use the active voice (Subject – Verb- Object)

Five chocolates were eaten by me. (passive)

I ate five chocolates. (active)



Before and After



Step 4: Design your Document

• Use white space to break up text 
(1” margins, space between sections, 2 columns; left justified)

• Use fonts that are easy to read  (2 fonts)
San serif:  short texts or online.  Ex.  calibri, Arial
Serif: for dense text   Ex. Times New Roman, Cambria
Fonts for dyslexia Ex.  Open Dyslexic, lexie readable
Avoid fancyEx. Braggadociao

• Highlight important information 
(boxes, shading, bullets, bold; limit italics & caps)

• Use graphics to enhance the text 
(don’t mix styles, place near the corresponding text)

• Use colour effectively 
(use contrast, don’t overwhelm reader)



Step 5: Test your Document

Be sure you will reach your readers.

• Check readability (apps, software, etc.)

• Ask someone else to read your draft

• Check with the experts – your readers

• Field test

• Listen to the feedback and REVISE!



Readability



Let’s Practice

Look at the document  you have been given.

How would change it to Plain Language?



Resources

Readability
• Hemingway App

• Readability

• Readability Functions in Word

Plain Language Tools and Checklists
• https://www.plainlanguage.gov

• NWT Literacy Council Plain Language Guide

• Blog

• BC Plain Language Guide

http://www.hemingwayapp.com/
https://www.webpagefx.com/tools/read-able/
https://www.plainlanguage.gov
https://www.nwtliteracy.ca/resources/plain-language
https://zapier.com/blog/plain-language/
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/governments/services-for-government/policies-procedures/web-content-development-guides/writing-for-the-web/plain-language-guide/plain-language-tools


Resources

Audit
• Audit tool

Fonts (for people with dyslexia)

• Open dyslexic

• Lexia Readable

http://nwtresearch.com/sites/default/files/plain_language_audit_tool.pdf
Open dyslexic
https://www.dafont.com/lexia-readable.font


Thank you

Margo Legault, Executive Director

(514) 508-6805/1-855-890-1587

info@literacyquebec.org


