
 

International Literacy Day - September 8, 2017 

This year marks the 50th anniversary of International Literacy Day which UNESCO 
is celebrating under the banner ‘Literacy in a digital world’.  In conjunction, the 
Canadian Federation of University Women highlights this important day in the series 
on the Sustainable Development Goals. Our purpose is to overlay a recognized Theme 
Day with the SDG lens in order to shine a light on and bring the conversation to 
everyone. 

The SDG series provides a critical opportunity to discuss the interconnections be-
tween quality education and achieving gender equality to empower all women and 
girls. We believe change begins with consciousness at all levels of understanding.  To 
go deeper with this topic, our team shares personal accounts using prose and poetry to 
bring to the surface meaningful or memorable life experiences that others may be able 
to relate to.   

For International Literacy Day, we are intentionally making connections to SDG #4, 
and #5 (However, connections to any other SDG may be implied). 

       !      !         

The 50/50 by 2030 Agenda is an agenda for all, and achieving it requires action at all 
levels. In the spirit of the 2030 Agenda, speakers from the grassroots, youth, In-
ternational Non-Government Organizations have offered an account of International 
Literacy Day.   

—————————————————————————————————— 



You Are Enough 

While women can claim the statement “ I am enough” to overcome feelings of insecu-
rity and imbalance in one’s personal sense of self, this does not transfer to situations 
where the individual lives in a world of darkness.  Being illiterate means to literally 
be in the dark.   

Our traditional perspective of literacy is to be able to decode the world around us, 
which includes text, numbers, symbols, media and social situations.  However, litera-
cy in  the digital world has a different construct for navigating and creating in the 
world of symbols.   Digital literacy presents itself more as a communication pathway 
which can enable instant contact through forums like Skype and Facetime allowing 
immediate access to another communicator.   It can also be static, as with platforms 
like Facebook and Twitter which hold participants at arms length by making them ob-
servers. Most dramatically, the absence of digital literacy skills in the 21st century can 
shut one out of community and affect one’s status and opportunity to thrive.   

As we contemplate our place on the digital literacy continuum and our engagement 
therein, what is not obvious is how safe and secure the association is, or how much 
control the individual has.  The Avatar at the other end may be real or mechanical, 
friend or foe, genuine or fake.  To Navigate this world it is as important to be able to 
read the road signs in order to drive safely in community.  And that will take instruc-
tion and practise. 

The global conversation on women’s economic empowerment addresses the use of 
digital tools to maximize initiatives.  That is very enterprising and 21st century but 
have we discussed digital citizenship?  Are those with technology aware of those 
without?  Do we know how big our digital footprint is?  Do we know who is mining 
our data?  Do we care that for some, they have not yet cracked the code on digital lit-
eracy?  Are there universal programs in place to build skills for women in both devel-
oped and developing countries?   

Until we have equity and inclusion for all in the sphere of digital literacy I suggest 
that we have much work to do so that everyone can indeed state, “I have skills to nav-
igate the digital universe for social, political and economic empowerment therefore I 
am enough”. 

Cheryl Hayles, VP International Relations, Canadian Federation of University 
Women 

—————————————————————————————————— 



758 Million Adults Lack Basic Literacy Skills 

Since its founding in 1966, International Literacy Day (ILD) has been celebrated 
every year on September 8.  Despite multiple national literacy campaigns, In-
ternational Literacy Year (1990), and an International Literacy Decade (2003-12),  
illiteracy is still prevalent in the world. Consider: 

• at least 758 million adults lack basic literacy skills 

• two thirds of the adults are women 

• illiteracy is related to poverty and many other socio-economic factors especially 
levels of education 

Article 26 of the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted in 1948, reads 
in part:  

"Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elemen-
tary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory." 

Literacy as an essential skill is a right, a foundation for lifelong learning and should 
lead to  better well-being and livelihoods for all.  As technological innovations change 
the way people interact with the world, different kinds of literacies have been empha-
sized - financial literacy, environmental literacy, geographic literacy and so on.  For 
2017, the theme chosen for ILD is "Literacy in a Digital World". People who lack ac-
cess to digital technologies and the knowledge, skills and competencies required to 
navigate them, can end up marginalised in increasingly digitally driven societies.  
This marginalization is exacerbated when literacy skills are poor or have not been ac-
quired. 

Irina Bokova, UNESCO's Director-General, stated on ILD, 2016 - then the 5Oth an-
niversary of ILD: 

The world has changed since 1966 – but our determination to provide every woman 
and man with the skills, capacities and opportunities to become everything they wish, 
in dignity and respect, remains as firm as ever. Literacy is a foundation to build a 
more sustainable future for all.  

In  terms of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), literacy fits within SDG 4  
which has 10 targets encompassing many aspects of education.  There are seven out-
comes and three means of achieving these targets by 2030.  There are also education 
elements in the targets of several of the other 17 Sustainable Development Goals.  

References: http://en.unesco.org/themes/literacy-all/literacy-day  and https://
en.unesco.org/node/265600 

Audrey M. Thomas, Member of the International Relations Committee 

http://en.unesco.org/themes/literacy-all/literacy-day
https://en.unesco.org/node/265600
https://en.unesco.org/node/265600


  

—————————————————————————————————— 

Time to Learn… 

Technology seems to be everywhere and in everyone’s hand.  However, there are 
signs to indicate it’s time to work on proficiency and build skills to work effectively 
in the digital world.  If you find yourself making the following statements then it’s 
time to seek help. 

-  How much does it cost to text? 

- What, coding? Do you mean my postal code? 

- If I put my stuff in the cloud, what happens when it rains? 

- Pass me a post-it note, I need to post this. 

- I have received an email to say send money to bail my neighbour out of jail in a for-
eign land.  She’ll  pay me back when she gets home. 

Cheryl Hayles, VP International Relations, Canadian Federation of University 
Women 

!       !                           



     !        

—————————————————————————————————— 

Literacy in a digital world an extract from the UNESCO webpage 
(http://en.unesco.org/themes/literacy-all/literacy-day) 

At record speed, digital technologies are fundamentally changing the way people live, 
work, learn and socialise everywhere. They are giving new possibilities to people to 
improve all areas of their lives including access to information; knowledge manage-
ment; networking; social services; industrial production, and mode of work. However, 
those who lack access to digital technologies and the knowledge, skills and compe-
tencies required to navigate them, can end up marginalised in increasingly digitally 
driven societies. Literacy is one such essential skill. 

Just as knowledge, skills and competencies evolve in the digital world, so does what it 
means to be literate. In order to close the literacy skills gap and reduce inequalities, 
this year’s International Literacy Day will highlight the challenges and opportunities 
in promoting literacy in the digital world, a world where, despite progress, at least 758 
million adults and 263 million out-of-school children still lack basic literacy skills. 

International Literacy Day is celebrated annually worldwide and brings together gov-
ernments, multi- and bilateral organizations, NGOs, private sectors, communities, 
teachers, learners and experts in the field. It is an occasion to mark achievements and 
reflect on ways to counter remaining challenges for the promotion of literacy as an 
integral part of lifelong learning within and beyond the 2030 Education Agenda.  

http://en.unesco.org/themes/literacy-all/literacy-day

