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National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA) Opening Statement to the Joint Committee 

on Education and Skills, Tuesday 19 November 

 

NALA welcomes the Committee’s consideration of adult literacy and is grateful for the 

opportunity to present this afternoon. My presentation has two parts. Part one is 

concerned with why we continue to have a significant adult literacy issue in Ireland and 

Part Two will outline a new approach to addressing adult literacy needs in the country.  

 

One in 6 Irish adults, aged 16-64, scored at the lowest level of literacy on a 5 point scale1 

(see appendix 1). This means over half million adults have difficulty reading and 

understanding a leaflet, bus timetable or medicine instructions. Similarly, 1 in 4 scored at the 

lowest level of numeracy. This equates to over three quarters of a million adults not being 

able to do basic calculations such as dividing up a bill. Literacy and numeracy needs have 

grave consequences for the individuals’ concerned – poorer health, weak employment and 

earning potential, less involvement in society as well as inter-generational disadvantage for 

children and families. It is costing our society and economy in terms of money, time, 

productivity and welfare dependency.  

 

The results for Ireland chime with the profile of educational attainment levels of the 

workforce, with over 445,000 people of working age with less than an upper secondary 

qualification (see appendix 2). Ireland has the highest number of 30-34 year olds with 

higher education and among the highest number of older workers without upper secondary 

education representing a serious inter-generational rupture. It is time to prioritise the 

furthest behind first.2 

 

The 2012 OECD Adult Skills survey provides the most up to date statistics on the adult 

literacy and numeracy skills levels of those of working age since the last survey in 1997. 

Back then, the poor results for Ireland propelled significant action that saw annual 

increases in participation and resources for the next decade.  

 

However since 2009, and despite the very disappointing results of the Adult Skills Survey 

in 2012, investment and participation rates have stagnated.  

                                            
1 CSO (2012), PIAAC 2012 - Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies: Survey Results from Ireland 
2 United Nations 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda commitment 

https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/Programme-for-the-International-Assessment-of-Adult-Competencies-PIAAC-2012-Survey-Results-for-Ireland.pdf
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The first National Skills Strategy (2007) set the target to reduce the numbers of adults with 

literacy needs to 12%. Whilst school and higher education performance targets were reached 

or indeed surpassed, we failed to reach the low skills target and the same target was rolled 

over into the current National Skills Strategy, along with the same approach to reach it.  

This fact alone illustrates the inadequacy of the approach and resources to tackle the scale of 

the adult literacy and numeracy issue in Ireland. There remains an outdated view that this 

challenge will fade with time based on school attendance. In reality, there is a crisis in the 

learning outcomes for many in society, both young and old. Whilst acknowledging the 

contribution of the Department of Education and Skills and Education and Training Boards 

Ireland, who cater for over 60,000 participants in literacy services (12% of those with literacy 

needs), costing less than €600 per person. It is clear we need a better resourced and 

coordinated effort by Government. 

 

Currently NALA is working bi-laterally with nine government departments and their 

agencies on policies aimed at building literacy and numeracy competence across a 

number of areas including health and finance (see appendix 3). This experience, along 

with similar recent developments to address the literacy issue in The Netherlands, 

Portugal, Finland and Belgium, has guided NALA to call for a whole of government 

approach that would bring a coordinated national effort to radically reducing the numbers 

of people with literacy and numeracy needs.       

 

Literacy is a barometer of equality and changes lives. Ireland can do better to give 

everyone a fair chance to thrive in their literacy development. This requires investing in 

people who have not benefited from our education system during bust or boom. This 

requires greater prioritisation within the Department of Education and Skills of adult literacy 

and better alignment of policies and strategies across different Government departments. 

 

Thank you for listening today and our written submission has more detail on our vision for 

literacy.  

   

 

Dr Inez Bailey, Chief Executive Officer   

Phone: 01 412 7900 

Email: ibailey@nala.ie  

  

mailto:ibailey@nala.ie
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Appendix 1   Ireland’s ranking in the OECD International Adult Literacy Survey 2012 

 

Appendix 2    People of working age with less than an upper secondary qualification 
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Appendix 3 Map of Government Departments with policies involving literacy 

There are nine Government Departments that have policies involving literacy, numeracy and digital skills.  

Education and skills 

  Action Plan for Education 

Framework 2016-19 

  FET Strategy 2014-19 

  National Skills Strategy 

  Supporting Working Lives and 

Enterprise Growth in Ireland 

  The National Strategy to 

Improve Literacy and Numeracy 

among Children and Young 

People 2011-2020 

Health 

 Healthy Ireland  

 

 Health literacy policy and 

implementation (Health and 

Wellbeing Directorate 

 

Communications, Climate 

Action and Environment 

 Digital Skills for Citizens 

  Broadcasting Authority of Ireland 

and the Media Literacy Network 

  Sustainability Development 

Goals National Implementation 

Plan 2018-2020 and the 

Voluntary National Review (VNR) 

Children and Youth Affairs 

 

  Family literacy in DEIS schools 

  School completion programme 

  First Five: A Whole-of-

Government Strategy for Babies, 

Young Children and their Families 

2019-2028 

Business, Enterprise 

and Innovation 

  Action Plan for Jobs 

  Workplace literacy in 

particular around sectors 

identified by the Expert Group 

on Future Skills Needs. 

Employment Affairs 

and Social Protection 

  NESC jobless households report 

and low skills trap 

  Pathways to Work 

Finance 

Competition and Consumer 

Protection Commission on 

Financial Literacy 

Justice and Equality 

Prison and probation literacy 

supports 

 

Rural and Community 

Development 

  Right to Read Library Strategy 

  Social Inclusion and Community 

Activation Programme (SICAP) 

 


