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Literacy in Ireland



18% of Irish adults are 

at or below level 1 of 

literacy – 521,550 

people

25% of Irish adults 

are at or below level 

1 of numeracy – 

754,000 people

PIAAC 2012

Reference: CSO (2013) Programme for International Assessment of Adult Competencies 

PIAAC 2012 Survey Results for Ireland

http://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/Ireland.pdf


National Adult Literacy 
Agency (NALA)



Who is the National Adult Literacy Agency?  

• Founded by volunteers in 1980


• Registered Company and Charity


• Board, 4 Sub-Committees and 30 staff


• €2.8 m budget from Irish Government, Plain English and Other 

Services Memberships, Donations / Royalties


• NALA’s Living History 1980-2020

https://www.nala.ie/publications/nala-1980-2020-a-living-history/


Who is the National Adult Literacy Agency?  

Vision

Our vision is that adult literacy is a human right. Everyone in Ireland 
should have the chance to develop their literacy, numeracy and 
digital skills to take part fully in society. 


Mission

Our mission is to: 


• campaign for literacy as a human right; 

• be leaders and champion best literacy practice; and

• support organisations in their efforts to be literacy friendly.



NALA as a provider of adult literacy services

Learn with 
NALA 

Tutoring 
Service

Learn with NALA 
website

Online and 
offline 

Resources



Learn with NALA Virtual Learning Environment (VLE)

• Content at level 1 - 3

• Level 2 & 3 QQI certification options

• Interactive learning

• Learner led, blended approach

• Support helpline 

• 3,000+ learners per year 

• 1,500+ QQI awards per year

• 1,500+ NALA certificates per year

• Free, confidential, flexible

• Tutor support available

• Option to learn with local registered centre

• For more see Learn with NALA

https://www.learnwithnala.ie/catalog?pagename=tutoring-service
https://www.learnwithnala.ie/


Learn with NALA Tutoring Service
• Personalised 1:1 sessions

• Induction pack

• 10 week programme

• Weekly 30 min calls

• 400+ learners per year 3,000+ 

sessions per year

• Free, confidential, tailored, flexible

• Internal support team

• Managed via Salesforce

• Support helpline

• For more see Learn with NALA 

Tutoring Service 

https://www.learnwithnala.ie/catalog?pagename=tutoring-service
https://www.learnwithnala.ie/catalog?pagename=tutoring-service
https://www.learnwithnala.ie/catalog?pagename=tutoring-service


Literacy, Disability 
and Social Security



Literacy and disability
Education experiences

• Learning difficulties

• Time out of school

• Lack of supports


"People who were affected by their 
disability during their school years 
tended to have lower levels of 
educational qualifications than the wider 
population"


(National Disability Authority 2015)

SOLAS 2022 All learners Learners with 

disability

Total in FET 187,000 13,000 (7%)
Adult literacy 14% 22%



Literacy and disability advocacy

Shared goals


• Accessible services


• Plain language communications


• Inclusive education


• Lifelong learning opportunities


• Employment supports




Employment activation

• Literacy needs and disability both linked to 
lower rates of employment


• Most PES referrals to short courses 
are Levels 1 - 4 (DPER 2023)


• About 100 referrals to NALA from Intreo 
each year


• Training aspect of Green Paper 
underdeveloped

▪ "capacity to work" changes with 

learning

▪Mandatory training –v- adult education 

principles

▪ Need for quality, accessible options



Cross-government approach

• Special Cabinet Committee on Children, 
Education and Disability


o Minister for Further and Higher Education


• Adult Literacy for Life (ALL) Strategy

o Cross-government Implementation Group


o Department of Social Protection has "a key 
role" sourcing supports for jobseekers



Learn with 
NALA Virtual 
Learning 
Environment



Accessibility

Universal 
design for 
learning

Designed 
for adult 
literacy 
learners

Easy 
access to 
support

Engaging 
visuals

Plain English

Mobile first

Design principles



https://www.learnwithnala.ie/










NALA and QQI national certification



Learning with 
NALA
Profile and experience of Learn with NALA users, 
March 2020-November 2022



Key findings: Online learners



Key findings: achievement



Key findings: Learner survey

• 249 respondents

• 46% had a disability

• Majority chose LWN because it's online 

(57%) 

• Motivations to learn were qualifications 

(23%), career (22%) or personal 
development (22%)


• Most learners engaged in the evenings 
(43%) or weekends (15%)


• 17% were long-term unemployed 

• 2% were on a work placement scheme



Key themes: focus group

Employment



Access



Confidence





Conclusion 



We need...

"We have to challenge the 
misconception that an inability to read, 
write or digitally communicate is a 
failure of the person. It is a failure of 
society and the State”


Minister for Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science


Simon Harris

• A cross-government approach 
to social security

o Education and training = 

central


• Learning options for adults 
which are:

o Diverse

o Flexible

o Inclusive

"As a society, we are missing out on the 
full talents and potential of many of our 
fellow citizens”


Minister for Social Protection

Heather Humphries



Thank you 
 
 
Elaine Cohalan 
ecohalan@nala.ie 
 
Aoife Crawford 
acrawford@nala.ie


