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What are the key challenges to improving the quality of teaching and learning in adult and youth literacy in Ireland?

1.
Implementation of policies
While Irish policy and targets on adult literacy are relatively clear, there is an implementation gap.  The challenge is to strategise, implement and evaluate how policy and targets can be achieved.  This is recognised by a range of stakeholders, including NALA and crucially by the Oireachtas – the Irish parliament.    
“At the present time, the most urgent requirement for the literacy sector is to review, reaffirm and where necessary amend strategic decisions concerning the 
status of adult literacy on the national agenda, the vision and objectives to be adopted, the organisation and monitoring of these and the funding which should be assigned.” 

Houses of the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Education and Science, May 
2006. Fourth Report: Adult Literacy in Ireland. 
The National Skills Strategy recommends “drawing up an implementation strategy for the National Adult Literacy Programme for the period 2007-13” (Expert Group on Future Skills Needs, 2007).  
A national strategy for child and youth literacy is currently under consideration.  However, a concerted national strategy for adults, involving a joined up response from policy makers, providers and learners, remains to be developed.   

2.
Economic situation

The current political and economic environment means that development will have to occur within the existing, limited resources.  Ireland is currently undergoing a public sector reform agenda and this is both a challenge and an opportunity.  

3.
Integrating literacy and numeracy development into all publicly funded 
education and training 
The National Skills Strategy (2007) recommends that basic skills, including literacy and numeracy, be integrated into all publicly funded education and training.   There is increasing recognition of the efficacy of such an approach among providers, but the challenge is to adopt and support its implementation. 

4.
Need for more targeted and flexible learning opportunities for people who 
wish to develop their literacy and numeracy
The range of learning opportunities available to learners with a literacy or numeracy need is relatively narrow.  In spite of the expansion of adult literacy learning opportunities in recent years, less than 10% of adults with literacy needs are accessing literacy tuition. Critically, the typical literacy learner receives only 2 hours provision per week.  There are programmes which offer more support, including in the workplace, but these are relatively small. Weekend provision is largely absent.  Literacy and numeracy development is not embedded in adult education and training.  Family literacy programmes are only available within a small number of schools serving disadvantaged communities.  There are however considerable opportunities available to enhancing distance and blended learning options, particularly using www.writeon.ie.  
5.
Staffing structure and career path for adult literacy practitioners

The staffing structure and career path for adult literacy practitioners is underdeveloped.  Unlike their managers, Adult Literacy Organisers, there is no post or nationally recognised qualification for adult literacy tutors in Ireland.  There is however a suite of professional 3rd level courses developed by NALA/WIT (Waterford Institute of Technology), and funded by the Department of Education and Skills, which support literacy practice and provides for accreditation across the higher education spectrum, ranging from initial training for volunteers right up to Masters level.
6.
Certification system development
Certification systems are currently in development.   The challenge will be to maximise the opportunities this provides and to ensure that assessment for accreditation purposes embraces the social practice approach and does not deter learners or narrow the current options available to them. 

What approaches seem to work? What evidence is there?
Distance and blended learning 

Distance learning, specifically NALA’s interactive learning website - www.writeon.ie, is showing promising potential in terms of independent learning, blended learning and the Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL).
Evidence:  
· Annual evaluations of the NALA Distance Learning Services (see below, page 4)
· 10,000 learning accounts have been initiated on the website www.writeon.ie since it was launched at the end of 2008, of which 6,000 were set up in 2010.
· Quality assurance validation of www.writeon.ie programmes with the national awarding body (FETAC).
· www.writeon.ie was the first programme validated at Level 3 (E, W, NI Level 1) under the new certification processes in Ireland, and is the only nationally registered provider of RPL (Recognition of Prior Learning) at Level 2. (E, W, NI Pre-entry Level).
· 250 learners achieved accreditation at Level 2 using this system in 2010

· Evaluation of Blended learning pilots in 2010. 

Intensive Tuition in Adult Basic Education (ITABE) 
These programmes are available from each local VEC Adult Literacy Service for 6 hours per week for 14 weeks. Feedback is showing good levels of participation and progress.  Initial and final assessments are requirements to access funding for these programmes.

Evidence:  Analysis of participation and progression rates.
Link: http://www.ivea.ie/services/itabe/itabe.shtml 
Television advertisements and programmes  
NALA’s annual TV series and promotional TV advertising campaign are driving people to call our freephone to explore learning opportunities.  
NALA has run TV advertising campaigns to encourage and enable more adults to improve their numeracy and literacy skills. Recent campaigns have been funded by our national postal service, An Post. A new campaign was initiated in September 2010.  The advertisements focus on the benefits of returning to further education and on showing that this issue is not confined to any particular group of people. The campaign was a huge success and encouraged over 1,000 people in the first two weeks to make contact with a freephone support line run by NALA.  The ads can be accessed on youtube via the following links. 
http://www.youtube.com/user/nationaladultliterac?feature=mhum#p/a/u/2/UO...
http://www.youtube.com/user/nationaladultliterac?feature=mhum#p/a/u/1/ni...
http://www.youtube.com/user/nationaladultliterac?feature=mhum#p/a/u/0/8o...
2010 marked our tenth year of programming on our national broadcaster, RTÉ One television.  Our six-part TV series Stuck for Words was broadcast on Mondays at 7.30 pm on RTÉ One from 10 May to 14 June 2010. The series featured nine learners telling their stories. The purpose of the series was to break down barriers to participation in learning. On average, the series attracted 203,617 viewers each week, representing 16.81% of the viewing public, making it our highest rated TV series yet.
Evidence relates to the TV audience figures, the timing and numbers of calls to the freephone, the number of referrals NALA made to adult literacy services and the number of new learning accounts set up on the Distance Learning Service.  TV work clearly contributed to the number of enquiries, referrals and learners.  NALA received over 7,000 calls to our freephone in 2010.  In addition, 6,000 users opened learning accounts on www.writeon.ie .  There is also evidence from evaluations that the TV work is reducing barriers to learning and making it more normal to address a literacy need and join a learning programme.  
Evaluations

· National Adult Literacy Agency (2011). NALA DLS Evaluation: Connected - improving literacy and computer skills through online learning. Dublin: NALA.
http://www.nala.ie/publications/nala-dls-evaluation-connected-improving-literacy-and-computer-skills-through-online-lea

· National Adult Literacy Agency (2010). NALA Distance Learning Service - an evaluation. Dublin: NALA.


http://www.nala.ie/publications/nala-distance-learning-service-evaluation
· National Adult Literacy Agency (2009). NALA Distance Learning Service 2008 - an evaluation. Dublin: NALA.


http://www.nala.ie/publications/nala-distance-learning-service-2008-evaluation
Family literacy 
Irish practice reflects international evidence that family literacy can support school performance of children as well as lifelong learning goals of adult family members.  
Evidence for this comes from feedback from adult participants, schools, and Departmental evaluations.  
Workplace basic education

There is a workplace basic education fund that covers 100% of training costs for employees in private sector companies.  Expenditure in 2010 was €1.6 million.  The local VEC Adult Literacy Service has the funding to set up workplace basic education courses with employers.  There is no compulsory paid learning leave in Ireland but some employers release employees to attend this training in work time.  
Evidence:  Feedback from pilot and on-going programmes and participation and progression rates.  There is also evidence that workplace literacy programmes engage significantly more men than in the other or mainstream VEC adult literacy services. 
What doesn’t work? Evidence?

Lack of research and evidence in relation to what works and does not work in an Irish context is a weakness in appropriately responding to this issue.   
What areas of action should be prioritised over the next few years to optimise the improvements you seek? 

NALA has identified three initiatives that can make a critical difference in tackling the adult literacy and numeracy challenge.  In keeping with the economic and public sector constraints, they involve new thinking rather than new funding.  These are integrating literacy, family literacy and flexible provision.

1. 
Integrating literacy and numeracy development into all publicly funded 
education and training 

Integrating literacy means designing and delivering education and training programmes in a way that also develops literacy and numeracy at the same time.  This will produce the “double duty dollar” effect, where the state pays for vocational training, but gets a second return – improved literacy and numeracy levels.  International evidence clearly indicates the efficacy of the integrating literacy approach.  Adopting an integrated approach is cost neutral, but it involves the prioritisation of continuous professional development and training budgets.  
What is required: The Department of Education and Skills and relevant providers deliver on the integration of literacy across further education and training programmes.  
2. 
Family literacy provides a win-win scenario to policy makers  
Literacy standards in primary schools have not changed in 30 years.  Two-thirds of pupils in the most disadvantaged schools achieved at or below the 20th percentile on standardised tests (compared to 20% nationally) and performance declined as pupils progressed through the school.  Family literacy programmes improve the literacy practices of parents and other family members and has a very significant knock on effect on school performance of children. This offers opportunities to break inter-generational cycles of under-achievement.
What is required:   Family literacy programmes are in place for all schools in disadvantaged areas, involving the VEC adult literacy services.

3. 
Flexible high quality adult education and training provision 

In spite of the expansion of adult literacy learning opportunities, less than 10% of adults with literacy needs are accessing literacy tuition. Critically, the typical literacy learner receives only 2 hours provision per week. It is essential to respond with targeted and flexible learning opportunities for people who wish to develop their literacy and numeracy. This means providing adult literacy and numeracy services across a wider range of settings, including the workplace, and by different modes, including distance and blended learning, intensive options and at weekends.  
What is required:  Extend the range of quality learning opportunities prioritising people with less than a Level 4 qualification (below Leaving Certificate), within current resources.
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