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Literacy
Reading

Writing

Numeracy

Technology

Language 
(Listening and
speaking)

Self confidence
and
self esteem

A beginner reader is 

not a beginner thinker.

Literacy is …
Literacy only has 

meaning in contexts 

of social practice. 

There are different 

language and literacy 

practices (‘literacies’) 

in different contexts. 

For example: 

families, workplaces, 

health services, 

public services, 

community activities.



What is health literacy and 
numeracy?

Your 
treatment is...

I can’t 
believe I 
have...

It is about mutual understanding



Causes of unmet literacy needs

Causes

Physical / 

psychological

Educational

Social and 

economic

Family

Changing 

literacies



Causes of unmet literacy needs

Physical and 
psychological

• Poor hearing

• Poor vision

• Speech 
difficulties

• Childhood 
illness

• Specific 
learning 
difficulties 
such as 
dyslexia

Educational

• Quality of 
teaching

• Lack of 
learning 
support

• Poor 
attendance

• Large Classes

• Harsh 
discipline

• Streaming

Social and 
economic

• Poverty

• Poor housing

• Child 
withdrawn 
from school

• Little money 
for materials

• Lack of 
English 
language 
skills

Family

• Large family

• Difficulties in 
family life

• Parents own 
skills and 
abilities to 
support their 
children’s 
learning 

• No habit of 
reading in the 
home

Changing 
literacies

• Digital age

• Computers 
and the 
internet

• Smart phones

• Media 
literacy

Inequality



Literacy and in/equality

Literacy is a barometer of equality. 

Research shows that people with the 
‘lowest skill levels’ also:
- have low education attainment
- earn less income
- are more likely to be unemployed
- have poorer health 

The percentage is higher in 
communities that have been further 
marginalised such as early school 
leavers, people with disabilities, 
Travellers and people currently in and 
released from prison.



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

Adult Skills Survey 2013

Reference: CSO (2012) Programme for 

Assessment of Adult Competencies 

PIAAC 2012 Survey Results for Ireland

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


Results for literacy



Example

How much 

sugar is in 

this pot of 

yogurt?



EU Health Literacy Survey

10.3% had inadequate health literacy

29.7% had problematic health literacy

Limited health literacy rate 40% (2012)

Females appear to have higher health literacy and better functional literacy.





It is important because …

People with 

limited literacy and 

numeracy skills

Report poorer 

overall health
Are less likely to 

make use of 

screening

Present in later 

stages of 

disease

Are more likely to 

be hospitalised

Have poorer 

understanding of 

treatment

Have lower 

adherence to 

medical regimens

Reference: Rima Rudd, NALA Health and Literacy Conference, 2002



It is important because …

One in five Irish people 
are not fully confident that 
they understand the 
information they receive 
from their healthcare 
professional (HCP).

43% of people would only 

sometimes ask their HCP to 

clarify the information if 

they did not understand 

something they had said.

17% of people have 

taken the wrong dose of 

medication at least once.

66% of people have 

difficulty understanding 

signs and directions in 

Irish hospitals.

Irish Health Literacy Research, 2007 and 2015



Recent research found…

39% of Irish people 

calling for less medical 

jargon from their healthcare 

professionals

People aged 15 - 34 years were 

least likely to ask a doctor, 

nurse or pharmacist to explain 

things they don’t understand

Embarrassment was 

ranked as the main reason for 

not seeking more information 

from a healthcare professional 

(24%)

45% couldn’t define 

the term prognosis

Irish Health Literacy Research 2015



NALA and health literacy

Department 
of Health

Health 
Service 

Executive 
(HSE)

Health 
Information 

Quality 
Authority 

(HIQA)

Healthcare 
Practitioners

Healthcare 
Settings

General 
public

Education 
and Training 

settings

Actions

1. Engage with the 

health services to 

make them more 

literacy-friendly

2. Supporting health 

literacy needs 

through patient 

education and 

empowerment

Working with stakeholders



Government Commitment

Healthy Ireland - new national framework for action to improve 

the health and wellbeing of our country (2013 – 2025) - contains 

the first ever Government commitment to health literacy:

“Address and prioritise health literacy in developing 

future policy, educational and information interventions” 

Sláintecare Workstream 4 — Sharing Progress

Citizen and Staff Engagement and Empowerment Programme 

Initiatives to enable health literacy will be identified and scoped as 

part of this programme. 



Delivering a 

literacy-friendly 

health service



Becoming literacy-friendly

A literacy-friendly service takes account of the literacy and 

numeracy needs of its customers.

Environment Staff awareness

Verbal communication Printed material

Clearer 
understanding

More effective 
communication

Better and 
equal access

Greater 
participation

Fulfil national 
standards

Better impact

Benefits



Becoming health literacy friendly

Step 1: 
Planning
Step 1: 

Planning

Step 2: 
Literacy 

Audit

Step 2: 
Literacy 

Audit

Step 3: 
Action 
Plans

Step 3: 
Action 
Plans

Step 4: 
Implement 

Action 
Plans

Step 4: 
Implement 

Action 
Plans

Step 5: 
Monitor 

and 
Evaluate

Step 5: 
Monitor 

and 
Evaluate

A literacy audit is a snapshot of a service and how it 

addresses literacy issues in policies and procedures, 

communications and staff training and development.

It looks at: 

• What you already do to support people who have 

literacy and numeracy difficulties; and 

• What you could do better to support them. 

A health literacy friendly service has policies, procedures and practices 

that ensure basic skills are accounted for in everything that it does. 

NALA supports organisations to follow a five-step process to become more 

health literacy friendly.



Literacy friendly quality standards

Policies and procedures

1 We have a literacy friendly policy.

2 We have specific ways to help people find and use important information and 
instructions.

3 We support our staff to improve their literacy, numeracy and digital skills.

Communications

4 Our staff use plain English when speaking with people.

5 We use plain English in our written information.

6 We check that people understand what we have told them.

7 The layout of our office/reception/service is clear.

Evaluating and improving

10 We regularly evaluate and continually improve our literacy friendly service.

Staff awareness and responding sensitively

8 Our staff are aware of literacy friendly work practices.

9 Our staff respond sensitively to the literacy and numeracy needs of people.



The Crystal Clear Mark 2015-20

Online Audit Tool

www.nala.ie/crystalclear

National programme offering pharmacies the opportunity to 

gain a unique quality mark. This Crystal Clear 

Mark recognises pharmacies and general practices that 

deliver a health literacy friendly service to their patients.

You must show that you comply with nine 

quality standards by completing an online 

audit tool. The standards and questions look 

at policies and procedures; communications, 

staff training and awareness and evaluating 

and improving. 

It was developed by The Irish Pharmacy 

Union (IPU), MSD and NALA.

http://www.nala.ie/crystalclear


Tips for health practitioners…



Getting your message 
across better 

Plain English
Plain 

numbers
Plain 

speaking

Plain numbers is 

about presenting 

numerical 

information so 

we readily 

understand it.

Spoken communication 
is two way, so at any 
point you can be the 
sender or the receiver.

It is about:
• What you say
• How you say it
• Body language

A way to present information 
so that the user can 
understand it the first time 
they hear or read it.

Plain English means:

• writing accurately and clearly for 

the intended reader;

• avoiding jargon, except for 

people who will understand it; and

• using clear layout and design so 

the information is easy on the eye.



When doing research or delivering training..   

8 Guidelines

1: Identify the key language, 

reading, writing and 

numeracy demands of your 

course 

2: Identify which of the 

literacy activities are 

essential elements of your 

course 

3: Use a variety of methods 

that don’t rely solely on 

reading and writing

4: Identify participants’ prior 

knowledge and experience 

5:Integrate language support 

and development

6: Integrate support with 

reading 

7: Integrate support with 

writing 

8: Know where 
participants can get 
further information and 
support on further 
learning

NALA integrating literacy 

guidelines for vocational 

and workplace trainers 

http://bit.ly/32s0fsx

http://bit.ly/32s0fsx


Health Literacy Tools and Resources

• Health Pack http://bit.ly/18DtwMz

• Health Exercises http://bit.ly/1mQZ9uM

• Health Literacy Audit http://bit.ly/16ieLxJ

• Report of pilot in 4 sites http://bit.ly/1qR2NO9

HSE Guidelines for 

Communicating Clearly 

http://bit.ly/2BMja85

Writing and Design Tips 

http://bit.ly/1ehZ1ns

http://bit.ly/18DtwMz
http://bit.ly/1mQZ9uM
http://bit.ly/16ieLxJ
http://bit.ly/1qR2NO9
http://bit.ly/2BMja85
http://bit.ly/1ehZ1ns


Supporting 

health literacy 

needs



Well Now!

Well Now! is a ‘literacy friendly’ course on health and wellbeing for adults. 

The programme aims to facilitate adults to explore health  and wellbeing topics 

and to increase awareness, knowledge, understanding and skills to support 

healthy choices.

NALA published the Well Now! guide in 2017. 

This guide is intended for adult literacy and community 

education services who wish to provide literacy friendly 

courses on health and wellbeing for adults. 

https://bit.ly/2UJbN9O

https://bit.ly/2UJbN9O


Ask me 3: 
Patient awareness campaign

What is 

my main 

problem

What do I 

need to 

do

Why is it 

important 

for me to 

do this

Good communication by your doctor means that 

you will know and understand:

21
3

Adapted from Ask Me 3 

patient awareness campaign 

http://bit.ly/265EZ8Z

http://bit.ly/265EZ8Z


Tips for visiting the doctor…



Local adult literacy services

• Delivered through the 16 Education and 

Training Boards (ETBs)

• Free and confidential

• Small groups and one-to-one tuition

• Delivered by trained tutors 

• Can work towards QQI awards

For a list of local adult literacy services 

see www.nala.ie/courses

60,000 learners 
in 2017

http://www.nala.ie/courses


Conclusion

Health literacy is an 
essential skill for life 
that we develop and 
maintain throughout 
our lives

It is not an individual 
problem – range of 
responses required, 
from personal to 
practice to policy

Becoming health 
literacy aware 
means better 
health services

Ask that 
question



Sources of help

1. Local Adult Literacy Service

Free group or one-to-one tuition. 4 to 6 hours per week. 

Delivered by trained tutors. Can work towards a certificate.

2. Interactive learning website – www.writeon.ie –

offering FETAC Level 2 and 3 awards. Can also 

work with a tutor over the telephone – ring NALA 

freephone on 1 800 20 20 65.

3. Help my kid learn website for parents

http://www.writeon.ie/


Further information 

Helen Ryan

Policy Officer 

Sandford Lodge

Sandford Close

Ranelagh

Dublin 6

Tel: (01) 412 7900 

Email: hryan@nala.ie

Website: www.nala.ie

Plain English: www.simplyput.ie

Family: www.helpmykidlearn.ie

http://twitter.com/nalaireland

http://facebook.com/nalaireland

http://www.youtube.com/user/
nationaladultliterac

mailto:hryan@nala.ie
http://www.nala.ie/
http://www.simplyput.ie/
http://www.helpmykidlearn.ie/
http://twitter.com/nalaireland
http://facebook.com/nalaireland
http://www.youtube.com/user/nationaladultliterac

