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Introduction 

Literacy changes lives. It enables people to reach their full potential, to be active and critical 

participants in society. Having the literacy that is needed helps address poverty and social exclusion 

and contributes to greater levels of equality. Furthermore, integrating literacy into vocational settings 

changes apprentices’ lives not only in the vocational sphere but beyond that. Integrating literacy has 

been proven to have a strong multiplier effect and reaches far beyond educational or employment 

contexts into social contexts including health, community participation and activity, intergenerational 

literacy development and well being.1  

 

NALA welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the development of the Apprenticeship Action Plan 

2021 – 2025. Our submission particularly focuses on questions around increasing participation.   

 

Definition of literacy 

NALA defines literacy as involving:  

“listening and speaking, reading, writing, numeracy and using everyday technology to 

communicate and handle information. But it includes more than the technical skills of 

communications: it also has personal, social and economic dimensions. Literacy increases 

the opportunity for individuals, families and communities to reflect on their situation, explore 

new possibilities and initiate change.”2 

When we talk about literacy in this submission, we use it as an umbrella term for language, literacy 

numeracy and digital skills 

 

Literacy, numeracy and digital skills in Ireland 

 One in six (18%)3 of the adult population struggle with reading and understanding everyday text. 

For example, reading a bus timetable or medicine instructions.  

 One in four Irish adults (25%) has difficulties using maths in everyday life. For example, basic 

addition, working out a bill or calculating averages. 4 

 Over half (55%) of the adult population has low digital skills.5 For example, using a smart 

phone, googling and understanding information online. 

Note: the majority of people who have difficulties with digital skills have underlying literacy issues. 

                                            
1 Sticht, T (2008) Literacy Matters Issue 1, NALA: Dublin 

2 National Adult Literacy Agency (2012). Guidelines for Good Adult Literacy Work: Dublin: NALA. 

3 CSO (2013). PIAAC 2012 (Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies) Results from Ireland. 

4 Ibid. 

5 Cedefop (2020). Empowering adults through upskilling and reskilling pathways. Volume 1: adult population with potential for upskilling 

and reskilling. Luxembourg: Publications of the European Union. 

 

https://www.nala.ie/publications/literacy-matters-issue-1-spring-2008/
https://www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/releasespublications/documents/education/2012/piaac2012.pdf
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Literacy policy and strategy  

Literacy is core element of education policy, nationally and internationally. Ireland’s new National 

Further Education and Training Strategy6 commits that for the returned learner “support for my 

literacy and numeracy needs will be available and will be integrated with whatever FET course I 

am pursuing”. The strategy notes the opportunity to “build on this strong foundation with a new 

literacy and numeracy strategy over the next 5 years which can complete its journey from what 

tended to be a standalone service to one which is fully integrated with wider FET provision and 

which links learners to pathways within FET to further develop their skills.” 

 

The United Nations 2030 Sustainable Development Goals pledge to leave no one behind and to 

reach the furthest behind first.7  Ireland’s own education and training policy and strategies must 

embrace this and prioritise those who are furthest behind first. 

 

In September 2020 the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science (DFHERIS) announced the development of a new 10-year adult literacy, numeracy and 

digital skills strategy. It is important that integrating literacy into apprenticeships and FET is 

included in the new strategy.  

 

Language, literacy and numeracy needs in apprenticeship training  

We are aware that many apprentices have basic skills needs and this is difficult to quantify and 

probably varies from group to group. Difficulties in mathematics are more often visible in terms of 

programme content but difficulties in reading course materials arise largely from the materials and 

methodologies in use. These can be developed to be more literacy friendly and effective.  

 

Language, literacy and numeracy development is a major vocational training issue. International 

and national research8 and experience indicate that:  

1. The more embedded literacy is in a programme the more successful the programme will be 

in terms of retention, completion and progression 

                                            
6 SOLAS (2020). Future FET: Transforming Learning – The National Further Education and Training Strategy 

7 Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 

8 Casey, H., Cara, O., Eldred, J, Grief, S., Hodge, R., Ivanic, R., Jupp, T., Lopez, D. and McNeil, B. (2006) ‘You wouldn’t expect a maths 

teacher to teach plastering...’ Embedding literacy, language and numeracy in post-16 vocational programmes – the impact on learning and 

achievement. London: National Research and Development Centre for Adult Literacy and Numeracy.  

Black, S. and Yasukawa, K. (2011). Beyond deficit approaches to teaching and learning: Literacy and numeracy in VET courses. University of 

Technology, Sydney 

 

https://www.solas.ie/f/70398/x/64d0718c9e/solas_fet_strategy_web.pdf
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/22311/2/doc_3550.pdf
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/22311/2/doc_3550.pdf
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2. Students’ ability to persist and achieve on the vocational programme can be greatly hindered by 

unmet literacy needs which are caused by educational and wider inequalities and result in 

difficulties with the language, literacy and numeracy involved in their vocational programmes. 

3. Improvement in course effectiveness and learner achievement is greatest when language, 

literacy and numeracy support and development is integrated with the content of each stage 

of the programme – from recruitment through to progression and onwards into employment.  

 

When apprentices come into the course, it is the optimal time for change. By offering literacy support 

and care, this gives an opportunity to bolster and transfer peoples’ identity as a learner. It can move 

people from harmed learning identities to the idea that they can learn and become fledgling lifelong 

learners. 

 

 

Supporting language, literacy and numeracy needs  

The 2018 SOLAS Report9 on Integrating Literacy and Numeracy (ILN) highlighted 6 areas for action: 

 

1. Collate and sharing ILN resources developed by FET providers. 

 

2. Providing training to leaders in ETBs and providers on the organisational approaches to 

integrating literacy and numeracy, possibly using/adapting professional development courses that 

have already been developed (for example the SOLAS course targeted at CTC managers). 

 

3. Reviewing funding arrangements with adult literacy services to ensure they are sufficiently 

incentivised to work with FET providers to deliver ILN programmes. 

 

4. Supporting the FET sector to employ a consistent approach to conducting initial learner 

screening. 

 

5. Ensuring support for a plurality of models for integrating literacy and numeracy within FET, 

reflecting there is ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to effectively integrating literacy and numeracy. 

 

6. Across the various models for delivering ILN, there are features that are particularly effective 

and should therefore be promoted. These include: 

 Packaging literacy and numeracy support around wider study skills. 

 Framing individualised ILN around the literacy and numeracy skills students require to 

complete their FET programme. 

                                            
9 SOLAS (2018). Integrating Literacy and Numeracy Final Report   

https://www.solas.ie/f/70398/x/2176ab65bb/integrated-literacy-and-numeracy-final-report.pdf
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 Using specialist literacy and numeracy teachers to deliver provision to FET training centres and 

PLCs in a way that complements, reinforces and is reinforced by the work of the FET tutor. 

 Specialist literacy and numeracy teachers having a presence within FET providers. 

– Organisational approaches to timetabling ILN courses. 

– Literacy and numeracy awareness training for FET tutors. 

 

SOLAS and the 16 Education and Training Boards (ETB) have over the last few years been working 

on these actions with some very positive outcomes. Galway and Roscommon Education and 

Training Board (GRETB) delivers literacy and numeracy supports for apprentices that includes:   

 Local assessments at induction 

 Evening workshops offered in Maths, IT & Study skills, held in local Adult Education Centres 

 Dedicated maths classes; Whole class sessions to improve study skills 

 Possibility of Moodle courses and link to employers 

 Student support room, 1:1 drop in facility 

 Demand driven, classes voluntary 

 Materials developed 

 Close collaboration with the instructors 

 

The benefits that GRETB found from delivering this support are: 

 Apprentices are better prepared for phases 4 and 6 

 Phase 2 apprentices are increasing their skills levels, gaining confidence and passing 

exams 

 Apprentices are benefitting socio-economically 

 Better for employers and work related performance 

 Better for ETBs  

 Good support for instructors 

 Cost effective in the long term  

 

It is important that all of this good work and more around the country are documented and shared 

among services.  
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Recommendations  

The apprenticeship model should include and prioritise a strategy to build language, literacy and 

numeracy support and development into all aspects and all phases of apprenticeship and work 

based training. This involves continued strategic attention to the following areas. 

 

 Area Recommendation 

1 Recruitment 

[Question 22 and 

28] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Question 26] 

 

 

 

Recruitment campaign should communicate that literacy support and 

care is there for all participants. This is an inclusive message that 

singles no one out and helps to destigmatise literacy issues.   

 

Providers should give clear information on the specific prior skills and 

knowledge that apprentices would need from the outset of their course, 

including literacy/numeracy skills, so that they and the prospective 

apprentice can make decisions about what supports are needed and 

whether a preparatory course is necessary. 

 

There is a need to promote and recruit people who are not currently 

represented well in apprenticeships – for example people with 

disabilities, lone parents, Traveller community and ethnic minority 

groups. SOLAS should develop an action plan for this in partnership 

with national representative organisations. 

 

2 Guidance  

[Question 23] 

 

 

The Adult Guidance service should be accessible and familiar to 

apprentices, ideally to help with choosing their particular apprenticeship.  

Interested young people and adults with less than a level 4 qualification 

in FET should receive 10 hours of educational guidance, using the 

principles of Integrated Guidance. 

 

3 Assessment  

[Question 23] 

 

 

Providers should have an effective process of both strengths and needs 

identification carried out at the recruitment stage that could inform the 

later Phases of apprenticeships. This would be of great support to both 

apprentices and to instructors.  

 

Ensure that assessment materials are fair, written in plain English and 

presenting no unnecessary literacy barriers to students’ evidencing their 

achievement in the vocational content.  

 



Page 7 of 8 
 

4 Programme 

delivery 

[Question 23] 

 

 

Providers should design their courses to be effective for all who have 

the required entry level of interest, ability and skill in the vocational 

area, including those who are not comfortable with ‘school’ or 

‘academic’ reading and writing. In all courses, training centres and 

instructors should plan to ensure each student is helped from the start 

to identify and address their needs in relation to the vocational 

language, literacy and numeracy, as a natural and systematic part of 

their vocational programme.   

  

In the design and delivery of programmes relating to all occupations and 

all fields of activity, it is essential to: 

 Identify the specific language, literacy and numeracy skills and 

practices that are essential to or inherent in the occupation or field.  

Include those in programme objectives.  

 Identify the language, literacy and numeracy involved in the 

teaching, learning and assessment methods and materials used on 

the programme.   

 Resource staff to collaborate on literacy friendly programme 

development 

 

 

5 Staffing 

structures and 

professional 

development  

[Question 23] 

 

 

 

Continue to invest in training for staff so we have: 

 vocational instructors who have the skills to deliver their 

programme in an inclusive, literacy-aware way, and to help 

students develop the particular language, literacy and numeracy 

that is integral to the vocational area;  

 LLN specialists who are part of the vocational training team, 

cooperating with and supporting vocational instructors to ensure 

students develop the LLN they need to participate effectively in 

the course and in the job or vocational context, and to be ready 

for their next steps in further education; and 

 managers who have the knowledge and skills to lead the 

integrated, team-based  whole organisation approach to LLN and 

vocational development. 
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6 Bridging 

programme 

[Question 25] 

 

Design new transition or bridging programmes, including a tailored 

programme for young early school leavers and a tailored programme 

for adults wishing to enter apprenticeships. It would aim to prepare 

them for continuing on into an apprenticeship programme. 

 

This programme would develop a wide range of personal and practical 

skills and qualities required for confident entry into the apprenticeship 

programme – including general and course-related literacy and 

numeracy. The design should maximise flexibility and student-

responsiveness giving scope, within nationally agreed standards, for 

local providers and trainers to design the local programmes in response 

to their students’ particular needs.  

 

 

 

 

Further information 

 

Helen Ryan 

Policy Officer 

National Adult Literacy Agency       

Sandford Lodge, Sandford Close       

Ranelagh, Dublin 6   

Web: www.nala.ie      

Tel: +353 1 412 7900    

Email: hryan@nala.ie   

 

 

 

http://www.nala.ie/
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