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What is NALA ?

Established in 1980.  NALA is a  non-profit, voluntary organisation. 

Membership is open to all adults.

Funded by the Department of Education.  For specific projects we 
receive funding from FAS, Department of Social and Family Affairs 
and  HSE. 



NALA’s Role

• Policy
• Research
• Training

• Promotion & 
Awareness   

• Training
• Mainstreaming



New Literacy TV series - Monday nights
First programme 16th May 280,000 viewers 



Definition of Adult Literacy 

� Literacy involves listening and speakers, 
reading, writing, numeracy and using everyday 

technology to communicate and handle 
information. 

� It includes more than the technical skills of 
communication (reading,  writing and maths): it 

also has personal, social and economic 
dimensions.     



Realising potential
Literacy and numeracy: essential lifelong learning throughout life events
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Adult Literacy Tuition in Ireland

In 2010 
45,000 Irish adults are attending literacy classes 
through the 33 Vocational Education 
Committees.    Committees.    

4,000 volunteer literacy tutors 

1,500 paid tutors.       



Literacy Levels in Ireland 

• OECD International Adult Literacy Survey (1997). 
• Based on a 5 level sliding scale with Level 5 representing 

very good functional literacy skills.  Level 3 was 
considered the minimum level needed. Survey analysed 
range of everyday material such as bus timetable and text range of everyday material such as bus timetable and text 
on packet of Aspirin.  



Aspirin question in IALS 



Irish Results
• 25% of the Irish population has weak literacy 

skills  Level 1.
• A further 30% scored at Level 2
• Age a factor  - 44% of people aged 55-65 scored 

at Level 1 compared to 17% of people 16-25. at Level 1 compared to 17% of people 16-25. 
• Shows that society is demanding more from 

individuals- literacy “bar” being raised 
constantly. 

• Lifestyle issues- use of TV, books, library  



Numeracy Results
• Again 25% of adults could not answer correctly 

the simplest of numerical questions.  
• Over 40% of these respondents were aged 56-65.    
• Numeracy  in healthcare– Risk, probability, 

likelihood, norm. likelihood, norm. 



Latest literacy results    

• 2009 OECD findings for 15-18 year olds
• 25% of 15 year olds are functionally 

illiterate. illiterate. 
• On reading levels Ireland has dropped  

from 5th to 17th place, the sharpest decline 
among 39 countries. 



Reasons

• Overburdened and over general 
curriculum. 

• Unspecified literacy curriculum 
• Teacher support • Teacher support 
• Family commitment





What is Health Literacy?

Definition
• Most relevant definition for NALA supplied by the USA 

IOM and the Dept of Health and Human Services.  

“Health literacy emerges when the expectations, 
preferences and skills of individuals seeking 

health information and services meet the 
expectations, preferences and skills of those 

providing information and services.”  



What is health literacy cont... 

• New kind of literacy with specific 
language, similar to other new literacies
such as financial literacy. 

• Will affect everyone at some stage.• Will affect everyone at some stage.
• However more likely to impact on some 

groups including older people who are 
more likely to suffer from chronic 
conditions.     



USA research 

• Less likely to engage in screening and 
preventive programmes.

• Less likely to have chronic disease under 
control.

• More likely to be hospitalised.
• More likely to report poor health. 
• More likely to report for treatment at a later 

stage. 



Signs to look for

• Routinely miss appointments
• Arrive without completed forms
• Avoid filling out forms
• Never refer to written materials• Never refer to written materials
• Claim to have written problems when 

asked to read. 



Irish Health Literacy findings

� No quantitative research but 2002 Dept 
commissioned Health Literacy Strategy and 
Policy Report.  78 adults described how people 
could run into trouble in Irish health service. could run into trouble in Irish health service. 

� 1,000 GP questionnaire (MSD, 2009)   



Irish GPs – MSD research 



Future Surveys - Future Results 

1. Ireland taking part in the first European health 
literacy survey.         

2. Updated OECD Adult Literacy Survey – PIAAC 
2011, results in 2013.2011, results in 2013.



Government response in Ireland 

• Since 2002 NALA has developed health literacy 
initiatives. This work has been funded by the 
Health Promotion Unit and HSE.

• Research 
• Training of staff
• Teaching materials
• HL Awareness tools



• Develop understanding of HL issue 
amongst key health stakeholders

• Share best practice across the healthcare 
sector – highlight and support good 

Objectives of the Irish Health 
Literacy programme

sector – highlight and support good 
practice. 

• Development of government debate and 
policy in the area



Health Literacy Tools (2009) 





New Partnership 
MSD 2007/2011



MSD/NALA Partnership 2007/2011

• 2007 First national health literacy omnibus questionnaire 
was undertaken by Landsdowne Market Research. 

• Crystal Clear Awards commenced in 2008 

• Health literacy website www.healthliteracy.ie - 2009

• Health Audit report - 2010 





2010 HL Audit Report 



Positive findings from focus groups

• “I went for a breast check and they had 
diagrams … showed how to look for a 
lump which was quite good because 
sometimes it’s hard for people.  I think sometimes it’s hard for people.  I think 
they are taking it on board that people 
need more help.”     – woman 50s



Role of pharmacists

• “The chemist is very good, I find them very 
helpful.  I’d go into the chemist first.” –
woman 30s

• “Sometimes they are better than the 
doctor ...woman 60s



Other interesting quotes 

• “There’s something about putting the onus on 
the patient to ask the questions.  I think it should 
be the other way round – it should be up to the 
medical people to ask if we have questions 
rather than you sitting saying will I ever get the 
chance to ask.  Not even have you any 
questions but what are your questions.” –
woman 40s.



“As soon as I go into a hospital I go blind 
and deaf.... Woman 40s

“Doctors need to talk and explain things “Doctors need to talk and explain things 
about health in lay man’s language” 
woman late 50s



Dec 2010 Training for health practitioners
www.healthliteracy.com



Future - What Needs to Happen?

• European Health Literacy Survey- results in 
2011.  

• Irish research to provide Irish solutions. Look at 
the literacy demands of Irish healthcare settings.   the literacy demands of Irish healthcare settings.   

• HL integrated into all national health campaigns 
and screening projects.  

• HL integrated into training at undergraduate 
level for range of practitioners



What Needs to Happen  (cont)

• Communication standards developed in 
healthcare.  Hope to link the NALA/HSE Audit 
into Irish healthcare accreditation ( HIQA ). 
Reward good practice. 

• National awareness campaign amongst public –
hidden problem.      



Contact Details  

Jennifer Lynch 
Health Literacy Co-ordinator 
jlynch@nala.ie Tuesday – Thursday 
021 4278664
NALA Cork Office
21 Lavitts Quay
Cork.
www.nala.ie
www.healthliteracy.ie


