Address by Sean Connick, TD
Minister of State 
Department of Agriculture, Food and Fisheries
Adult Literacy Conference
“Positively Diverse Adult Literacy Perspectives”

City of Waterford VEC

Faithlegg House Hotel, Faithlegg, 
11 October, 2010 
Good Morning Ladies and Gentlemen,

I would like to thank Joann Power, Adult Literacy Organiser and all the staff of City of Waterford VEC for their kind invitation to open your conference on adult literacy entitled “Positively Diverse -Adult Literacy Perspectives”. I am also looking forward later to the launch of the City of Waterford VEC, Adult Literacy Service Development Plan, “The Next Steps” and Waterford Institute of Technology, Literacy Development Centre’s, Strategic Plan 2010-2014.
It is clear from the various initiatives that great work is being done here in Waterford for learners wanting to improve their basic education skills. I commend all the staff for their hard work on behalf of learners.
At a national level the network of Vocational Education Committees are providing literacy opportunities to almost 50,000 adults annually and today, we are here to discuss and evaluate the role of adult basic education in today’s Ireland.  
Adult basic education has been a priority in further education provision for many years and adult literacy is an important constituent part of it. 
Since the publication of the White Paper “Learning for Life” in 2000, investment in further education has increased by 60% to over €430 million last year.  Investment in adult literacy itself has also increased significantly and crucially, even in these difficult economic times, the Government has maintained funding. In fact, since 1997, investment in adult literacy has gone from €1 million to €30 million per annum and participation has increased from 5,000 annually to almost 50,000.  
I think it’s important that we recognise that literacy is now not just about reading and writing.  It encompasses a range of other skills, including numeracy and ICT.  But it is not just about being able to create a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet, or being able to read a complicated insurance application.  It is about what that means for the adult concerned.  
Adults participating in education bring their own array of experiences and a very individual and personal history to class.  For adults, that first step in walking through the door of the VEC adult education centre and then enrolling and turning up for the first class can be a significant achievement in and of itself, especially for the low-skilled who might have had a negative experience first time around.  
In many ways, the learning process with all of its twists and turns ending in the achievement of the certificate or the completion of the course can be more meaningful in the long run than the actual technical skill itself.  
Success through participation and completion can bring confidence to take on a new challenge, whether that be in a work context or at home; to join that society or club and participate actively; it can mean sitting down with one’s children to do the homework; it can mean joining the library and using it – these things contribute holistically to the development of our society and our economy.  
For many, attending a literacy class or a one-to-one session is not enough.  People are looking for a variety of offerings and research indicates we need a variety of skills.  But if we accept that good levels of literacy achievement, in the broadest sense, contribute to a person’s development overall, it makes sense that we seek to integrate literacy, or what we can term core skills and key competencies, into the programmes that are available.  We should try to make core skills and key competencies available flexibly, whether that is stand-alone, part of a part-time programme or part of a full-time programme.  We have made progress on these fronts – in both the part-time and full-time programmes.

It is also important to remember that we have a Minister for Lifelong Learning with responsibility for further education, including adult literacy. Unfortunately due to Government commitments Minister Haughey could not be with us here today, but I know that at both a personal and professional level that the Minister has huge commitment to the provision of adult literacy and adult basic education services. It is a priority area for him.
Last year the Minister for Lifelong Learning launched a report produced by the VEC here in Waterford City called a “Provision of Adult Literacy in Waterford City- A Snapshot”.  The report provided a comprehensive picture of the Adult Literacy Services available in Waterford City and provides many useful recommendations. I note that partnership is a key recommendation of the report and I would like to encourage all involved in adult education here in Waterford and right throughout the Country to engage with all relevant agencies and bodies in our communities to provide the best service possible for learners.

Partnerships are key towards driving the development of a robust, flexible and high quality further education and training system that gives everyone, but in particular the low skilled, the disadvantaged and the hard-to-reach, opportunities to make the most of themselves and contribute to our country’s social and economic development.

The Government recognises the value of adult basic education not just in terms of the concrete skills outcomes, not just for the adult participants themselves but for their families, communities and for our country. The Department of Education and Skills is committed to working with providers – the VECs – and with civil society, voluntary and other organisations – like AONTAS and NALA – in partnership to optimise the services available to learners in these difficult times. 

In conclusion, I am delighted to open your conference. I hope you have an interesting and informative day from the inputs and presentations of the broad range of speakers here today. 
Thank you very much.
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