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Introduction and  
Acknowledgements
This resource supports all services to become more accessible 
and inclusive for everyone.

The Literacy and Wellbeing project is funded by the Adult 
Literacy for Life Collaboration and Innovation Fund.  
It highlights how people use: 

•	 reading, 
•	 writing, 
•	 numeracy, 

•	 digital, 
•	 health,
•	 financial skills in everyday life.

The Health Service Executive (HSE) South West Health 
Promotion and Improvement Department and the Kerry Public 
Participation Network (PPN) led this work. They are working to 
make services easier to access and helping people take part.

We thank the members of the Kerry Regional Adult Literacy 
Coalition. Their work shows a shared commitment to 
supporting people and communities across Kerry.

We are grateful to Michael Power, Literacy Ambassador, for 
sharing his personal story and outlining how organisations can 
make their services more accessible.

We also thank the Adult Literacy for Life National Programme 
Office for their support.

By working together, this project shows why it is important to 
make services easier to find, understand and use. Our aim 
is that everyone can understand information and use it with 
confidence after reading it once.
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Why Literacy Matters
Literacy is part of everyday life, including tasks like:

• Reading a prescription label

• Filling in a form

• Using an online appointment system

• Understanding a letter from a service

These are everyday tasks — and for 1 in 5 adults in Ireland, 
they can be genuinely difficult.

Unmet literacy, numeracy and digital skills needs are more 
common than most people realise. They affect people of every 
age, background and level of education. Most adults find ways 
to manage quietly — and will rarely tell a service provider.

www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/

Over 1 in 5 (21%) of adults
in Ireland have unmet 
literacy needs
(PIAAC 2023)

Over 1 in 4 (25%) of adults
in Ireland have unmet needs 
in everyday maths
(PIAAC 2023)

Over 1 in 4 (27%) of adults
in Ireland have unmet digital 
literacy needs
(DESI 2023)

https://www.oecd.org/en/about/programmes/piaac.html
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When Services are Literacy 
Friendly, Everyone Benefits.
You can make your service easier to use for all your 
service users by providing:

In other words, 
can your service user act after a single reading?

Find

Understand

Use 
information 

provided

Clear 
communication

Plain 
language

Accessible 
information

When we make our service accessible for those who need it 
most, we create a smoother path for everyone.

Can the people using your service easily find, use and 
understand the information that you are giving?
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Image: Jono Hey, sketchplanations.com
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How to Make Your Service  
Literacy Friendly
Creating a welcoming experience for everyone

Adults with unmet literacy needs often have clever strategies 
to hide it. They may avoid situations where this could become 
clear and may have behaviours that help them to do this.

As a service provider, be aware that this can happen. Noticing 
these behaviours, without making assumptions, can help you 
offer the right support at the right time.

Make it easy for people to find and use your service. Give clear 
directions and use simple, easy-to-read signs in your building 
and at reception.
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The most important thing you can do is make it easy 
for people to ask for help without embarrassment.

Say they have forgotten their glasses when 
asked to read or sign something.

Rely on a family member or friend 
to speak on their behalf.

Avoid written communication 
or don’t respond to letters.

Seem unsure about appointments, dates  
or times after being given written information.

Have difficulty with online forms, 
portals or digital systems.

Ask you to repeat information several times.

Ask to take a form home to fill in later.

Use plain, everyday 
language when 
speaking.

Never make 
assumptions. 

Offer choices.

A warm, unhurried 
approach makes all 
the difference.

Signs that someone may benefit from additional 
support might be if they:
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The 5 Literacy Areas
What they mean for your service

Literacy — reading, writing and understanding information. 

Many adults can read some text but may find complex or 
jargon-heavy documents difficult. Plain language, clear 
signage and the option to talk through information all help.

Digital Literacy — using online services, apps and devices. 

Not everyone can independently complete online forms, 
access online information or use apps. Offering offline 
alternatives and patient, practical support makes services 
accessible.

Make sure that your website meets accessibility requirements 
and is easy to navigate and use. Provide documents in 
different formats like Word and PDF.

1

Numeracy — working with numbers in everyday life. 

Bills, dosage instructions, budgets, appointment times.  
Numeracy underpins many routine service interactions. Visual 
formats and step-by-step explanations support understanding. 
The 12-hour clock is easier to follow than the 24-hour clock 
and dates should be accompanied by the day, such as 
Thursday, 11 June 2026.

2

3
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Health Literacy — understanding medical  
and healthy lifestyle information and navigating care. 

Unmet health literacy needs can lead to missed appointments, 
misunderstood diagnoses and medication errors. It can also 
make it challenging to find reliable information on healthy 
living. 

Clear written and verbal communication using plain English 
can help. Using the Teach Back method will also help to check 
patient understanding of instructions. (Institute for Healthcare 
Advancement, always use  
teach-back.toolkit - teachbacktraining.org)
https://teachbacktraining.org/

Financial Literacy — managing money,  
bills and entitlements. 

Financial jargon and complex paperwork can be significant 
barriers. Plain language letters and verbal explanations can 
support people to manage their finances with confidence. A 
referral to the Money Advice and Budgeting Service (MABS) 
can also help.

 

4

5

https://teachbacktraining.org/
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6 Things You Can Do
Practical steps for your service

1. Provide staff training

•	 Contact your Regional Literacy Coordinator for 
Literacy Awareness Training 
www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/about-us.

•	 Take a Plain English course. The National Adult 
Literacy Agency (NALA) offer this training. 

•	 Encourage staff to take the Adult Literacy for Life 
online courses  
www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/aware.

2. Use plain language 

•	 Write short sentences — ideally under 20 words.

•	 Use common, everyday words.

•	 Avoid acronyms and jargon.

•	 Active voice — “we will contact you” not “you will be 
contacted”.

•	 Clear headings and plenty of white space, 1.5 line 
spacing.

•	 Font size 12pt minimum, sans-serif font.

• Write short sentences — ideally under 20 words. 
• Use common, everyday words. 
• Avoid acronyms and jargon. 
• Active voice — "we will contact you" not "you will be contacted". 
• Clear headings and plenty of white space, 1.5 line spacing. 
• Font size 12pt minimum, sans-serif font. 

 
• Avoid ALL CAPS, italics and underlining for emphasis. They all make text 

difficult to read. 
• Before sending any letter or form, ask: would someone unfamiliar with this 

service understand it easily? 

Can my services user act in a single reading? 

NALA's (National Adult Literacy Agency) Plain English guidelines are a useful 
starting point in addition to Plain Language online course on Adult Life Literacy for 
Life. 
www.nala.ie/publications/writing-and-design-tips 
www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/aware/plain-language-course 

3. Use the Teach Back method 

After explaining something important  

• a diagnosis,  
• a process,  
• a decision  

Ask the person to tell you back what they understood, in their own words. The goal is 
to make sure that the person understands 

https://www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/about-us/
https://www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/aware/
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Avoid ALL CAPS, italics and underlining for emphasis. 
They all make text difficult to read.

Before sending any letter or form, ask: would someone 
unfamiliar with this service understand it easily?

Can my services user act in a single reading?

NALA’s (National Adult Literacy Agency) Plain English 
guidelines are a useful starting point in addition to the 
Plain Language online course on Adult Life Literacy for 
Life.

www.nala.ie/publications/writing-and-design-tips

www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/aware/plain-language-course

3. Use the Teach Back method

After explaining something important like

•	 a diagnosis, 

•	 a process, 

•	 a decision 

Ask the person to tell you back what they understood, 
in their own words. The goal is to make sure that the 
person understands.

https://www.nala.ie/publications/writing-and-design-tips/
https://www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/aware/plain-language-course/
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This is not a test. It is a check on whether you have 
communicated clearly. It works for health, community 
and education services alike.

teachback.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Teach-
Back-Toolkit_for-website_Sept-2021.pdf

www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/aware

Step 1

Step 2

Step 3

Step 4

Use plain language  
to explain information

Ask the person  
to explain what you just 
told them in their  
own words

Re-explain anything 
that is misunderstood

Repeat steps 2 and 3 
until the information is 
understood

https://teachback.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Teach-Back-Toolkit_for-website_Sept-2021.pdf
https://teachback.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Teach-Back-Toolkit_for-website_Sept-2021.pdf
https://www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/aware/
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4. Offer alternatives to online and written processes 

•	 Where possible, offer a phone call or in-person 
option alongside digital and written processes. 

•	 If someone must complete an online form, offer to 
sit with them or have a staff member available to 
assist.

5. Make numbers easy 

•	 Use visuals, diagrams or simple step-by-step 
formats when communicating anything numerical — 
costs, dosages, dates, deadlines. 

•	 Read important numbers aloud as well as writing 
them down.

Plain numbers campaign plainnumbers.org.uk

6. Create a referral pathway 

Know your local adult literacy, financial and digital 
support services. 

A warm, non-judgmental referral, made at the right 
moment can change someone’s life.

https://plainnumbers.org.uk
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Universal Design
Designing for everyone from the start

Universal Design means creating services, communications 
and environments that work for the widest possible range of 
people — without the need for special adaptations.

Three principles that apply directly to literacy-friendly services:

For the full 7 Principles of Universal Design: 
universaldesign.ie

Equitable Use: Your service should be equally 
accessible to everyone, regardless of their literacy, 
numeracy or digital skills level. This means offering 
choice in how people access information and support.

Simple and Intuitive: Eliminate unnecessary 
complexity from your communications, forms and 
processes. If something can be said more simply, say 
it more simply

Allow for Mistakes: Design your processes so that 
misunderstanding has minimal consequences. Follow-
up calls, reminders and check-ins reduce the risk of 
people falling through the gaps

1

2

3

http://universaldesign.ie
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Caherciveen ABE Centre
O’Connell FET Centre 

Caherciveen

V92 X235

086 046 0506 / 066 9473166

manager@oconnellcentre.ie

Castleisland ABE Centre
Community Centre R577 

Killegane, Castleisland

V92 W525

086 796 9627

listowelabe@staff.kerryeb.ie

Dingle ABE Centre
Dingle FET Centre

Rice House, Goat Street Dingle

V92 F952

066 9152361

eboland@kerryetb.ie

Kenmare ABE Centre 
Kenmare FET Centre, Bell Height

Kenmare V93 K5CV

086 827 9248

kenmareabe@staff.kerryetb.ie

Killarney ABE Centre
37 High Street Killarney

V93 R52W

086 796 9625 / 064 6636990

killarneyabe@staff.kerryetb.ie

Killorglin ABE Centre
The Lodge, Market Street

 Killorglin

V93AY09

086 010 6413

killorglinabe@staff.kerryetb.ie

Listowel ABE Centre
The Butler Centre 12 The Square 

Listowel

V31 ET91

086 796 9627 / 068 23866

listowelabe@staff.kerryetb.ie

Tralee ABE Centre
Liber House, Room 2A, Floor 1 

Monavalley Industrial Estate Tralee,

V92 YX9H

086 074 9786

traleeabe@staff.kerryetb.ie

Regional Literacy Coordinator
Kerry Education and Training Board

087 337 2139

rlc@kerryetb.ie

Where To Go: Resources  
and Referrals 
Adult Basic Education (ABE) Centres in Kerry

National Contacts
Regional Literacy  

Coordinators around  

the country

www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/about-us

National Adult  
Literacy Agency
1 800 20 20 65

www.nala.ie/free-courses

http://www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/about-us
http://www.nala.ie/free-courses
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Resources
Digital Literacy
HSE guide to making digital content 
accessible - about.hse.ie/publications/
accessible-content

NDA Customer Communications Toolkit 
- universaldesign.ie/communications-
digital/customer-communications-toolkit-
a-universal-design-approach

Financial Literacy
MABS (Money Advice & Budgeting 
Service) -  mabs.ie   
Helpline: 0818 07 2000

National Financial Literacy Strategy 

resources - financialliteracy.ie/resources

Health Literacy
Adult Literacy for Life Strategy Online 
Courses - adultliteracyforlife.ie/aware

HSE Plain Language Guideline - 
healthservice.hse.ie/staff/procedures-
guidelines/plain-language-guidelines 
Teach Back Method

Institute for Healthcare Advancement, 
always-use-teach-back.org toolkit - 
teachbacktraining.org

NHS Scotland, Teach Back method 
- healthliteracyplace.org.uk/toolkit/
techniques/teach-back

Universal Design and 
Plain Language
Adult Literacy for Life Awareness 
Courses -  
www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/aware

Ahead - https://www.ahead.ie/training

NALA Plain English Guidelines -  
nala.ie/plain-english  
(essential for service design)

NDA Customer Communications Toolkit 
- universaldesign.ie/communications-
digital/customer-communications-toolkit-
a-universal-design-approach

Supports
Citizens Information - accessible plain-
language public service info https://
www.citizensinformation.ie

Family Resource Centres — 13 
community-based support across Kerry. 
Find your local centre at  
www.familyresource.ie

KASI — Killarney Area Support & 
Integration — support for migrants and 
asylum seekers in the Killarney area 
kasi.ie

Kerry Library – computer and printing 
access plus support for basic digital 
skills, financial literacy, media literacy, 
business and employment skills, health 
awareness, and sustainable lifestyles 
and environmental awareness  
www.kerrylibrary.ie

North, East and West Kerry 
Development (NEWKD) - supporting 
north Kerry for employment, digital 
skills, language support, media 
literacy and financial literacy as well as 
sustainability. newkd.ie

South Kerry Development (SKDP) - 
supporting south Kerry for employment, 
digital skills, language support, media 
literacy and financial literacy as well as 
sustainability. skdp.ie

TIRC — Tralee International Resource 
Centre — support for migrants and 
asylum seekers in the Tralee area tirc.ie

https://about.hse.ie/publications/accessible-content/
https://about.hse.ie/publications/accessible-content/
https://universaldesign.ie/communications-digital/customer-communications-toolkit-a-universal-design-approach
https://universaldesign.ie/communications-digital/customer-communications-toolkit-a-universal-design-approach
https://universaldesign.ie/communications-digital/customer-communications-toolkit-a-universal-design-approach
https://www.mabs.ie/en/
https://financialliteracy.ie/resources/
https://www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/aware/
https://healthservice.hse.ie/staff/procedures-guidelines/plain-language-guidelines/
https://healthservice.hse.ie/staff/procedures-guidelines/plain-language-guidelines/
https://teachbacktraining.org
http://healthliteracyplace.org.uk/toolkit/techniques/teach-back
http://healthliteracyplace.org.uk/toolkit/techniques/teach-back
https://www.adultliteracyforlife.ie/aware/
https://www.ahead.ie/training
https://www.nala.ie/plain-english/
https://universaldesign.ie/communications-digital/customer-communications-toolkit-a-universal-design-approach
https://universaldesign.ie/communications-digital/customer-communications-toolkit-a-universal-design-approach
https://universaldesign.ie/communications-digital/customer-communications-toolkit-a-universal-design-approach
https://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/
https://www.familyresource.ie
http://www.kerrylibrary.ie
http://newkd.ie
http://skdp.ie
https://tirc.ie





