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Summary of recommendations

We recommend that Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQlI) policy on micro-credentials

takes adult literacy learners into account.

Adult literacy learners can get a lot out of micro-credentials. Micro-credential courses

can be a gateway to further learning, and social and economic inclusion.

Micro-credentials will work best if they are based on these principles:

Flexibility of provision
Accessibility of provision
Relevance of content
Learner autonomy

Learner supports.

Validation processes need to be quicker if the full potential of micro-credentials is to be

realised.
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Introduction

We are the National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA), a registered charity and
membership-based organisation. We receive annual funding from SOLAS to support the
Further Education and Training strategy (SOLAS 2020) and the Adult Literacy for Life
strategy (SOLAS 2021).

We believe that literacy is a human right. Everyone in Ireland should have the chance to
develop their literacy, numeracy and digital skills to take part fully in society. Our
mission is to:

e campaign for literacy as human right;

e be leaders and champion best literacy practice; and

e support organisations in their efforts to be literacy friendly.
NALA welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the public consultation by Quality and

Qualifications Ireland (QQI) on micro-credentials and the short programmes that lead to

them.
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Literacy, numeracy and digital skills
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In this document, we use the word “literacy” to refer to all of these skills.
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Literacy and equality

Literacy needs arise because of educational and wider structural inequalities. A
person with literacy needs is more likely to have:

e parents with low educational attainment;

e poor health; and

e low income.

They are also more likely to be unemployed or outside the labour force (CSO
2024).

For equality, priority should be given to those who have experienced the most
educational disadvantage — the furthest behind first principle in the United
Nations (UN) 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (UN 2015). For the

furthest behind, there must be enhanced and targeted opportunities and supports.
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Adult Literacy for Life strategy

The Government published a 10-year Adult Literacy for Life strategy in 2021. It
aims to: “ensure that everyone has the necessary literacy, numeracy and digital

literacy to fully participate in society and realise their potential” (SOLAS 2021, p4).

This strategy commits to a cross-Government, cross-economy and cross-society
approach to support literacy needs. It means that a whole range of sectors will
understand literacy barriers and work together to remove them. This includes state

agencies and further education.

Rialtas na hEireann
Government of Ireland

o
ADULT LITERACY
FOR LIFE

A 10-YEAR ADULT LITERACY, NUMERACY
AND DIGITAL LITERACY STRATEGY

Adult
Literacy
for Life

www.adultliteracyforlife.ie
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Adult literacy needs in Ireland today

Findings from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) Survey of Adult Skills 2023, released on 10 December 2024 (Central
Statistics Office CSO 2024), show the following:

e 1in4 adults’ in Ireland (25%, around 835,000 people) do not have basic
proficiency in numeracy?. This means that 1 in 4 adults can, at best, do basic

calculations but may struggle with tasks needing multiple steps.

For example, working out how various credits may or may not add up to a

qualification could be a challenge for these adults.

e 1in 5 adults in Ireland (21%, around 700,000 people) do not have basic
proficiency in literacy. This means that 1 in 5 adults can, at best, understand

short texts and organised lists, when information is clearly indicated.

These adults may struggle to read a long, complicated policy on micro-

credentials.

Other findings on digital skills in 2023, from the Digital Economy and Society Index

(European Commission 2024), show that:

e More than 1 in 4 adults?® in Ireland (27%, just over a million people) do not have
basic digital skills. This means that more than 1 in 4 adults have not done at
least one activity in each of five digital competence areas*. For example, sent

an email, fact-checked something or changed software settings.

These adults may find it hard to get information on micro-credentials online.

' Aged 16-65

2 This means they score at or below Level 1 on a five-level scale

3 Aged 16-74

4 Information and data literacy; Communication and collaboration; Digital content creation; Problem-
solving; and Safety skills
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Literacy friendly organisations

Given the extent of literacy needs in Ireland, it is important for organisations to
be aware of literacy needs and to be literacy friendly. This means that the
organisation makes it as easy as possible for staff and service users to get the

information they need, to use their services and to participate fully.

The resources on this page can help QQI to be more literacy friendly.

Communications

e NALA'’s plain English resources including our Writing and Design
Tips (NALA 2024)

e NALA'’s plain English editing and training services

e the short online course from the Adult Literacy for Life National
Programme Office, “Let’s talk about plain language”

e the Customer Communications Toolkit for Services to the Public
designed by the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform (DPER)
and the National Disability Authority (NDA) (2023)

Literacy awareness
e NALA’s range of Literacy Awareness Training options, including
webinars and professional development courses
e NALA’s practical guide to being a literacy friendly organisation, Making it
Happen (NALA 2023)
e the short online course from the Adult Literacy for Life National

Programme Office, “Let’s Talk About Literacy”
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https://www.nala.ie/plain-english/plain-english-tips/
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Response to QQI Green Paper on Micro-credentials

The Green Paper on Micro-credentials (QQI 2025) covers a range of themes
and questions. We will respond concisely below to the parts of the green paper

which are most relevant to our work.
The experience to date in Ireland

e What are the top 3 drivers for micro-credentials?

For adult literacy learners, micro-credentials offer:

1. a more manageable commitment of time, effort and/or money
2. a bridge between informal and formal learning

3. targeted learning of specific skills that they can use in their daily life

e What are the top 3 enablers for micro-credentials?
Micro-credentials can be great for adult literacy learners if there is:
1. flexible provision

2. transferable credits

3. learner supports

e What are the top 3 risks for micro-credentials?

The top 3 risks for micro-credentials from an adult literacy perspective are:

1. long validation processes that make programmes out of date before they are
available

2. lack of learner access to the internet and/or digital skills

3. lack of accessibility

e What are the top 3 opportunities for micro-credentials?

The top 3 opportunities for micro-credentials from an adult literacy perspective are:

1. Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL)

2. addressing new and emerging skills needs

3. opening up new educational pathways for learners to dip their toe in rather than

making a long-term commitment

Page 10 of 16



Stackable micro-credentials

e What approaches to ‘stackable micro-credentials’ are used or planned in your
context?
We use the QQI Common Awards System programmes for stackable Minor Award

programmes that are stackable to build up to Major Awards.

e What is the purpose of stacking and how does it relate to learner and career
pathways?

In our context, stacking is in line with NALA’s Guidelines for Good Adult Literacy Work

(NALA 2012). Learners have autonomy and can personalise their journey. They can

choose their own path, pace and outcomes. They can decide to stop at any time and

still get credit / awards for their learning. They can return if and when they are ready to

build up to a Major Award.

e What is your vision for ‘stackable micro-credentials’ in your context over the
next five years?

It already exists in the context of the Common Awards System with awards starting at 5

credits. However, the programmes are not very flexible, and the validation / revalidation

process is too long and drawn out. Programmes could be made available more quickly if

there were a shorter validation process and more flexible award learning outcomes and

assessment approaches. This would mean we could offer more relevant programmes to

learners based on everyday skills.

There could be an option to have smaller micro-credentials with 1 or 2 credits. The

viability of this would need consideration.

What does the label micro-credential signify about a qualification?

o Nationally accredited
o Transferable

o A qualification

o Can be used for RPL
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o A small level of commitment
o Standalone or stackable

o Flexible

e What, if any, should the upper limit be on the volume of learning (credit or
notional hours effort) associated with a micro-credential? Should the limit
depend on the NFQ level?

Yes, the level of effort associated with a micro-credential should align with the NFQ

level and credit level.

e What, if any, should the lower limit be on the volume of learning (credit or
notional hours learner effort) associated with a micro-credential?

The lower limit of both credits and notional hours of learner effort should depend on the

NFQ level. For example, the lower limit for a Level 5 micro-credential might be 5 credits

and 50 hours of effort, whereas the lower limit for Level 1 might be 5 credits and 20

hours of effort. These are just examples to illustrate the point that a one-size-fits-all

lower limit would not be appropriate.

Unbundling education

e Do we need guidelines on the use of micro-credentials in the context of
unbundled offerings especially in the context of initial Higher Education (HE)
or Further and Higher Education (FET)?

Yes, we need guidelines on the use of micro-credentials in various contexts.

Quality assurance

e What should approval, monitoring and review processes look like for micro-
credential courses? How do they differ from those in operation for major
award programmes?

The approval, monitoring and review processes should be faster all round to enable

more responsive programming that is less resource intensive.
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QQI could consider a scheme where if you have one micro-credential approved, the
approval can be applied to very similar courses. For example, if you get a micro-
credential course in “Using a Smartphone” approved, this approval could be used for

micro-credential courses in “Using a Tablet” or “Being Safe Online”.

Conclusion

The National Adult Literacy Agency welcomes QQI’'s support for developing micro-
credentials as they offer many benefits for adult literacy learners. Micro-credentials will
be most valuable for learners if the system is quick to adapt to the skills they need,
which are changing all the time. It is also important that micro-credential courses are

accessible and inclusive, with good quality supports for learners.

Contact

We are happy to discuss our comments and recommendations further.

Aoife Crawford
Research and Policy Officer
Tel: 01 412 7919

Email: acrawford@nala.ie
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List of acronyms

ALL: Adult Literacy for Life

CSO0: Central Statistics Office

DPER: Department of Public Expenditure and Reform
FET: Further Education and Training

NALA: National Adult Literacy Agency

NDA: National Disability Authority

NFQ: National Framework of Qualifications

QQI: Quality and Qualifications Ireland

RPL: Recognition of Prior Learning

SOLAS: An tSeirbhis Oideachais Leanunaigh agus Scileanna (The Further
Education and Training Authority)

UN: United Nations
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About NALA

The National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA) is a charity and membership based
organisation. We support adults with literacy, numeracy and digital literacy needs to
access learning opportunities that meet their needs and to take part fully in society.
NALA does this by raising awareness of the importance of literacy, doing research and
sharing good practice. We also provide support through our online learning courses,
tutoring service and by lobbying for further investment to improve adult literacy,

numeracy and digital literacy skills.

National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA) Websites:
Sandford Lodge nala.ie
Sandford Close learnwithnala.ie
Ranelagh, Dublin 6

D06 YF65

Freephone: 1 800 20 20 65

Email: info@nala.ie

Registered Charity Number: 20020965
Charity Number: 8506
Company Number: 342807
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Adult Literacy is co-funded by the Government of Ireland and the European Union.
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