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Abstract: Literacy has come to be seen as important aspect in nation development 

since being functionally literate is fundamental to all forms of both successes in 

school and in life. In global market, being literate is highly demanded in order that 

people are able to participate actively in larger society and in international 

activities such as international conference, research exchange, join research, and 

business and commerce. Being literate does not only contribute to personal 

development or personal learning, but being literate also leads to success in school 

and in life. 
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Concept and Definition of Reading Literacy 

There are many definitions of literacy (Harris and Hodges, 1995). The Victorian Department 

of School Education‟s joint project with the Catholic Education Office of Victoria, expressed 

the dilemma of defining literacy as: 

Definitions of literacy are notoriously difficult to compose. Literacy is a social construct, a 

complex idea that means different things to different cultural group at different times. Therefore 

literacy is a relative term and dynamic. While literacy is popularly understood to denote the ability 

to read and write prose and other print texts, it is an integrated complex of language and thinking 

processes and skills, incorporating a range of habits, attitudes, interests and knowledge, serving a 

range of purposes in different contexts. (DSE/CEOV, 1994, p.329) 

 

The definitions of reading literacy have changed over time in accordance with the needs of 

the global society, the demands for economic development, and the advances in the research 

and measurement of literacy itself. Much energy has been expended on efforts to reach a 

categorical and conclusive definition of literacy. However, some scholars believe that “… 

agreement on a definition and thus on a measurement of literacy will never be reached …” 

(Wickert, 1992, p.30).  

The range of literacy definitions is typically from skills-based conception of functional 

literacy through to broad definitions and all definitions integrate social and political 

empowerment (Lo Bianco & Freebody, 2001). Although there are a number of literacy 

definitions, it is necessary to develop some coherent understanding of literacy that reflects the 

many capabilities required to become a participating member of a literate society.  
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Psychologists, linguists, educators, sociologists and others have all been the contributors to 

knowledge about literacy over the past 30 years. Definitions of literacy have differed on 

various dimensions (Lo Bianco & Freebody, 2001, p.20): 

Whether or not literacy refers to a set of varied capabilities or to a single capability that can be 

quantified (e.g., into “level of ability”) in a straightforward and comprehensive way; whether or 

not literacy refers to capabilities distinct from other language-related activities; and the extent to 

which acquisition of certain basic literacy capabilities is an insurance against all possible literacy 

problems. 

   

It is widely accepted that literacy generally is simply defined as “the ability to read and 

write”. Some attempts have been undertaken to classify people who are literate and people 

who are illiterate based on this definition. Researchers, however, find it impossible (Elley, 

1989) to do this task as “there is no precise dividing line between a person who is fully 

literate and one who is not” (OECD, 2003, p.17).  

In real life we can find people are able to read, but are not able to write. Some people can 

read the symbols but they cannot interpret what they read. Some can cope with the more 

difficult tasks involving words, but some cannot cope with even the easiest tasks that involve 

numbers. Some can read and follow the complex maps, but some fall down on the simplest 

form-filling task and we cannot argue that these people are functionally literate, because their 

competence varies according to the context. 

 

Changes Concept and Definition of Literacy 

Diehl and Mikulecky (1980) and Mikulecky (1982) have highlighted the tremendous range 

and diverse patterns of literacy skills in several surveys of adult literacy. The concept of 

illiteracy in one context is not necessarily the same in another context. Different contexts 

involve different concepts of what literacy and illiteracy mean. Misleading information 

results if we force the same concept into different contexts. Thus the concepts of literacy and 

illiteracy depend on both the definitions and the measuring procedures used. Consequently, in 

any research study it is necessary to clarify terms and explain how literacy is to be viewed 

and assessed.  

Several research workers in the field of literacy (Resnick & Resnick, 1977; Levine, 1986) 

have traced the changes in official concepts and definitions of literacy. Levine (1986) 

provided tables of literacy rates in England that illustrated the definition of the ability to sign 
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one‟s name as the mark of a literate person and interestingly differences between both the 

sexes and successive generations were found. Later, the recitation of religious tracts and 

fluency in oral reading became key indicators of literacy (Resnick & Resnick, 1977). 

Additionally, literacy has been defined variously on a sliding scale of three or five or six or 

eight years of schooling, regardless of quality, or student learning outcomes, or community 

expectations (Scribner, 1984).  

The main problem with linking the definition of literacy to years of schooling has been that 

many children survive long periods of formal education without acquiring the skills of 

reading and writing, while others learn to read and write outside the school system (Elley, 

1989). Downing (1973) noted the inaccuracies in United States data that followed from 

adopting such a definition. Furthermore, it was reported that fully 25 per cent of students who 

had experienced six years of schooling in a Pacific Island country could not read a simple 

passage, while others with only four years of schooling were fluent readers (Elley, 1989). 

The concept of „literacy‟ has been examined from a sociological viewpoint (Guthrie & 

Kirsch, 1984; Levine, 1986). They saw the concept involving a „social-interaction 

perspective‟ such as what were the purposes of reading texts, how the readers interpret the 

text, how the readers communicated with the writer and how the readers communicate what 

they read with other people, since they might need to discuss the content of the text (Elley, 

1989, p.5). Discussing the ideas and information acquired from the text with other people 

allowed readers to construct text meaning in various contexts (Guice, 1995) and this social 

interaction could be an instrument in helping students gain understanding and appreciation of 

texts (Mullis, et al., 2006). Reading was a “social experience carried out for a variety of 

purposes, with a variety of materials, text organizations and styles, to serve the needs of 

teacher, writer, colleagues and supervisor” (Elley, 1989, p.2). This was consistent with 

Guthrie and Kirsch‟s (1984, p.3) perspective that stated that “by choosing to read a text, a 

person becomes part of the readership of the text, and future communication with other 

readers becomes possible”. 

From the confusion between concepts and definitions, it must be concluded that the need to 

link literacy levels with current community conditions and needs rather than years of 

schooling is widely accepted. This kind of definition is, however, too restrictive if we set 

national standards and devise measurements with too much recognition of the needs of small 

rural communities, or minority religious groups existing within a wider society that is 

aspiring to raise its educational levels for greater national development (Elley, 1989). 
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However, some research workers in the field of literacy have reconceptualized the term 

„literacy‟. Literacy can no longer be simply defined in terms of reading, writing or numeracy 

nor can it be seen as an end in itself (UNESCO, 1997). The rapid changes in science and 

technology suggest that “people must be able to adapt continually to developments in science, 

technology and to the pressures of social integration, participation and democratisation” 

(UNESCO, 1997, p.10). This indicates that the world is more visual than before so that 

understanding images is just as important as understanding words, consequently more skills 

are demanded. Moreover, in parallel with the needs of society, literacy has to be seen as a 

tool of learning throughout life. If the criteria of being literate are raised according to this 

definition, it cannot be imagined how many people in the world will be categorized as 

„illiterate‟.  

A recent study of literacy, conducted by the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 

(PIRLS), explained reading literacy as 

the ability to understand and use those written language forms required by society and valued by 

the individual. Young readers can construct meaning from a variety of texts. They read to learn, to 

participate in communities of readers in school and everyday life, and for enjoyment. (Mullis et 

al., 2006, p.3) 

 

A study conducted by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) for the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) defined Reading 

literacy as “the ability to understand, use, and reflect on written texts in order to achieve 

one‟s goals, to develop one‟s knowledge and potential, and to participate effectively in 

society” (OECD, 2001a, p.21). As is indicated by the definition of reading literacy measured 

in PISA, literacy is a broader concept than the notion of “decoding written material and literal 

comprehension” (OECD, 2003, p.19). Literacy involves the ability of individuals to use 

written information to achieve their goals, and consequently they are able to use this 

information to function effectively in modern societies.  

These definitions of reading literacy reflect numerous theories of reading literacy as a 

constructive and interactive process (Chall, 1983; Anderson & Pearson, 1984; Walter, 1994; 

Ruddell & Unrau, 2004). Readers construct meaning actively and know reading strategies 

and how to reflect on reading (Clay, 1991; Langer, 1995). Readers also construct meaning 

through interaction with text in the context of a particular reading experience (Rosenblatt, 

1978). The readers bring the skills and reading strategies that they have to acquire knowledge 
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and obtain information from the text. Readers can learn various text types, acquire knowledge 

and gain information from the text they read (Greaney & Neuman, 1990; Wagner, 1991; 

OECD, 1999). Text types are presented both in written and electronic media. These include 

books, magazines, newspapers, the internet, email, text messages, as well as text included as 

part of various video, film and television media, and advertisements (Mullis et al., 2006). 

These informational texts allow students to learn more about a topic that may help children 

develop their motivation, engagement and interests and gain confidence in their reading 

abilities. 
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