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Fact sheet 63 – The importance of a working definition of 

literacy and literate. 

A guide for teachers, teacher aides and school volunteers. 

 

A literate person is one who can successfully interact with the world around them. Your job is to get children started on that 
path like this ITAC student is doing. 

Before learning how to support students in improving their literacy skills, we first need 

to define literacy, so we know what we’re ultimately trying to achieve. An individual 

who is literate has traditionally been defined as someone who can read and write to a 

certain level. In most societies, a person who can read and understand a newspaper 

is considered literate. However, a person does not need the ability to write to that level 

to be considered literate. Being able to fill in a basic form such as a job application is 

enough to be considered literate by many standards.  

Additionally, literacy is often determined by whether a person has the skills to carry 

out the tasks required of their occupation, and obviously this is occupationally specific 

– for example, the literacy skills that a baker needs is different to the literacy skills that 

a doctor needs. Most people define literacy in relation to reading and writing, although 

other types of literacies (such as digital literacies) are becoming more important. 
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Let’s take a step back and think about reading and writing in basic terms. When people 

read something, they are looking at a bunch of symbols and their brain is running a 

very fast calculation – this symbol has this meaning, this second symbol has this 

meaning, and they mean something when combined. Similarly, when people write a 

symbol, they have the intention of sending a message which they hope and intend will 

be interpreted in a similar way by multiple people. We want others to make the same 

mental calculation when presented with the same set of symbols. In other words, for 

everyone to agree on what the symbols on the page mean. 

For example, we all agree that the symbol ‘d’ and the symbols ‘og’ can be combined 

to form a word. We all agree on what a ‘word’ is – an agreed arrangement of symbols 

to represent something discrete (e.g., a noun, verb or adjective). We all agree that 

d+o+g is pronounced in a certain way and that when these symbols are combined in 

this manner, it refers to a domestic furry animal that barks. We all agree that it doesn’t 

include animals that meow or chirp. Everyone has to agree on these things for 

language to work.  

We also agree that swapping any one of those sounds changes the meaning 

completely. For example, the words ‘dog’ and ‘log’ have no relationship in terms of 

their respective meanings even though they have the same rime (rime, not rhyme, is 

the part of a word that comes after the first sound). As a community of speakers, we 

all learn and agree that even though 2 of the 3 symbols in these 2 words are the same, 

the meaning is not 2/3 the same. When both the reader and the writer agree on what 

each combination of symbols mean, they can then successfully and consistently send 

messages back and forth. 

This is why literacy is best defined as the ability to interact successfully by sending, 

receiving and decoding messages. The idea of sending and receiving messages is not 

that difficult to understand. We can send a message by writing a sentence and giving 

it to someone to read. We receive a message when we read what someone else has 

written. But these are physical tasks that can happen even in languages you don’t 

understand. Decoding is the important part in the middle where the user makes 

meaning from the symbols, words, sentences and other cues. It is about figuring out 

what the symbols mean. In the early years of a child’s education, decoding refers to 

high-frequency words and simple texts. As students get older however, we teach more 
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advanced ways of decoding texts (such as critical literacy skills) because some 

symbols can be interpreted in different ways. You will learn more about critical literacy 

skills in other factsheets. 

In keeping with this definition, our literacy skills must be expanded beyond just pen 

and paper to successfully interact in today’s world. For example, anyone with an email 

address will have had to deal with phishing emails. These are scam emails that 

pretend to be from your bank or a government department. These emails can look 

exactly the same as a legitimate email and they can be hard to spot. Being able to 

determine whether an email is legitimate or whether it’s a phishing email is a literacy 

skill (and a pretty important one). The skills required for this decoding task include: 

1. Reading skills – does it read like it should? Is it professional or are their errors? 

2. Spelling – are there any words with incorrect spelling? 

3. Vocabulary – are there any words that are out of place or technically incorrect? 

4. Digital literacy – are there technical clues such as the reply email address? 

5. Critical literacy – how does it compare to other emails from the same sender? 

Does it use the same style, terminology, structure? Does it feel right? 

6. General knowledge – what do I know about phishing emails? How can I check 

whether this is legitimate or not? How do I search the internet for information? 

In this practical example, the person used their language and literacy skills to decode 

the text in order to act appropriately. What this example shows is that defining literacy 

is difficult because it mostly depends on the context. The most literate person 30 years 

ago would be close to illiterate in this situation.  

 

Hint 
Research in Queensland showed that many TAs struggled to define reading and 

had difficulties explaining the purpose of learning to read (Harris et al., 2015). 

Having read the above section: 

• What is the definition of reading? 

• What is the purpose of learning to read? 
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