
Everyone needs literacy. It is essential not only for school-based learning, but also for supporting a successful life 
outside of school5,7. 

What it means to ‘be literate’ has changed dramatically over the past few decades4,7. Being literate in the 21st 
century involves a broader range of knowledge, skills, processes and behaviours than ever before, due to factors 
such as globalisation, technological innovation, and social change. There is widespread recognition that literacy: 

Official Definitions 

ACARA = The Australian Curriculum and Reporting Authority. It developed and supports the national school 
curriculum that is used in all schools across Australia.  

ALEA = The Australian Literacy Educators’ Association (ALEA). It is an independent professional association 
dedicated to literacy and English language learning from early childhood through all stages of schooling. 

ACARA 
Australian Curriculum 

ALEA 
Declaration: Literacy in the 21st Century 

Literacy encompasses the knowledge and skills 
students need to access, understand, 

 analyse and evaluate information,  
make meaning, express thoughts and emotions, 
present ideas and opinions, interact with others 

and participate in activities at school and  
in their lives beyond school21.  

Literacy is the ability to identify, understand, 
interpret, create, communicate and compute, using 

printed and written (and visual) materials 
associated with varying contexts.  

Literacy involves a continuum of learning to enable 
an individual to achieve their goals, to develop their 
knowledge and potential and to participate fully in 

the wider society20. 
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Involves both composing texts 
(speaking, writing, creating) 
and comprehending texts 

(listening, reading, viewing)21 

Involves multiple ‘modes’ or 
systems of meaning-making 
(‘multiliteracies’), including 
spoken language, written 

language, visual (still and moving 
images), audio, gestural and 

spatial modes2,3 

Varies across different subject 
areas within the school 

curriculum21 

Is shaped by social and cultural 
practices in different 

communities and contexts4 
Is rapidly changing from print-
based modes to digital forms6 

Requires critical reflection on 
how different modes of texts 

have been constructed to 
influence people’s attitudes 

and behaviours, and whether 
these texts can be trusted1 



All governments across Australia are keen to improve literacy learning. The Tasmanian Government is 
implementing initiatives to support staff and students to lift literacy levels. The Department of Education has 
developed a suite of materials22:  

• The 2019-2022 Literacy Framework
• The Literacy Plan for Action 2019-2022
• The Literacy Implementation Plan 2019-2022.

The Framework and the Plans apply to the whole Department, including schools, Child and Family Centres and 
libraries. Building on what is currently working, the Action Plan explores what needs to be done differently to 
achieve system-wide improvement in literacy outcomes. 

System Priorities Key Actions 

Attention to the importance of 
oral, augmentative, and 

alternative communication for 
literacy learning 

• Develop a public campaign to promote the importance of oral
language

• Build on the collaborative culture between speech and language
pathologists and educators for a more coherent approach to 
improve oral, augmentative and alternative communication 

• Increase access and support for learners to improve oral,
augmentative and alternative communication

Consistent and aligned practices 
that are informed by evidence 

• Provide system-wide guidance for literacy learning through the
effective teaching of English for literacy learning across the
curriculum

• Provide evidence-based and endorsed resources to support
effective teaching of English for literacy learning across the
curriculum

• Provide quality and targeted professional learning to build the
capacity of educators to improve their teaching of English for
literacy learning

Valid and reliable measures of 
impact and student growth 

• Develop clear expectations and guidelines to build system-wide
understanding of the measurement of learner growth in literacy

• Implement the tools and supports for effective measurement of
learner growth in literacy

The Literacy Plan for Action 2019-2022 is guided by the 2018–2021 Department of Education Strategic Plan14 
which identifies improved outcomes in literacy and numeracy as one of its four overarching goals.  

The Plan is also informed by the Melbourne Declaration (updated in December 2019 to the Alice Springs 
(Mparntwe) Education Declaration11), Tasmania’s Strategy for Children – Pregnancy to Eight 2018-202115 and 
26TEN Tasmania: Tasmania’s Strategy for Adult Literacy and Numeracy 2016-20258. 

THE TASMANIAN CONTEXT 



Teachers use many different assessments to know how well students are learning literacy and what they need 
help with. However, in the media most attention is paid to how different schools, states and countries perform 
on standardised tests. In relation to literacy, there are three key standardised tests: 

PISA25 The Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) is conducted by the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) of which Australia is part. It was first 
conducted in 2000 and compares educational attainment across the world, by assessing 
how 15-year-olds apply their knowledge and skills in reading, maths and science to real-life 
problems. Each three-year cycle has a different focus. In 2018 the focus was reading. 

PIRLS26 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) is conducted by the International 
Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA). It was first conducted in 
2001, but Australia has only been participating since 2011. PIRLS occurs on a five-year cycle. 
It assesses Year 4 students on three aspects of reading: purposes of reading; processes for 
comprehension; reading behaviours and attitudes. 

NAPLAN27 The National Assessment Program: Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) is administered by the
Australian Curriculum and Reporting Authority (ACARA). It was introduced in 2008 and tests 
almost all students at Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. NAPLAN has three benefits compared to PISA and 
PIRLS: 
• it assesses not only reading, but also writing, spelling and grammar, and punctuation;
• it aligns with the Australian Curriculum; and
• it tests the whole cohort in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9, instead of only a sample.

 ADVANTAGES OF STANDARDISED TESTS   DISADVANTAGES OF STANDARDISED TESTS

 An objective way to measure learning
achievements;

 Can help to pinpoint areas of the curriculum
in which students need support;

 Can help schools to evaluate progress and
notice trends compared to other schools;

 Can help education systems / governments to
direct resources to where they are most
needed.

 Do not give a full picture of a student’s ability
because they only test some aspects of literacy;

 Do not give a full picture of a student’s progress
because there often is a long time between
each test;

 Can have a negative impact on a student’s
confidence;

 Can put pressure on teachers to ‘teach to the
test’.

 Standardised tests are useful, but there is more to learning literacy than is shown in these tests.

 We all use words and images to communicate with each other every day. This means everyone can help
children and young people to improve their literacy.

 Parents/carers are their children’s first and foremost teachers. They can support their children’s learning,
including for literacy, both at home and at school.

 For ideas and practical tips on how to help children and young people at different year levels to develop
their literacy skills, see our series of literacy fact sheets under ‘Our Publications, Reports and Resources’
on the Peter Underwood Centre website: https://www.utas.edu.au/underwood-centre

STANDARDISED TESTING 

https://www.utas.edu.au/underwood-centre
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This is fact sheet #1 (out of 11), produced as part of the 
“Review of Literacy Teaching, Training, and Practice in Government Schools”  

and is intended to align with the Department of Education Literacy Plan for Action 2019-2022. 
https://publicdocumentcentre.education.tas.gov.au/Documents/Literacy-Plan-for-Action-2019-2022.pdf 

For information about the review, other fact sheets and five detailed reports, see: 
https://www.utas.edu.au/underwood-centre/research/completed-projects 

Please cite as: Te Riele, K. & Stewart, S. (2020) What is literacy? Fact sheet 1/2020. doi: 10.25959/100.00035381

For more information please contact: 
The Peter Underwood Centre, Private Bag 7, Hobart TAS 7001     

Phone: (03) 6226 5735  Email: UnderwoodCentre.Enquiries@utas.edu.au 
Website: https://www.utas.edu.au/underwood-centre 

Launched in 2015, the Peter Underwood Centre is a partnership between the University of Tasmania and the Tasmanian 
Government in association with the Office of the Governor of Tasmania. 
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