Definition of Literacy Domain 

For PIAAC, literacy was defined as follows: 

Literacy is understanding, evaluating, using and engaging with written texts to participate in society, to achieve one’s goals, and to develop one’s knowledge and potential.

Some key terms within this definition are explained below. 

Understanding

A basic task for the reader is constructing meaning, both large and small, literal and implicit, from text. This can be as basic as understanding the meaning of the words, to as complex as comprehending the underlying theme of a lengthy argument or narrative. Certainly, evaluating or using a text implies some level of understanding and so provides an indirect measure of it, but it is the intent of the PIAAC assessment to have some more direct measure of it. The components framework provides the construct to support basic understanding, but the literacy assessment, itself, should also include tasks that explicitly tap more complex understanding, such as the relation(s) between different parts of the text, the gist of the text as a whole, and insight into the author’s intent. Readers also have to understand the social function of each text and the way this influences structure and content.

Evaluating

Readers continually make judgements about a text they are approaching. They need to assess whether the text is appropriate for the task at hand, determining whether it will provide the information they need. They have to make judgements about the truthfulness and reliability of the content. They need to account for any biases they find in the text. And, for some texts, they must make judgements about the quality of the text, both as a craft object and as a tool for acquiring information.

Such judgements are especially important for electronic texts. While published print information carries a sense of legitimacy, especially where the reader can assume there has been some review and edit process, sources for online information are more varied, ranging from authoritative sources to postings with unknown or uncertain authenticity. All information must be evaluated in terms of accuracy, reliability and timeliness, but this is particularly important with online material.

Using

Much adult reading is directed toward applying the information and ideas in a text to an immediate task or to reinforce or change beliefs. Nearly all the tasks in previous international assessments have been of this kind. In some cases, using a text in this way requires just minimal understanding, getting the meaning of the words with some elementary recognition of structure (many menus, for example). In others, it requires using both syntactic and more complex structural understanding to extract the information. In all cases though, the reader approaches the text with a specific task in mind.

Engaging with

Many adults appear to read text only when some task requires them to do so. Others (sometimes) also read for the pleasure it brings them. That is, adults differ in how engaged they are with text and how much a role reading plays in their lives. Studies have found that engagement with (attitude toward and practice of) reading is an important correlate with the direct cognitive measures. As such it is necessary to understand these differences to get a full picture of adult literacy.

Written text

Previous literacy assessments have focused primarily on informative texts of both continuous and non-continuous form. It is the intention of the new construct to expand the range of texts to include a greater variety of text types, such as narrative and interactive texts, and a greater variety of media. Until recently, most adult reading was of material printed on paper. Now, adults need to access and use text that is displayed on a screen of some kind, whether of a computer, a PDA, an ATM, or a Blackberry or iPhone. The PIAAC definition encompasses all these.

It is worth noting that including electronic text opens the assessment to new types of text and content. While one can find examples of similar texts in paper, they are much less common in that form. Some of these novel form/content combinations include interactive texts, such as exchanges in comments sections of blogs or in e-mail response threads, multiple texts, whether displayed at the same time on a screen or linked through hypertext, and expandable texts, where a summary can be linked to more detailed information if the user chooses.

Participate in society
While earlier definitions referred to the role of literacy in “functioning” in society, the PIAAC use of “participating” is meant to focus on a more active role for the individual. Adults use text as a way to engage with their social surroundings, to learn about and to actively contribute to life in their community, close to home and more broadly. And for many adults, literacy is essential to their participation in the labour force. In this, we recognize the social aspect of literacy, seeing it as part of the interactions between and among individuals.

Achieve one’s goals

Adults have a range of needs they must address, from basic survival to personal satisfaction and to professional and career development. Literacy is increasingly complicit in meeting those needs, whether simply finding one’s way through shopping, or negotiating complex bureaucracies, whose rules are commonly available only in written texts. It is also important in meeting adult needs for sociability, for entertainment and leisure and for work.

Develop one’s potential

Surveys suggest that many adults engage in some kind of learning throughout their life, much of it self-directed and informal. Much of this learning requires some use of text and as individuals want to improve their life, whether at work or outside, they need to understand, use, and engage with printed and electronic materials.

For the complete PIAAC Literacy framework, see:

 “PIAAC Literacy: A Conceptual Framework” 
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/piaac-literacy-a-conceptual-framework_220348414075
