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Abstract 

Literacy is one of human life needs that cannot be avoided. Literacy needs to be created by society as a new norm in the 

society. The aim of a literacy program is to change individuals and their social behaviors which do not care to become 

members of a society who care not only about their individual skills in literacy such as reading, writing and counting, but 

also about change which their society needs. Literacy learning is done formally by the government through schools, non 

formal education centers, such as PKBMs, TBMs, and other formal institutions, and undertaken informally by communities 

through family education. Literacy learning program is supposed to be conducted by society continuously and sustainably 

to keep their literacy skills. Familiarizing literacy in daily activities is an important part of the development of literacy 

culture. The growth of literacy culture can be accelerated through the active involvement of formal or informal community 

leaders in a society. Leadership of community leaders is the main determinant of successful literacy learning in the 

community. Community leaders easily use their influence to change people's behavior from illiterate to literate. It is an 

important thing for the informal leaders to understand about their core competence as leaders in communication skills with 

society for positively influencing their people’s mind, will, and act for using the literacy knowledge and skills in daily 

activities. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The definition of literacy can be explained by 

categorizing it into literacy and functional literacy 

[1]. The Indonesian term for literacy is 

“keaksaraan”. It is a noun derived from word 

“aksara”. Etymologically, literacy is a graphic sign 

system used by humans to communicate and 

represent their speech. It is also known as 

“keberaksaraan” that means the ability to read and 

write. 

According to the terminology, literacy is 

defined as an effort to switch the use of mother 

tongue as the only language to communicate into 

comprehension of the national language. 

Furthermore, literacy is not only associated with 

reading skill but also writing and counting. The 

common term used is “calistung” (baca, tulis, 

hitung). In brief, literacy is the effort to identify, 

reproduce, and use the graphic sign system as the 

rules. 

Besides, functional literacy consists of the 

words “literacy” and “functional”. Functional is 

from the word “function”. Based on the terminology, 

function is a set of activities done to get results as 

expected. Therefore, the functional literacy is the 

efforts to identify, reproduce, and use the literacy as 

needed in daily life. In other words, functional 

literacy means using “calistung” in daily life. 

Merrifield had explained that over time, views 

of what literacy means have shifted from academic 

skills such as decoding text, to functional skills, such 

as being able to perform certain tasks using literacy 

skills. Recent research has changed radically our 

understanding of literacy. Literacy is now described 

as multiple “literacies” rooted in particular social 

contexts. This change in definition shifts the focus 

even further from abstract skills to real-life practices 

[3]. 

The knowledge and skills of reading, writing, 

and counting should be internalized by each literate 

individual. It will help them to perform their daily 

activities in the family, office, and social interaction. 

The ability to internalize the literacy in the daily life 

only occurs when the individuals and their social 

environment already have a literacy awareness. The 

literacy effort should be done formally by the 

government and informally by the society. It is 

undertaken through some institutions such as 

schools, learning centers, reading centers, and 

informal institutions like families. 
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2. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

2.1 Literacy Education 

The literacy education is aimed to change 
individuals and society’s behavior to have an  
awareness to literacy. It is not only associated with 
reading, writing, and counting skills, but also 
applying those knowledge and skills in interaction 
among individuals in society. 

Merrifield (1998) raises an intriguing question 
“Does literacy have value in itself, or only because 
of its social impacts?”. Can literacy education 
empower the society?, or Can literacy education 
liberate the society from their marginalization and 
underdevelopment?. The answers depend on the 
characteristics of the literacy education organized. 
Furthermore, it depends on ways to define what and 
what for the literacy education is [3]. 

The literacy education defined as a subject 
matter based on the school view of literacy (only 
about the mastery of reading and writing techniques 
or only reducing the number of illiterate people) will 
not give any social impacts. It is contradicted with 
the fact that the public investment in the literacy 
education is due to its social impacts. As stated by 
Merrifield that the social impacts of literacy appear 
to be the guiding purpose for public investment in 
literacy education [3]. 

  
2.2 Idealism and Facts 

Adult literacy education is known as adult basic 
education. It is commonly assumed as an instrument 
in the social and economic recovery. The literacy 
education essence is the impact of social and 
economic recovery [4]. 

The literacy education considers giving the basic 
abilities (technical and functional) that can be 
applied to improve the quality of daily life [5]. 

The literacy is not meaningful within itself. As 
stated by Merrifield [3] that adult basic education 
has long been viewed by many educators and policy 
makers as a tool for addressing social and economic 
problems [6]. In line with that, Faisal asserts that 
literacy education or literacy program is widely 
conceptualized as an effort to serve adults to acquire 
basic educational skills necessary to literate 
functioning. The ultimate goal is to improve the 
quality of life of participants [7]. 

The literacy is considered functional in 
supporting the main roles of adults as workers and 
members of family and society. Therefore, the life 
quality of those who have literacy is improved 
socially and economically [6]. 

The assumption of the instrumental as the 
literacy education character is called an autonomous 
view of literacy. It is caused by strong assumption 
that the literacy is a set of technical skills which will 
be transferable from a context to another if it is 
already mastered and automatically followed by the 
social and economic recovery. 

The literacy is considered as the best solutions 
over the various forms of underdevelopment and 
marginalization. The national or international public 
policies still keep up on the autonomous view of 
literacy [3]. The functional literacy is a part of the 
autonomous view of literacy as stated by Marrifield, 
functional and competency approaches to literacy 
assume that knowing how well someone reads tell us 
something about how they carry on the rest of their 
lives. In contrast, Merrifield states that there is not a 
great deal of evidence for this. 

Merrifield’s last statement above shows a gap 
between literacy functioning and what happens in 
the real life. In other words, when people are not 
illiterate, they are not automatically successful in 
improving their quality of life. That gap should be 
addressed by doing actions to fix it. There should be 
a courage to give a total correction to the 
autonomous view of literacy, including the 
functional approach and competence in defining 
literacy [3]. 

 
2.3 Literate Society 

The socio-cultural theories of literacy are 
important signals to change the perspective of the 
society about the literacy more radical. The literacy 
education is not only considered as the achievement 
of technical and functional mastery, but also as the 
socio-contextual practice. Thus, the literacy is no 
longer interpreted as the subject matter but as a 
practice based on the social context. 

The example of the literacy practice in the social 
context on campus is lecturers or college students 
read and write scientific papers. It is the social 
practice required for the academics. It is different 
from the social context in the society such as 
farmers. The literacy practices needed in agriculture 
are taking notes of the planting, fertilizing, spraying 
period, harvest, and so forth; recording the fund, 
production cost, income, and debt and receivable; 
reading the instructions of using fertilizer, 
fertilization rules, and other forms of literacy needed 
in the daily practices of farming society [7]. 

Every social context has their literacy demand. 
The different social contexts need the different 
literacy practices. Thus, someone should master the 
various literacy practices based on their social 
contexts. Gee states that literacy is not something we 
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do with our heads but something to do with social, 
institutional, and cultural relationships [7]. 

The thought above insists the importance of 
presenting the real life events to be read in the 
literacy education. It does not only present the 
literacy materials as needed in the real life, but also 
contain the understanding, critical question of the 
various sides and details. Besides related to the 
cognitive aspect, the literacy education is also used 
in sharpening the brain to read the world behind the 
words read. 

Bringing out the daily life to read is an essential 
characteristic of the literacy education. Through the 
learning process of reading the words and real life, it 
is expected to create the literacy education which is 
culturally relevant and empower socially [8]. [7] 
summarizes that the kind of literacy education 
explained is voiced by some experts such as [9], 
[10], [11], [12], and [13]. 

The type of literacy education, in which the 
content and material are relevant with the society 
demand in the real life, is needed to obtain the two 
essential characteristics mentioned. It should also be 
dialogic, reflecting the high involvement of the 
learners in order to be able to express their curiosity 
and opinion about the real life they faced. When the 
dimensions of life, which are contextualized and 
dialogic, have been actualized, they will educate, 
empower, and preserve the literacy practices as the 
social practices in the daily life. 

  
2.4 Role of the Government and Public 
Figure 

Literacy is an innovation. The innovative 
diffusion perspective [14]. Rogers explains five 
stages to adopt an innovation or a new thing: 
knowing, being interested, trying, applying, and 
being accustomed. The literate people only need to 
accustom or internalize the literacy in their daily 
activities. Meanwhile, the illiterate people need to 
know the literacy, have the interest, practice, and 
accustom it. 

Based on the Rogers’s opinion, the literacy is a 
form of innovation that should be a habit in the daily 
life [14]. The individuals need to put it as a necessity 
of life that cannot be avoided. The society also needs 
to make it as a norm in the social life. For example 
the farming society may practice the literacy through 
reading the instruction of using pesticide and 
recording their period activities, the type and amount 
of expenditure production and income earned, and 
the identities of their business partners [15]. In the 
social life, the village chief as a public figure could 
accustom the literacy through distributing the result 
of meeting (the minutes) to all residents. This is a 

practical attempt to socialize the literacy in the 
individual’s life and society. 

The explanations above clearly indicate that 
literacy habituation is an important part of the 
literacy growth. The literacy growth can be 
accelerated through the active public figures both 
formal and informal in the society. The public 
figures’ leadership becomes the main determinant to 
the success of literacy learning programs in the 
society. It is caused by the structural position of the 
formal public figure such as the village chief and the 
personal closeness influence of the informal public 
figure such as ulama, kepala adat, and penghulu 
within the society. The public figures’ influences 
will change the illiterate society to be literate society 
easily. 

The public figures absolutely have the social 
interaction skills because structurally they have a 
function to ensure the entire socialization process 
(social interaction to change the asocial condition to 
be socialized to prevent the anti-social society) [16]. 
Based on that function, in the functional literacy 
context, the public figures have the important roles 
to realize a social condition in which the society use 
the literacy knowledge and skills they have. 

3. CONCLUSIONS 

The literacy education program should be 
continued and sustainable to maintain the knowledge 
and skills of reading, writing, and counting. The low 
intensity of reading, writing, and counting usage in 
the daily life leads to the decrease of the knowledge 
and skills possessed. The literacy learning programs 
might be a new thing for individuals who have not 
master reading, writing, and counting in the simplest 
forms yet. However, it might be a usual thing for 
individuals who enjoyed the benefits of the 
knowledge and skills of literacy usage in their daily 
life.  

The literacy education suited with the social 
context demand of the people in the city will enable 
them to practice the literacy in their daily life. 
Moreover, there might develop various 
understanding and critical awareness among the 
society against their real life such the type and flow 
of public services provided by the government, the 
taxes paid, the participation in the legislation, the 
retribution, and etc. The results of the understanding 
and critical awareness is the start point of various 
practical efforts to solve the problems which limit 
the participation of the society in the regional 
development. 

The public figures should realize that their 
leadership core competence is the ability to 
communicate with the society to influence their 
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thoughts, desires and actions. Therefore, it will 
actualize the learning atmosphere built with the 
awareness, desire and new action of the society to 
involve the literacy knowledge and skills in their 
daily life.    
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