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Abstract

Literacy is a skill that develops along with the nurtured
development of a person. For most school children
in Indonesia this is a skill that is rarely encouraged,
and yet this is the basic skill, the based foundation
for academic growth. This paper looks at literacy de-
velopment through child language development, its
interaction with the carers and his/her environment.
This is an attempt to look at the problem of the lack of
literacy skills faced by Indonesians children and try to
argue its stunted development through child language
development, linked to their language development.
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Subsequently, it also attempt to place this issue through
an argument that link this early development with the
schooling process at the primary level, and how it might
impact children’s literacy development.

Keywords: child development, literacy, language development,
interaction and schooling

A. Introduction

For the last fifteen years the PIRLS’, PISA’s and TIMM’s score
for Indonesian teen agers have not changed significantly. The
low scores have been denied, apologised for, explained, worked
on with special effort and yet, the scores remain low. And the
2018 PISA score still showed the same position for Indonesian
children. It leaves us the question of what the matter is with the
low achievement, especially in literacy. Are Indonesians really
that incapable of comprehending textual piece? Researches
and articles have been published to explain these phenomena.
The following article is yet another attempt to look into these
phenomena and find a way to attempt to raise the standard of
literacy through a theoretical perspective based on linguistic and
language competence. But this time, with an attempt to look back
further to childhood times, during the time of language growth
and development, and try to find the connection to further
knowledge construction, especially in literacy achievement.

Before going any further, this paper will involve arguments
on language growth and linguistic abilities in growing children
as the basic construction for further argument. Understanding
about language growth and child development are necessary to
understand the development of their cognitive abilities. These
points have not been touched in any article discussing the scores
of those international standardised tests. And yet, it is a crucial
point to be explored as children need to have these basic skills
before they can attain any literacy capability; as literacy skills
are deemed important for academic achievement. Afterwards,
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the discussion is followed by a look into the early primary educa-
tion in Indonesia in general, as well as the language education
and language of delivery in school. The above points are the
important factors contributing to developing literacy skills. And
finally, the paper will be completed with a recommendation to be
considered to be taken into account in primary years as a way of
raising literacy ability in young children.

B. Language Development and the Role of Care Givers

Child development including their language development is
influenced by care giver. As babies are born, they start to develop
their faculties. They interact with their parents and other adults
caring for them, vocalizing their needs and intention. Gener-
ally, as quoted by Rahimpour (2004), there are traditional stages
following periods of language development in children. The pre-
linguistic development starts from birth to the end of the first
year, and some researcher even claims that it starts in the womb,
listening to the mother’s voice (Dardjowidjojo 2010).

At the age of around two months, babies begin to make a
firmer form to communicate their needs and the adult around
them usually respond appropriately. The ‘cooing sounds’ take
various unidentifiable forms (Dardjowidjojo 2010; Sprenger
2013) yettheyare responded to accordingly. These cooing sounds
shape and develop into forms of communication. This is the first
step of developing meaningful interaction between babies and
their environment. These developments are nearly the same for
most children.

Between the age of one and two years most toddlers begin
to speak in a one-to-two-word sentences. They begin to show the
connection of sound and meaning and have the ability to express
them. They can point to their fathers and name them, as well as
reflecting request in this one-word sentence. If they are hungry
they could point to their milk bottle and said ‘milk’ or ‘drink’
accordingly. These one-word sentences may express different
semantic functions (Rahimpour 2004). The one-word sentence
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of ‘mama’ may express ‘I want Mama’, when the child cannot see
his/her mama, or ‘That blouse belongs to Mama’ when accompa-
nied by pointing to the blouse, or a request of ‘Can I please have
that drink, Mama?’ while pointing to a glass on the table.

Then it is followed by the first word combination around
one and a half year to two years of age. And finally, the single
and complex sentences from the third year, where the language
system is fully in place. Even though language skill is a natural
skill, Panigrahi (2018) argues that to acquire language children
depends on their cognitive development. They need cognitive
prerequisites, as cognition is assumed to be the underlying
language skill. In other words, children will only acquire linguis-
tic forms, when they have developed the cognitive bases for those
forms. For example, the child will learn the concept of place before
the concept of time, and this order is cognitively determined.
Hence, specific grammatical structures are acquired by language
learners along with their cognitive growth which develops before
the learners’ linguistic development.

These developments occur within the home environment,
with older people and care givers who spend time with the baby.
At this stage, it is important to keep speaking to the baby. As
Sprenger (2013) explains that children need to hear phonemes
of their language. Listening to carer’s voice children learn to
make connection, developing their language skills through social
interaction.

Furthermore, language growth relies on experience. When
children listen to carer’s explanation of what is going on, reasons
of occurrence around them, making responses to question and
explanation, they are making the connection of sounds and the
world around them. By doing so, their language begins to take
shape. Zimmerman et al (2013) finds in their study that adult-
child conversation contributes significantly to the child language
development. Listening and talking to children, creating mean-
ingful conversation helps children construct their understanding
of the world around them. These are the experiences that help
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children understand and construct their world knowledge.

Rahimpour (2004) citing Stork and Widdowson (1974)
states that besides an innate human potential for the acquisi-
tion of a language, another necessary condition is a linguistic
environment for a child to be stimulated by linguistic input.
A linguistic environment with linguistic inputs is represented
by dialogue, model of communication as well as form of turn
taking. It is a social interaction between children and their carer.
Sterling (2007) quoting Blooms (2002) states that ‘the loving
care-givers who socialize babies and young children are crucial
for ensuring the power to use language as a rich symbol system
that permits humans to share meaning with one another and to
advance learning. Language learning depends on genetic poten-
tial and on social interactions.’ It is clear from these arguments
that a ‘linguistic rich environment’ is an environment filled with
meaningful interaction with care-givers. It is a prerequisite fun-
damental to a child language development.

Care-givers are the one presenting nurture physically as well
as mentally in young children. The type of care-giver language
use is a model for young children. The content of the language
is also a measure of the type of meaning children follow. Honig
(2007) argues that the ‘baby talk’ children listen to is a good way
to make and stimulate babies’ interest in oral conversation and
a means to direct their attention to words and dialogues. The
verbal and non-verbal exchange help babies to create meaning
to be expressed in the sounds they hear and respond to in their
daily activities. These are their way of developing their language
skills.

Furthermore, Minami (2002) finds that from early child-
hood on, children become accustomed to culturally valued
narrative discourse skills through interactions with their mothers.
He further illustrates that human development, however, is not
only a cultural transmission but it is also a sociocultural model
that conceptualizes parent and child as interactive partners in
the creation of cultural meanings. What children understand and
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express are constructed in the environment they are brought up.
From this perspective it can be concluded that child language
development is not only influenced but shaped in constant inter-
action with their environment.

As children grow, they learn and acquire their mother
tongue including all aspects of the five domains of language
making them the agile user of language. These domains are pho-
nology, syntax, semantics, morphology and pragmatics. Acquiring
these language domains mean the ability to use language skilfully
with all its nuances and subtlety required to hold an appropri-
ate social interaction. Honig (2007) find that children as young
as pre-schoolers have the ability to express meaning according
to their addressee. When these pre-schoolers wrestle over toys
they could call their friends names, such as ‘poopy-head’, and
yet, they would not use these expressions when visiting with
grandparents. These are social communication skills learned
and acquired without their knowingly have mastered, as they
develop it in their daily activities in their environment as well
as in interaction with the carer. Having the ability to appropri-
ately respond to messages is a highly acquired skill necessary for
further learning and development. This put the carer in position
of importance regarding children language development and
language skills. Romeo (2018) reasons that exposure to language
through conversation shows that children with more exposure
‘exhibited greater left inferior frontal (Broca’s area) activation,
which significantly explained the relation between children’s
language exposure and verbal skill’

This is an important finding showing how children language
development is closely related to language exposure. Romeo
further states that ‘Specifically, the language quantity (e.g,
number of words) and quality (e.g., sentence complexity, lexical
diversity) that young children hear are the foundation of later
language and literacy skills (Hirsh-Pasek et al. 2015; Rodriguez
& Tamis-LeMonda 2011; Rowe 2012) and nonverbal capaci-
ties, including executive functioning (Sarsour et al. 2011), math
ability (Levine, Suriyakham, Rowe, Huttenlocher & Gunderson
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2010), and social skills (Connell & Prinz 2002). This support the
argument that language exposure is the foundation for further
growth linguistically as well as cognitively. This fact confirms that
first language exposure comes from contact with the care-giver,
the parents or other adults who nurture them. It is a very impor-
tant element in any child environment and should be taken into
consideration when looking into their cognitive development.

The language development of toddlers is the first language
they are brought up in. By the age of five or six, most children
have the ability to understand and to use complex grammatical
pattern of their first language, even though their language are
still developing through their school years (Saville-Troike 2006).
Researches also show that first language development and ac-
quisition follow predominantly the same sequence of language
development which we may see as a constant process of acquiring
more and more complex set of structures and rules. As children
mature, so are their language abilities (Saville-Troike 2006).
Language abilities, especially their pragmatic skills, is built upon
social interaction.

Minami’s research (2002) shows that specific communi-
cative competence is acquired through interaction in the home
environment and develops further into language skills. In this
respect, carer language skills are modelled and developed by the
children. At this point, it can be argued that we can firmly say that
carer language skills are the one model of children’s language ac-
quisition.

Moreover, to help and stimulate this growth, starting from
the toddler-age-years, it is the appropriate time to introduce
children to books. Research shows that home with books lead
to a repertoire of language development for children (Sprenger
2013). Reading to infants and toddler help them to develop their
vocabularies, helping to creating background knowledge which in
turn will lead them to appreciate the sounds of the words. Books
are necessary to stimulate language growth. It is a window to the
world expresses in dialogue between carer and children, leading
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them to have the foundation skill for further learning. In the im-
poverished environment, such opportunities are lacking. There is
no interactive exchange with their direct environment to build on
developing the linguistic element. These children will not have
the experience of conversational dialogue to help them create a
foundation skill for learning. The impact is seeing the world dif-
ferently, maturing with acquiring less vocabulary to understand
and express knowledge which means less understanding of what
is happening around them, leading to less chance of growing aca-
demically.

C. The Case of Indonesia

Indonesia is a land of diversity even though we have one
language, Indonesian. Most Indonesians are bilingual at the very
least. They are proficient at their mother tongue, the language
any Indonesian is born into and Indonesian as the language of
unity. This is a blessing as well as a challenge. Raising children
and preparing them for further living, especially in term of their
education, have raised many discussions when put into context.
Aside for personal development, the country’s diversity also
means diversity in access to education with all its challenges. One
of the most prevailing fact is, it is common for girls to marry at
a young age (15 years; Pusdatin 2014), skipping even years of
basic education. This condition leads to girls being married, most
often without their consent. They do not plan their family, having
children just happened as a consequence of being married off. So
girls as young as sixteen year of age often have to tend to their
babies. This means, among other things, they are still children
themselves while they have to rear up their own children. Health
matters aside, child development become problematic. As has
been discussed earlier, children develop and grow in a first
language condition, and in Indonesia it means they grow up,
learn, making meaning, constructing their world and knowledge
in their first language, which is not Indonesian for most people.
In addition, many are reared by carers who have not completed
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their own basic education, so they are reared by people with
limited knowledge and understanding. They are rearing their
children instinctively, and most of the time, without much help
from their own environment. These condition leads to a variety
of degree of competence of carers leading to a difference in
knowledge construction in children before they start schools.

Having discussed the matter of carer competence, the
children condition faces another challenge when they start
school. As the language of unity, Indonesian is the formal
language. Children come into contact with Indonesian when they
start school. For most children, this means working with a new
language as well as starting academic routines. They learn to
read, write, arithmetic, science subject in Indonesian. Children
have to deal with second language acquisition at the same time as
they start to learn academic subject. Children have to learn and
acquire a new language system while at the same time they also
have to learn new subjects in that new language. This condition
alone needs to be looked into as it significantly will affect ways of
learning.

Primary years are the foundation for academic success, and
these children are doing all these activities while they are learning
their second language. It seems to be assumed that children will
acquire their second language naturally, without formal instruc-
tion. Language acquisition is perceived to take place through
meaningful language input of any kind and to develop into a full
second language mastery with communicative competence re-
garding the rules system and rules of use. They have to cope with
acquiring a second language as well as creating their knowledge
construction. This is a challenging condition for children lucky
enough to be prepared by their care giver and the environment
they are raised in, so that they are ready for school. But, for those
who are not yet ready for school this condition leads children to
struggle with their knowledge construction from the basic stage,
learning to read and acquiring the literacy skill. This situation put
many children in a disadvantage condition. For further discus-
sion, the following looks at language skills needed for schooling
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and academic achievement.

D. Language SKkills Required for Academic Achievement

Schooling nowadays is a common activity for children. Most
of them began formal education by the age of seven. The aim of
this primary and secondary education is to get students ready
for their future lives by empowering them with the appropriate
skills and knowledge to facilitate them to live and work as social
and independent human beings. To reach this goal, students need
language skills to acquire knowledge and master the require-
ments of school and of a variety of different contexts outside
school (Moe et.al, 2015). Formally language is not considered as
part of other subject such as math, science or history, but many
stakeholders view this differently nowadays. “Whatever the
subject, all knowledge building in the school context involves
working with language.” (Beacco, Coste, van der Ven & Vollmer
2010, 6).

Addressing language for schooling experience, in general
terms, it is common to refer to language proficiency as BICS
(Basic Interactional Communication Skills) and CALP (Cognitive
Academic Language Proficiency) where each language category
has a standard proficiency. BICS is the everyday language used in
informal interaction and is said to be context-embedded, a situa-
tion where it is often a conversation of a face-to-face interaction
where cues are rich to help understanding. Meanwhile CALP is
designated as a language mastery associated with general edu-
cation. Students need to master CALP, even though they might
have started with BICS. CALP is assumed to have a context-re-
duced communication with fewer non-verbal cues. In developed
countries, each state has some kind of a national standard re-
garding language use for education. For example, The National
Governors Association Center for Best Practices and the Council
of Chief State School Officers (from the United States of America)
strongly believe that all students should be held to the same high
expectations outlined in the Common Core State Standards. This
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includes students who are English language learners (ELLSs).
Every student is expected to maintain ‘standard language’ for
everyday school experience. However, those students who are
not speakers of the main language are help with additional time,
appropriate instructional support, and aligned assessments
as they acquire both English language proficiency and content.
Teachers are advised to attend to the different language need of
their students to develop the CALP proficiency.

In the European Union, the same condition is also treated
with care (Moe 2015) Child Speakers of other than mother
tongue receive help to master the new language with which
they have to learn at school. In this way, children are not left to
fend for themselves in the learning process of understanding
new knowledge. They are supported to construct their knowl-
edge. The condition discussed above should also be considered
in the Indonesian case, especially as children would start their
academic journey with different level of language skills. Most
children would come to their first grade with language skills in
their mother tongue, which would not be Indonesian. On the one
hand, this is the situation and condition of children across the
archipelago and on the other hand, research shows that children
most likely may experience poverty and impoverished language
input at home. Meanwhile, early exposure to a rich language envi-
ronment is crucial for children’s academic success (Konishi et.al.
2014). With their first non- Indonesian language, the poverty
and impoverished language input at home as a given condition,
especially with children with young mothers, most children are
at a challenged condition when they start primary education. For
these reasons, children in Indonesia need more attention to their
language development. This is the basic skill children need to be
able to join in the conversation of knowledge sharing.

E. Nurturing Language Development

Having discussed the points on child and language develop-
ment as well as its impact on schooling experience, it is now time
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to discuss how to help children develop cognitively and linguisti-
cally. Previously it was thought that children acquire their first
language completely by the age of five years, but further research
show that it is not the case (Cameron 2001). Children’s language
and formal literacy skills are developing at five and six years of
age, with a strong link to experiences in infancy. When children
are brought up with listening to stories, they are accustomed to
listening to spoken language. This gives them the experience of
listening to structures in spoken language which lead to acquisi-
tion of linguistic and language skills.

As early as 1985 Hart and Risley from the University of
Kansas, found in their study of 42 families from differing socio-
economic background to study the ways in which parents and
children interact. In this cutting-edge study they revealed that
there was an unprecedented discrepancies between the total
numbers of words spoken as well as the types of messages
conveyed among their subjects. The four year-long studies
showed a great difference in not only children’s knowledge but
also in their skills and experience of children from high-income
families compared to children from families on welfare. Children
from high-income family are exposed to 30 million more words.
Further studies showed that these differences in language and
interaction experiences leave a long-term effect on a child’s per-
formance for life. Their shortcoming in language skills give them
a difficult start in their academic life with a very limited chance of
catching up with their peers if they are left to fend for themselves.

Furthermore, research also finds that there is a connec-
tion between children’s early experience with language use in
their families, as well as their language development in various
domains. Family’s habit on developing narratives round the
dinner table on topics surrounding their parents’ activity at work
or siblings at school show faster development of narrative and
discourse skills, while families with habits of using wide vocabu-
lary leads to faster development in the lexical domain (Cameron
2001) Lightbown and Spada (1996) discover that there are im-
portant similarities between first language learners and second
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language learners; they go through sequences of stages in the
development of particular structures. They state that this devel-
opmental sequences are similar across learners from different
background, what is learned early by one learner is similarly
learned early by others. Meanwhile, Philp, Mackey and Oliver
(2008) quoting Pienemann'’s study in 1984 state that instruction
in a foreign/second language will not enable language learner to
skip developmental stages. In other words, language development
would grow in line with the children’s cognitive development.

In the English speaking communities, Parera in 1984 found
that the acquisition of certain structural pattern comes late, as
late as eleven years old. More complex grammatical patterns are
only acquired when they reach the age of fifteen. The acquisition
of complex structural pattern requires children to have devel-
oped logical understanding and the language in which to express
it. In the same way, discourse skills will continue to develop
throughout the early school years. It is also argued that at the age
of seven children is still learning to acquire the skills for extended
discourse (Cameron 2001). These skills are necessary for telling
narratives where children learn how to create thematic structure
through language. This is the basic skill to share information
in the construction of knowledge, the basic skills in learning.
Without these skills, children miss the opportunity to create their
own understanding of the world.

At the start of primary education, the foundation of further
studies is fostered from the first to at least third year of school-
ing. During the time span children learn to read, write and do
arithmetic. These are the basic skills for academic life, and they
are constructed through language. For most Indonesian children,
they have to face academic life by, first and foremost, dealing with
and mastering Indonesian language, the prerequisite to a success-
ful study. This fact is a taken for granted condition for schooling
for as long as the history of the Indonesian system of education.
It was never seen as a hurdle to the process of learning.

Taking this point of view further, for Indonesian, it is neces-
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saryto considerthe factthatwhen starting primary years, children
would be on the 7" year. Even though their first language skills
are nearing maturation, the process of complete mastering of the
first language will continue up to the 15" year. It is imperative to
consider the previous discussions of language development and
developing literacy skills. When schooling is regulated to using
Indonesian as a medium of instruction, then it is necessary to un-
derstand the factors that promote second language acquisition,
for it is clear that children are coerced to master Indonesian as
their second language while they are at school.

Looking at the literature of second language learning
for young learners, it is very important to tailor approaches to
match changes in the children cognitive maturity with changes
in language teaching strategies. In addition, as a diverse country
with cultural diversity, mother tongue should not be left out of
the picture. A balanced programme of developing mother tongue
and acquiring a second language should go hand in hand. This
would entail an inclusive approach of nurturing first language
maturity as well as developing mastery of the second language.
As instructions will not be able to skip developmental stages, and
stages of childhood follow a developmental change which corre-
sponds with qualitatively different way of thinking (Berk 2006),
programme should be rich in offering opportunities to cater for
these needs in children. Therefore, the use of first language as
a medium of instruction should still be permitted, and learning
material should also still be provided. This is an approach offered
to facilitate learning.

F. Conclusion

Increasing literacy skills as well as numeracy skills are
basic skills to grow academically. As has been argued previously,
language plays an important role in fostering academic success.
Understanding numeracy, the skill of information processing,
comprehending textual information are presented through
language. Itis necessary to pay attention to language development
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and language mastery for children. The ‘poverty and impoverish
input from home’ needs to be taken care of before children are
expected to flourish and be successful in academic life. An ap-
propriate approach to acquire the first three Rs (reading, writing
and ‘rithmatic) should be constructed through interaction in the
first language and then promoted sequentially in the national
language. This way no children are discriminated in the process
of learning and they all have the same chance of sharing their
knowledge as well as an equal opportunity to construct their un-
derstanding of the world. When the development of language/
languages is accommodated, children would have the opportuni-
ty to construct their knowledge and develop their cognitive skills
accordingly, and this, in turn, might help develop their literacy
and numeracy skills.
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