Digital literacies

A discussion document for TLRP-TEL (Teaching and Learning Research Programme
— Technology Enhanced Learning) workshop on digital literacies. Lancaster
University 12-13 March 2009

Julia Gillen and David Barton

Definition

'Digital literacies” are the constantly changing practices through which people make traceable
meanings using digital technologies.

The ways in which in which we read and write, acquire and evaluate knowledge and
communicate at all levels are changing (Leu et al., 2004). Our definition of digital
l'iteracies offered above pthdwaysmevhi¢ghlthey s
integrate new explorations and new tools into already existing, always dynamic,
activities that they shape according to their purposes and experiences. Participation
in activities shape our understandings of social and cultural worlds as these in turn
indeed have been shaped by previous interactions. New senses of what may be
possible are always developing. So the definition of what digital literacy includes or
how it is constituted is constantly in flux.

An initial often cited attempt at defining digital literacy (Gilster, 1997) identified four
key competencies: assembling knowledge, evaluating information, searching and
navigating in non-linear routes; and, with modifications, this emphasis on the
skillset of the individual has continued in many sources (e.g. Jones-Kavalier and
Flannigan, 2006; Partnership for 215t Century Skills, 2009). However, while the report
of the (US) National Research Council in 1999 started from a definition of digital
literacy as 'the ability to communicate successfully using digitally encoded
information in any medium or format' they broadened this to 'being fluent with
information technology', as a more useful concept. This encompassed three
dimensions of skills, understandings of foundational concepts and intellectual/social
capabilities. Recognition of the socially situated character of digital literacies is, we
would agree, implying that as significant as skills and competencies are, they alone
are inadequate to capture 'digital literacy' especially because adaptability to
changing technologies and readiness to collaborate as crucial dimensions challenge
any static, individualist definition.

People's practices are highlighted since there is no deterministic relationship
between technological innovations and people's practices and hence how digital
literacies unfold. Many mistakes - at the design, commercial and indeed theoretical
levels - are made through assuming that there is a straightforward relationship
between what a new technology can do and how — or even whether —it will then be
used. History offers many examples such as the early steam locomotive, arranged
on a circular track and fenced off, as the only envisaged use was as a curiosity for

pract



paying visitors to observe (Schievelbusch, 1977). People are often surprised to learn
that visiphony (telephones with video images) were available in the 1930s but failed
to take off (Fisher, 2009). Technologies have often been used in creative ways
unexpected to their inventors — SMS 'text messages' are a well known example of a
technology which exploded way beyond its orginators' intentions (Agar, 2003).
Users have also often encountered difficulties with new technologies in ways
unexpected to the inventors, as Suchman, (1987) for example documented in respect
of the photocopier.

Digital technologies do offer new affordances to users. Previously discrete systems
of textual and audiovisual material now can be treated in the same way: through
digital encoding numbers, words images and sounds can be transmitted and
reproduced without loss. This entails major changes in how materials are stored,
categorized, catalogued and used and therefore in communicative relationships.

, <the progressive digitalization of mass med
begins to blur earlier distinctions between the communication of information and its
processing<as well as between people and mac
communication from persons to machines, between machines, and even from

machines to persons as easy as it is between
So the 'computer’ (to use one word for a technology that represents the convergence

of many even recently discrete functions) is a new generalized medium with great

i mpact on other media, both *‘old’ and new'’

transforming the presentation and distribution of photographic images. The semiotic
landscape is changing; new media such as computer games and virtual worlds are
reshaping the relationship between the different modes of meaning-making
(Manovich, 2002; Gee, 2004). The potentialities of digital technologies enable new
patterns of authoring, reuse and reception, new opportunities for uses of media, new
possibilities for recontextualisation, reproduction and dissemination (Coiro et al.,
2007). So, in considering what 'literacy' means and how it relates to learning we
recognise the need to expand narrow notions of reading and writing (Barton, 2007).
Engaging with text production/reception/interpretation involves other activities.
Working with the wealth of information available and the new hybrid genres
demands the development of collaboratively designed practices of searching,
locating, critically evaluating, synthesising across media and integrating with
existing knowledge. These activities inevitably involve near-constant
communication.

There are genuinely new channels and opportunities for design that constitute new
ways of working with texts such as the collaborative authoring and editing of wiki
pages (Gillen, 2008). Kress (2005) claims that these new practices of designing texts
entail high degrees of collaboration with new patterns of spatial and temporal
activity so that the old divide between 'writing' and 'reading' is superseded. Novel
combinations of technologies are deployed to solve problems, create new pursuits



and forge new research methodologies. New possibilities for action entail new
shaping of identities, understood as constantly remade projections and performances
of the self (Merchant, 2005).

Focus on practices

Our approach to digital literacy practices involves careful and sensitive attention to

what people do with texts, how they make sense of them and use them to further

their own purposes in their own lives. So intrinsic to the notion of 'digital literacies'

is the idea that we need multiple, rich methods to uncover the complexities of

people’s interactions using digital technol o
one which starts from what people do, the meanings they ascribe to their activities

and the ways they use reading and writing in their broadest senses to achieve their

purposes. Literacies research with this approach has focussed on a set of topics

which can provide valuable concepts when investigating new and rapidly changing

practices. These include: the plurality of literacies, which can be very different in

di fferent domains of |ife; a focus on peopl e
vernacular ways of learning; the role of other people and institutions in shaping and
supporting peopl e’ sheimmetworks of suppsrtandthec | udi ng t
significance of brokers, mediators and sponsors of literacy practices; issues of access

and power; multimodality and how language exists alongside the visual and other

modes in meaning making; and how practices can move across the borders between

domains of activity and the significance of hybridity and recontextualisation. Taken

together these concepts provide a powerful language of description for investigating

digital literacies.

As people use these new constantly changing technologies, they are forced to learn

in order to keep up. Major software providers alone seem determined not to let us

settle into comfortable habitual grooves and routines. At the same time our

strategies for adapting are rarely drawn from a single source such as a proprietary

manual. People draw on all the sources available to them in their environment to

learn new literacies. This is as true for young children as much as for adults and, as

early as 1964, McLuhan recognised the breadth and richness of this in contemporary

soci ety: , <a child I earns I|iteracy from tr a
garment. Learning to read and write is a minor facet of literacy in the uniform,

continuous environment of the English-s pea ki ng wo r003dp.232). %o* 1 96 4 + 2
people pick up their understandings of digital literacy practices from multiple

sources, and from a very early age they integrate their learning with experiences of

everyday life, not just those contexts in which they are ostensibly 'learning’.

There are different, changing literacies in different domains of activity, such as

educational, workplace and everyday (Brown, 2000). Web 2.0 technologies permeate

these domains, enabling new opportunities for collaboration and creativity;



‘“authgoritexts that are read by others is far
once was. Expertise is increasingly distributed; everyday activities frequently
become sites of learning.

Some challenges
A. The global communications environment

Digital technologies are significantly reshaping the global communications
environment, creating multiplicities of new links between previously local
communications. The environment is fast-moving and highly competitive; societies
are undergoing radical and rapid changes in employment patterns and consequent
political upheaval.

Interactions happen at such different scales, as globalisation brings both global

influences into local discourses and facilitates new opportunities for dissemination

of what wouldoncehave been merely ‘1l ocal . lihdeed it
not impossible to sustain conceptual distinctions between 'the local' and the 'global'.

B. Questions as to relationships between technologies and literacies

What are the relationships between technologies and literacies? As technologies
change so fast, how can we keep up? If boundaries between the domains of work,
home and learning communities begin to dissolve, where and how can we locate
expertise?

There are challenges here at the theoretical level. There are social influences on
changing literacy practices as well as technological; we must avoid a technological
determinist stance, while rethinking our notions of time, space and materiality. Some
previously useful theoretical notions appear to be creaking. For example, the lexicon
of some sociocultural theory becomes difficult to sustain: where are the clear
distinctions between notions of artefact, tool and environment in a virtual world for
example? Actor network theories, science and technology studies, feminism and
other domains are posing interesting questions and ideas about rethinking
boundaries between peopl e’ and artefacts
boundary when agency can be realised with or through new configurations of
people and technologies (Barad, 2007).

C. Access and power

There are continuing important issues of access and divide, which have been

revealed to be much more complex than earlier understandingsofthe* di gi t al di vi
proposed (Warschauer, 200 4; Next@enerafdh Lieakning 2 005) .
Charter recognises the depth of the challenge to schools in aiming to offer better

learning opportunities through the effective use of technology.

Language is an important aspect of access. Whilst the internet was initially seen as a
vehicle for the dominance of English (as in Crystal, 1997), there is now more growth



in other languages, both major world languages like Chinese and Spanish and, for

different reasons, smaller languages like Catalan (Dor, 2004). In 2008 just under 30%

of internet users were from English-speaking countries and this figure will continue

to fall (Miniwatts Marketing Group, 2009). In fact many people use more than one

language and in people’s practices we see both
growing multilingual world.

At a more macro level, there are important social questions involved in issues of

access and power. Do digital technologies bring about greater levels of control by

the economic and political elites or are the spaces for democratic participation in

society much increased? A so<atadliewlsfsomabi | ity
interpersonal to international relations — will be directly proportional to the

development of its information technologies, argued Beniger, (1986) and public fears

are frequently voiced around issues such as identity cards, CCTV etc. At the same

time political leaders such as Barack Obama and Gordon Brown try to convince us of

new possibilities for democratic participation through their deployment of new
communications.

Key issues for education
A. The global communications environment

In an environment of economic and political flux, change is constant. No fixed

definition of skills is possible; flexibility must be a goal of education. A significant

consequence of this is great diversity of practice; we cannot assume that so-called
“digital natives have equal and equival ent
experiences and interests poses considerable problems for educators.

)

In these circumstances it can be argued that an overly content-based curriculum

fails, perhaps inevitably given the time that policy changes on curricula take to be

translated into assessment targets and classroom practice. Strong cases are made for

devising sustainable approaches based upon an authentically meaningful project

based approach. Teachers’ professionalism n
important:

, Now we need t thetime the todlseandcthe eruststo develop

their use of digital technologies according to the needs of their learners,

within the framework of our highly ambit:i
(Laurillard, 2008, p. 34)

Developing digital literacies is a challenging domain that needs to be developed
within the policy frameworks and ambitions of various regions and countries (de
Freitas, 2006; Lankshear and Knobel, 2008).



B. Technologies and literacies

Literacy practices are all and always have been about much more than skills, viewed
narrowl y. Lave (1996) points out that know
school setting as opposed to the ‘“authentic’
rather it undergoes some transformation as it is made appropriate to a new purpose.

However, summarising a recent major study of the use of Web 2.0 at KS3 & 4,

Luckin et al (2008, p.6) found “little evide
few embryonic signs of criticality, self-management and metacognitiyv
They argued that ‘these need to be encourage

Web 2.0 for | ear ni n @killsdntihue to beavital beitchne bestt i on . °
developed in meaningful activities where teamwork and peer support are fostered;

yet traditional school-related ways of describing and assessing literacy have tended

to be individualistic. It is inevitable that students will display diverse skillsets both

at the outset and on completion of Web 2.0 learning activities. Yet such a move

towards emphasis on qualities such as communication, creativity, flexibility,

teamwork and collaboration are then extremely challenging, not least for assessment
practices more usually founded on assumptions of common goals and the

desirability of uniform testing of individuals.

C. Access and power

The roles of classrooms, teachers and the education system itself has to change as
classroom walls become more permeable, while knowledge and expertise become
more distributed and fluid. It needs to be recognised that the teacher is not
necessarily at all times the possessor of more relevant knowledge than the 'student’
but has vital skills in orchestrating resources and assisting learners to develop their
own effective learning strategies (James et al., 2006).

Valentine and Hollowa y ' s ( 2 0 0 2-)6 yeat-oldsluse obohlinéd spaces
indicated that in fact there wasnlimwedh overl a
offline worlds, as young people interacted online with peers with whom they

socialised at school. There have been findings that however young people may say

they do not want Web 2.0 tools such as blogs, podcasts and wikis at school (Crook et

al., 2008) yet it is understandable that there may be resistance to leisure pursuits

being ‘colonised’ or appropriated at school
utilised and understood by students in their leisure time are used in schools for clear
pedagogic reasons that are mutually understood, then this at least potential problem

may disappear. Lenhart et al. (2008, p.1) after their major investigation of US

teenager s’ digital |l iteracies concluded:

Teens write a lot, but they do not think of their emails, instant and text
messaging as writing. This disconnect matters because teens believe good
writing is an essential skill for success and that more writing instruction at
school would help them.



It may not be productive then to support a separationbe t ween chi |l dr en
ronmen

engagements in ‘real’ and virtual envi
experiences along a continuum in which
merge. Similar disjunctures are evident in university students (Jones & Lea 2008),
and college students who appear to have low levels of literacy can be highly literate

in their everyday lives, especially with respect to digital technologies (Ivanic et al
2009).

It is unhelpful to reify the dichotomy inherent in the phrase 'Real World'; with
Selwyn et al. (2008) we agree "It is encumbent upon educationalists to seek ways to
lessen the gap between informal practices and formal procedures, and encourage
and engineer more extensive, expansive, imaginative and empowering uses of web
2.0 by learners and teachers."
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