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Abstract
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1. Introduction

Many would agree there is no consensus on a model or
framework for digital literacies that adequately meet the
demands of our contemporary global society. Academics
typically resist both utopian and dystopian perspectives
on digital literacies models so as not to limit their trans-
formative potential.With that caveat inmind, oneway to
think about digital literacies is to organize the related cog-
nitive and social processes into three categories: (a) lo-
cating and consuming digital content; (b) creating and cu-
rating digital content; and (c) communicating digital con-
tent (Spires & Bartlett, 2012). It is essential to make judg-
ments aboutwhen andhow to apply information to solve
problems and share new knowledge. Most importantly,
digital literacies exist within sociocultural contexts that
give them shape and definition.

Learning happens everywhere and all the time. With
the growing emphasis of digital frames of reference and
tools what we learn can be amplified and shared glob-
ally in an instant. The repercussions of this phenomena

are hard to grasp and even more challenging to concep-
tualize in a clear, compelling fashion. Russian theorist,
Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory of learning situ-
ates digital literacy and learning. Vygotsky’s viewof learn-
ing stems from social interactions between humans and
the learning that transpires. His theory still applies to con-
temporary settings in which learning takes place when
humans interact with digital technologies.

More than ever before, contemporary life is medi-
ated by digital technologies and frames of reference. The
same digital advances that enhance our work and social
life also challenge our social norms, creating a constant
recalibration of our sensibilities surrounding digital lit-
eracies. Challenges notwithstanding, digital literacies ex-
pertise should be positioned as a prerogative for all hu-
mans, which ultimately supports full participation in a
global society.

This thematic issue ofMedia and Communication fea-
tures articles on digital literacies from a variety of do-
mains (i.e., communication, education, psychology, lin-
guistics). Likewise, the articles target multiple audiences,
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including educational practitioners, theoreticians, and
researchers. Digital literacies is a growing area of schol-
arship and one that is marked by ambiguity, nuance,
and promise—primarily because technology shifts faster
than society and the educational sector can. Leu and his
colleagues (Leu et al., 2015) used the termdeictic to refer
to the changing nature of literacy, which is prompted by
constantly evolving technologies within our society. By
all accounts, technological changes will continue since
the total number of Internet users is over 4 billion world-
wide and growing.

This thematic issue focuses on critical perspectives
of digital literacies for two reasons. First, within the dig-
ital world, it is essential to comparatively scrutinize in-
formation in terms of its credibility and reliability due to
the open-ended nature of internet authorship. Second,
critical perspectives designate the inherent social advan-
tages and disadvantages afforded by access to and usage
of digital technologies and information within our global
society. As we consume and construct digital texts it is es-
sential to understand socially constructed concepts, such
as power, inequality, and injustice in human relation-
ships. Above all, human agency is at the core of what it
means to be digitally literate.

2. Contributions in This Thematic Issue

This thematic issue presents a range of critical perspec-
tives on digital literacieswith the aimof shedding light on
a path forward with respect to theory, research and prac-
tice. The issue hosts fourteen articles divided into four
themes that address digital literacies in varyingways. The
four themes are (a) defining digital literacies, (b) socio-
cultural theories of digital literacies, (c) digital literacies
in practice, and (d) digital skills and efficacy.

2.1. Defining Digital Literacies

For the first theme of defining digital literacies, Lean-
ing (2019) opens the thematic issue by arguing that in-
tegrating media and information literacy provides a so-
phisticated definition as well as direction for digital lit-
eracy. Nichols and Stornaiuolo (2019) propose a multi-
dimensional framework for understanding digital litera-
cies. Engaging assemblage theory, the authors explore
current articulations of digital literacy as well as those
that have been discarded. They invite the field to con-
sider the “assemblage” of digital literacies to create a
new research path. Godhe (2019) targets the curricula
in Sweden, Denmark, Finland, andNorway and compares
and contrasts how digital literacy and digital competence
are interpreted within school contexts. Finally, Lee, Park,
Jang and Cho (2019) adopt the idea of theoretical tri-
angulation in interpretive inquiry to explore how multi-
ple perspectives (i.e., sociocultural, affective, and cogni-
tive) can articulate the intricacies of youth’s digital liter-
acy practices.

2.2. Socio-Cultural Theories of Digital Literacies

For the second theme, socio-cultural theories of digi-
tal literacies, Lund, Furberg and Gudmundsdottir (2019)
consider digital literacies as agentic and transformative
through an empirical study on how lower secondary stu-
dents engage digital and other resources as they en-
counter science problems. In another empirical study,
Pawluczuk, Webster, Smith and Hall (2019) explore the
ways digital youth workers perceive and evaluate the so-
cial impact of their work. Taking a markedly different
stance, Bali (2019) re-imagines digital literacies in gen-
eral as well as teaching digital literacies (i.e., consuming,
producing and communicating) through the critical femi-
nist perspective presented inWomen’sWays of Knowing.

2.3. Digital Literacies in Practice

Moving to the third theme of digital literacies in practice,
these articles engage the readerwith practices in four dif-
ferent contexts. Watt (2019) shares a two-year, funded,
qualitative inquiry on the challenges and possibilities of
integrating video production into pre-service teacher ed-
ucation as a critical digital literacy practice. This includes
the skills, knowledge, and dispositions that lead to the
ability to critique and create digital texts that interrogate
the self, the other, and the world. Next Yue, Nekmat and
Beta (2019) argues that Southeast Asian youth digital
citizenship foregrounds civic participation as emergent
acts that not only serve to improve society but also fore-
grounds new ways of civic-making in Southeast Asian so-
cieties. Hagerman (2019) offers a critical reviewof the de-
signs, impacts, and markers of quality of six literacies in-
terventions, which offers new insights into the strengths
and weaknesses of fixed and open approaches to litera-
cies. Finally, Yuan,Wang and Eagle (2019) first define and
conceptualize ELL learning, establish a shared vision of
digital literacies, and review the literature on how prac-
tices of digital literacies empower ELL students to be-
come active learners.

2.4. Digital Skills and Efficacy

In the last theme, digital skills and efficacy, Berger and
Wolling’s (2019) study investigates factors that associate
with teachers’ practice of fostering students’ digital pro-
tective skills. Next, Banzato and Coin (2019) conducted
workshops that taught eighteen children about multi-
modal approaches to narration. The authors concluded
that it is possible to positively impact students’ self-
efficacy about their narrative skills. Finally, Riesmeyer,
Hauswald and Mergen (2019) explore how girls receive
nutritional advice through Instagram, concluding that
there is a positive relationship among media and health
literacy, identity, and food-related behaviors.

In summary, authors from four continents (nine coun-
tries) make the case that digital literacy has had—and is
continuing to have—an impact on contemporary educa-
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tion as well as society at large. The authors have inspired
new dialogue, research directions, innovative practices,
and policy on digital literacies. As digital technologies
continue to evolve so too will intellectual frameworks—
generating nuance and scope for and by researchers as
well as practitioners.
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Abstract
Digital literacy often serves as an ‘umbrella’ term for a range of distinct educational practices which seek to equip the
user to function in digitally rich societies. This article explores two of these practices, information literacy and media liter-
acy and through an examination of their histories and practices proposes a future direction for digital literacy. The article
consists of three main sections. Section one considers the history of information literacy. The gradual development and
refinement of information literacy is traced through a number of key texts and proclamations. Section two is concerned
with media literacy. It is noted that media literacy education evolved in three broad strands with each pursuing differing
political ends and utilising different techniques. The three approaches are still evident and differences in contemporary
media education practices can be understood through this framework. The final section argues that while media and infor-
mation literacy offer much there are deficiencies in both: media literacy lacks a full engagement with the nature of digital
technology and how digital technology affords users new communicative practices while information literacy has not fully
developed a critical approach in the way media literacy has. It is asserted that integrating and strategically revisiting both
approaches offers a digitally aware and critically nuanced direction for digital literacy.

Keywords
critical digital literacy; digital literacy; history; information literacy; media literacy

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Critical Perspectives on Digital Literacies: Creating a Path Forward”, edited by Hiller A. Spires
(North Carolina State University, USA).

© 2019 by the author; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

Digital literacy refers to a broad set of competencies sur-
rounding the use of digital media, computers and In-
formation and Communication Technologies (ICTs). It is
often understood to comprise of (or has subsumed) a
number of other forms of literacy such a computer lit-
eracy, internet literacy, media literacy and information
literacy. This article explores two of these component
disciplines—information literacy and media literacy—
and considers their separate histories. It is argued that
in considering how these fields have evolved and can po-
tentially align in the future, it is possible to identify a fu-
ture, critically orientated direction for digital literacy.

The article commences with a brief consideration of
the idea of literacy and then moves to a consideration
of the politics of information literacy and identifies a

number of key moments in its history. It then turns to
media literacy and education. While information literacy
has developed in an approximately linear fashion with
a common purpose shared by most practitioners, three
distinct, historically orientated perspectives can be de-
tected in media education and literacy and these are ex-
plored. Finally, the article contends that the two fields
need to operate in concert under the auspices of me-
dia and information literacy (MIL) and that such an ap-
proach can offer a new critically orientated approach to
digital literacy.

2. Digital Literacy

The definition of digital literacy has attracted consid-
erable interest. As noted above, the term is generally
understood to refer to a set of competencies related
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to the skilled use of computers and information tech-
nology. Paul Gilster offered a much quoted definition
that digital literacy is “the ability to understand informa-
tion and—more important—to evaluate and integrate
information in multiple formats that the computer can
deliver” (Gilster as cited in Pool, 1997, p. 6). Further,
Gilster’s assertion that the focus should be upon “master-
ing ideas, not keystrokes” (1997, p. 15) separated digital
literacy from alternate, technology focused approaches
and proved influential in determining the development
of the field. Lankshear and Knobel (2006, 2015) spec-
ify the meaning further by differentiating between stan-
dardized operational approaches (where the emphasis is
uponmeasuring discreate skills associatedwith the oper-
ation of computers and digital media. Jones and Hafner
for example assert digital literacy relates to the engag-
ing with the “affordances and constraints” of digital tools
(2012, p. 13) and conceptual approaches (where the em-
phasis is upon developing approaches to the engage-
ment with digital media. For example, Gilster considers
digital literacy to relate to “knowledge assembly” (1997,
p. 9)). As such digital literacy is considered by many not
to be a single activity or set of skills but can be thought of
as a range of skills. In light of the variety of foci a number
of authors (for example Pangrazio, 2016) call for a recon-
sideration of digital literacy. One suggested way forward
has been to relate digital literacy to the wider topic of lit-
eracy itself. Such approaches have sought to utilise a so-
cial theory of digital literacy (Bhatt & McKenzie, 2019)—
an approach that sees literacy as realised through so-
cial practices. As such digital literacy is an aspect of liter-
acy that explicitly considers the “practices throughwhich
people make traceable meanings using digital technolo-
gies (Gillen & Barton, 2010, p. 1). Such an approach sees
literacy as occurring across a range of settings and is de-
veloped both within and external to formal education.
Buckingham (2003) for example identifies digital media
as a further area to which a set of media competencies
can be applied. Though such assertions are valuable and
important advances in our understanding of literacy as
a social and cultural activity they must be balanced with
a continuing recognition that new technologies require
new forms of understanding. As will be explored, digital
literacy is at core a recognition that extant forms of liter-
acy have lacked in their preparation to equip users with
the skills to engagewith digital technologies as such tech-
nologies present new affordances to the user. Linking dig-
ital literacy to other forms of literacy as advocates of the
social theory of literacy does, relegates the digital aspect.
The focus upon the social and the cultural at the expense
of the technological fails to recognise the potency of digi-
tal technologies. Moreover, it ignores the significant bod-
ies of work that have sought to accommodate and recog-
nise the potency of technology. While the social theory
of digital literacy affords a new perspective for the con-
sideration of literacy it plays down the importance of the
technological aspects of contemporary communications.
Furthermore, in focussing upon the ‘content’ at the ex-

pense of the ‘form’ of communications, social practice as-
pects ignore the extensive advancesmade in the fields in-
formation and media literacy in understanding digitality.

3. Being Literate

The equipping students with an ability to read and write
in their mother tongue has been one of the central aims
of mass education systems since their inception. How-
ever by the middle of the 20th century this approach
to literacy began to be questioned in a number of ways.
First, the interpretation that ‘literacy’ should refer only to
textual understanding was challenged by developments
in fields of communication practice other than print.
For example, Dale (1946) proposed a new literacy to
cover three “modes”: print, audio and visual. Similarly,
Debes (1968, p. 27) advocated ‘visual literacy’—a set of
skills to “discriminate and interpret those visible actions,
objects, symbols, natural or man-made”. Second, there
was recognition that the increasing presence of various
forms of electronic communication systems and comput-
ers from the 1970s resulted in a changed experience of
the media for the viewer/user. The consequent call for
multimodal literacy (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001) would
allow the user to engage with arrange of different me-
dia forms—visual, audio, haptic and virtual reality. Third,
a fear of ‘falling behind’ developing nations in terms of
technological competency began to emerge in political
discourse in a number of developed countries in the
1960s and 1970s (Belshaw, 2011). One widely proposed
solution was the development of ‘technological literacy’
as a component of education and training programmes.
For example, the Technology for All Americans paper de-
fined the technologically literate citizen as one who has
an “ability to use, manage and understand technology”
(International Technology Education Association, 1996,
p. 6). Aligned closely with technological literacy a further
skills-based approach—computer literacy—also gained
strength during the 1980s and 1990s. Many such pro-
grams were aligned with the pragmatic skills-based ap-
proach (Bawden, 2001, 2008; Lankshear & Knobel, 2006,
2015). Such literacy programs sought (and still seek) to
equip a specific group of people with a particular set of
skills that will enable them to use computers.

Other literacieswhich emerged during the late 1980s,
1990s and 2000s included network literacy (Tyner, 1998),
internet literacy (Livingstone, 2008), computer literacy
(Childers, 2003) and social media literacy (Livingstone,
2014). Moving away from a focus upon a particular tech-
nology, Lankshear and Knobel’s (2011) work focused
upon new literacies and practices which drew upon the
affordances of emergent certain social media platforms
and collaborative production systems. Such approaches
all offered enhancements to the previous understand-
ing of literacy and ran parallel to the emergence of in-
formation literacy. While information literacy shared the
common purpose of developing skills to deal with digi-
tal technology it differed fundamentally in that it looked
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to a specific activity rather than to a technology or plat-
form. Information literacy is primarily concerned with
the ways in which new technologies make information
available and that we possess the skills to deal with in-
formation in the range of new forms. It continues and ex-
tends the focus of the bibliographic instruction courses
that emerged in public libraries (Gibson, 2008) and uni-
versities (Rockman, 2004) at the start of the 20th century.
As such information literacy should be understood not
simply as expert use of technology but as proficiency in
the use of information resources of which digital media
are a very significant part.

4. The Politics of Information Literacy

A dominant strand in academic literature on information
literacy education is that it is an unquestionable social
and personal good. Research indicates that being infor-
mation literate brings benefits for individual students of
all ages (Batool & Webber, 2014; Johnston & Webber,
2003). Information literacy brings further benefits at a
macro-level as means by which societies transform—
Bruce (2004, p. 1) identifies information literacy as “the
catalyst required to transform the information society
of today into the learning society of tomorrow”. Accord-
ingly, information literacy is understood as benefitting
both the individual and wider society and as such for the
most part escapes critical interrogation (Kapitzke, 2003).
Moreover, information literacy education has often been
delivered in libraries and information technology depart-
ments. Beyond their contribution to education, histori-
cally such departments have not been seen as politically
charged. Thus information literacy is beyond or devoid
of politics. A contributing factor to this is that informa-
tion education emerged from a technological if not scien-
tific orientation; Webber and Johnston note (2000) note
the close link between information literacy and informa-
tion science. Information literacy has its roots in scien-
tific rather than humanistic discourse and draws upon
the technological respectability of science and technol-
ogy to legitimize its place in curricula. As Escobar et al.
(1994) note such practices have often escaped the same
degree of scrutiny that is applied to other fields of cul-
tural action.

5. Key Stages in the History of Information Literacy

There have been numerous, extensive and detailed ac-
counts of the history and development of information
literacy and the intention here will not be to repeat such
accounts but to pick out high points in the development
and transition of the field from its origin in the early
1970s to its incorporation in the Media and Information
Literacy Curriculum proposed by UNESCO in 2011 which
is in current use at the time of writing.

The term information literacy was first used by Paul
Zurkowski in a 1974 report to the US National Commis-
sion on Libraries and Information Science on the future

organization priorities. Zurkowski contended that: “peo-
ple trained in the application of information resources
to their work can be called information literate....The
work of the Commission should be viewed in terms of
achieving total information literacy for the nation” (1974,
pp. 6–8). As Whitworth (2014) notes, Zurkowski’s defi-
nition does not develop the idea in any pedagogically
useful way and situates it within a pro-liberal, manage-
rial position identifying and advocating an environment
for economic development. Following Zurkowski’s work,
Burchinal (1976) is considered to have advanced the
field further by shifting attention to the educational as-
pects of information literacy (Pinto, Cordón, & Gómez
Díaz, 2010; Whitworth, 2014). Burchinal develops the
idea that an information literate person possesses spe-
cific skills—specifically they are able to “efficiently and ef-
fectively locate and use information needed for problem-
solving and decision-making” (1976, p. 11). Whitworth
(2014) notes that while continuing the broadly liberal ap-
proach, Burchinal’s work shifts the focus to instruction—
or more precisely education.

This approach was challenged by Hamelink (1976)
who used the critical educational theories of Paolo Freire
(2000) to interpret information literacy as a device with
which the “cognitive costs” of contemporary society can
be mitigated (Whitworth, 2014). Unfortunately, the de-
velopment of such an anti-systemic, critical aspect of in-
formation literacy—an approach that constructs infor-
mation literacy as something that can aid individuals
rather than simply affording economic advantage to so-
ciety as a whole—was not widely developed.

Perhaps the next major advance was the publication
in the USA of the Presidential Committee on Informa-
tion Literacy: Final Report published by the American
Library Association (American Library Association [ALA],
1989). This report sought to address a concern that that
US schooling lacked in developing key skills and that
the US was falling behind other industrialized countries
and (more problematically) developing countries would
soon overtake it. A solution for such problems lays in
advancing the information skills of students (Plotnick,
1999). The Report identifies a five-step process (know-
ing when we need information, identifying what infor-
mation is needed, finding the information and evaluat-
ing it, organizing the information and using the infor-
mation) to engage with information and sought to em-
bed this in schools. A number of programmes emerged
around this time and while the ALA’s model was not very
innovatory (similar programmes such as Eisenberg and
Berkowitz’s “Big6 system” (1990) also offered a granular
approach) the support from the professional library com-
munity gave the final report significant credibility and re-
sulted in the 1989 proposal by the National Forum on
Information Literacy (NFIL) that information literacy be-
come a part of main stream school education. The NFIL’s
report also offered a revised definition of information
literacy—“the ability to access, evaluate and use informa-
tion from a variety of sources” (Doyle, 1992, p. 2)—and
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identified ten discrete attributes of an information liter-
ate person.

There was also significant work on information liter-
acy occurring outside of the USA. Bruce from Griffith’s
University in Australia produced the “Information Liter-
acy Blueprint” (1994) which identified seven attributes
of the information literate. This was further developed
by Bruce (1997) with a phenomenological approach that
challenged the overt behaviourist perspective which had
previously dominated the field andmarked a shift in how
information literacy was understood and taught. A key
text produced by the UK’s Society of College, National
and University Libraries (SCONUL) extended the key skills
of the information literate person to include an ability to
‘create’ (Bent & Stubbings, 2011). This was an important
development and recognises the productive as well as
the consumptive potential in digital media.

The growth in the numbers of those coming online—
by 2017 more than 80% of the population are online
in over 100 countries (Sanou, 2017)—and their educa-
tional diversity drove a further revision. Information lit-
eracy became to be seen as a vital skill for those not
just within the higher education sector but across wider
society. International organisations, such as the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation
(UNESCO) coupled with international engagement by na-
tional organisations such as the US National Commission
on Library and Information Science and the NFIL, sought
to address such concerns at the 2003 meeting of experts
in Prague. This meeting produced a revised interpreta-
tion of information literacy defining it as the ability to:

Identify, locate, evaluate, organize and effectively cre-
ate, use and communicate information to address is-
sues or problems at hand; it is a prerequisite for par-
ticipating effectively in the Information Society, and
is part of the basic human right of life-long learning.
(UNESCO, 2003, p. 1)

The United Nations World Summit on the Information
Society, which took place in Geneva in 2003 and Tunis
in 2005, resulted in further description of information
literacy. The Alexander Proclamation of the High Level
Colloquium on Information Literacy and Lifelong Learn-
ing in 2005 determined that information literacy “lies at
the core of lifelong learning. It empowers people in all
walks of life to seek, evaluate, use and create information
effectively to achieve their personal, social, occupational
and educational goals” (Garner, 2006, p. 3).

The simplified definition concatenates the multi-
stage complexity of the activity in previous texts with
the initial stages of recognizing a need for information
being sublimated into seeking information. This reduc-
tion in the number of steps raises the comparative im-
portance of the creative aspect. Furthermore, informa-
tion literacy is regarded as an activity that ‘empowers’
people—it affords people the opportunity to avail them-
selves of information they could not get if they lacked

a grounding in information literacy education. Such in-
corporation of the ideas of equality, rights and justice
within information literacy situate it as a public ‘good’, in-
formation literacy is exists to advance the interest of peo-
ple. As such the beneficiary of this is not the economic
wealth of the nation—as was identified by Whitworth
(2014) in Zurkowski’s (1974) work. Instead information
literacy is understood as conferring a benefit to the in-
dividual. While economic activity is still a valuable result,
the foregrounded benefit is primarily one of equality and
social justice.

From the mid-to-late 2000s and 2010s information
literacy has begun to overlap with aspects of media lit-
eracy in terms of its content, practices and foci and
there is now a strong movement towards integrating the
two practices. For example, Livingstone (2008, p. 107)
argues that in order to equip people “a convergence
of media (or audiovisual) and information literacies is
needed”. Similarly Leaning (2014, 2017) proposes a fun-
damental integration of the fields. One example of this
approach is the 2011 UNESCO’s “Media and Informa-
tion Literacy Curriculum for Teachers” (Wilson, Grizzle,
Tuazon, Akyempong, & Cheung, 2011). This curriculum
offers an educational framework for the development of
skills in MIL in teacher education programmes. The text
establishes a direct link betweenMIL and democracy and
overtly supports democratic practices such as the peer-
communication of information between citizens. While
the project is admirable in its scope it is fundamentally a
media literacy project with information literacy aspects
appended. It does not deal deeply enough with the digi-
tal nature of information nor fully recognise key aspects
of contemporary digital culture and the use of data by
organisations (Leaning, 2017).

6. Media Literacy

While the UNESCOMIL Curriculum articulated only a par-
tial engagement with information literacy it also offered
a specific perspective on media literacy. Historically me-
dia literacy has been used to describe a range of educa-
tional practices. Potter (2010) recognises that over 20 dif-
ferent definitions are in use and that there is little consen-
sus or fixed meaning. Organisations such as the National
Leadership Conference on Media Literacy (Aufderheide,
1993), the UK’s Office of Communication (OFCOM, 2004)
and theUS basedNational Association forMedia Literacy
Education (National Association for Media Literacy Edu-
cation, 2015) all offer definitions which identify a range
of specific skills that a media literate person would pos-
sess. An alternative to these skills-based methods lies in
an approach that looks to developing criticality in stu-
dents (Silverblatt & Eliceiri, 1997) and regards media lit-
eracy as a social and cultural practice (Sholle & Denski,
1994). This draws upon the academic field of media stud-
ies and constructs media literacy as being able to criti-
cally engage with the media. Such approaches make use
of the interpretative epistemologies found in the arts,

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 4–13 7



humanities and social sciences as opposed to the sci-
ence and technologically oriented epistemology under-
pinning information studies and by derivation informa-
tion literacy. A number of commentators have identi-
fied distinct periods and related theoretical perspectives
within this general critical tradition (Buckingham, 2003;
Leaning, 2017;Masterman, 1997).While these three per-
spectives emerged in different historical periods they are
all still evident in various contemporary media educa-
tion programmes.

6.1. The Protectionist or Inoculation Model

The protectionist or inoculation approach is founded
upon two fundamental but often unvoiced assumptions:
first that media or technology can have a detrimental im-
pact upon those who consume it. This occurs in a num-
ber of ways: it may change the values and sensibilities
of a society as a whole; the media may directly impact
upon the wellbeing of an individual; or the media may
cause an individual to have a negative impact upon third
parties. Second, there are various practices and educa-
tional techniques that can be used to negate the impact
upon individuals and society—the audience can be inocu-
lated against the media (Buckingham, 2003). This model
of media education has the function of providing these
practices and techniques and the resultant media liter-
ate person is ‘immunised’ against the negative aspects
of the media.

There are many examples of the first assumption
throughout the history ofmedia technology; perhaps the
first recorded example can be found in Plato’s Phaedrus
(Jowett, 1892, p. 77) where writing is considered prob-
lematic as: “this discovery of yours will create forgetful-
ness in the learners’ souls, because theywill not use their
memories”. The fear re-emerges with the invention of
the printing press which drove Trithemius of Sponheim
to comment “printing is no genuine friend of Holy Scrip-
ture” (Clark, 2004, p. 72). Similar concerns were raised
by the philosopher Leibniz that feared the printing press
would lead to the eventual elimination of scholarly arts
(Klancher, 2013).

However, the origin of media education lies in the re-
sponse to fears of the mass-media in late 19th and early
20th century and the emergence of a widespread, pop-
ular culture which was often blamed for many social ills.
In particular, critics were explicitly concerned with the
impact media would have upon the untutored minds of
children and the working classes (Murdoch, 1997).

Alongside the increased newspaper circulation in the
early part of the 20th century, technological advances
resulted in the emergence of other mass-media forms
including the phonograph, cinema, radio and television.
Responses to these new media were varied; in the UK
and otherWestern European countries a central concern
was that such mass-media would result in the spread
of ‘alien’ (read American) popular culture. Such culture
was considered less intellectually demanding compared

to the native ‘high culture’ studied in a classical Euro-
pean education. Accordingly, educational activities were
developed to limit the negative impacts with the aim be-
ing to teach the audience to be able to discern good from
bad (Masterman, 1997). The approach drew upon the lit-
erary theories of Leavis (Leavis & Thompson, 1933) and
the Modernist tradition of literary criticism and contin-
ued the Arnoldian understanding that study should focus
upon high cultural texts (Arnold, 1869).

A further strand of the protectionist and defensive
stance is found within the contemporaneous yet overtly
Marxist work of the Frankfurt School. In this approach
mass culture is understood as being central in the ‘cul-
ture industry’—the means by which a working class con-
sciousness is prevented from forming (Bennett, 1982).
Mass or popular culture must be resisted as it restricts
the development of awareness of class position. In spite
of the radically different political agendas of the two ap-
proaches both see a common goal in resisting popular
culture. Accordingly, the aim of media education is to
protect the reader/viewer from the damaging impact of
mass-media, to equip themwith whatMasterman (1997,
p. 20) defines as “education against the media” (italics
in original).

Despite its age (it was first developed in the 1930s)
the approach is still very popular. For example, it is much
in evidence in the discourses and practices of “Digital
Detox” in which users willingly disengage with digital me-
dia for a period of time (Brabazon, 2012).

6.2. The Demystification Model

An alternate approach to media education emerged dur-
ing the 1960s and by the 1980s had become the dom-
inant academic approach in many Western countries.
Drawing upon developments in various fields associated
with what became known as the ‘cultural’ or ‘linguistic’
turn (the recognition of culture in explanations of human
life) media educators changed the focus of their activi-
ties and rather than seeking to protect the audience now
sought to empower them against problematic aspects
of the media. This view identifies media content as in-
herently ideological—the media plays a significant role
in justifying power relations to those who are most sub-
jected to them. Accordingly, the task of media education
is to make known to the audience the ideological func-
tion and methods used by the media, to ‘demystify’ the
media to its audience (Penman & Turnbull, 2007). The
audience will then ‘awaken’ to this power and develop
‘conscious awareness’.

The development of this approach stems from ad-
vances in theories of semiotics and ideology made in the
early 1970s (Masterman, 1997). Advances in the under-
standing of ideology following the publication in 1971 of
Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks (Gramsci, Hoare, & Nowell-
Smith, 1971) by Hall and others (Centre for Contempo-
rary Cultural Studies, 2007) and later Laclau,Moufee and
Zizek in the field of discourse analysis (Torfing, 1999) re-
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sulted in a critique that understands ideology as present
in all cultural life and continually reproduced by actors
rather than being disseminated from the top by an elite.
Semiotics also made major contributions to media ed-
ucation. The work of Barthes’ (1972) is understood to
have made two major contributions. First, that the me-
dia can never directly present the world to us; it can only
ever offer to re-present it. The media is not a transpar-
ent lens and always mediate how we see the world. As a
consequence we need to study the nature of representa-
tion in the media. Second, Barthes explicitly challenged
the arbitrary distinction between high and low culture.
Barthes’ work contributed to a broadly left-wing class-
based model of analysis that opposed the value laden
conservative model of cultural appreciation which was
present in the Leavisite, protectionist model.

The deployment of these practices within media ed-
ucation resulted in an approach that sought to empower
the audience andwas subsequently recognised as a form
of what Kellner terms ‘critical literacy’ (2000). The critical
aspect allows teaching to be seen as an activity that em-
powers students in the face of ideological forces and be-
stows teaching with a political function. It is still popular
in many areas of media education and indeed underpins
a number of contemporary media education projects
such as UNESCO’s MIL CLICKS campaign of information
graphics (or info-graphics) that are circulated through so-
cial media. These info-graphics advocate the practices of
critical literacy and alert readers to issues such as fake
news and propaganda amongst others.

However, the critical approach has also been subject
to criticism which draws upon earlier Leavisite ideals of
culture and are consequently opposed to the idea that
popular culture should be studied. A further critique of
this approach to media education is that it fails to de-
velop employment related skills. Students who take such
media literacy courses are not trained in techniques that
enable them to produce media content.

6.3. The Creative Participation Model

From the early 1990s a third approach termed the par-
ticipatory or creative model incorporated developments
in constructivist theory. Constructivism’s roots lay in de-
velopments in psychology and pedagogy concerning the
way in which learning occurs arguing that knowledge is
acquired through a process of construction of knowledge
in the learner’s mind. Furthermore, the best way to en-
sure this occurs is to have the learner engage in creative
and productive activities, to make a shift from a position
in which knowledge is considered a discreet unit to one
in which learning or knowing is seen as a process (Jones
& Brader-Araje, 2002). To attend to this constructivism
makes use of a range of alternative methods and teach-
ing practices to the deconstruction of texts used in the
demystification model. Typical methods used within a
creative/participatory framework include: project work,
collaborative media text production, group work, prac-

tice by doing, structured discussion, getting students to
teach each other, discovery and research work and a va-
riety of other methods (Fernback, 2014).

In addition to this shift in general pedagogic ap-
proaches, three other developments had a significant im-
pact upon the current shape of media education. First,
the emergence then the widespread diffusion of digital
technology and the impact upon the way in which media
content is encountered. Second is the related change in
the way audiences and media consumption are concep-
tualised. Buckingham (1998) notes how advances in psy-
chology and cultural studies result in the idea of a passive
audience being strongly challenged. The idea that a sin-
gle homogeneous audience will receive a media text in a
singular manner has been heavily criticised. In its place
researchers talk of audiences who are active in the en-
gagement with media texts. The resultant approach to
media education is one in which participation and active
engagement in the production of media texts play a sig-
nificant role. Indeed, there has been a conscious attempt
to move beyond the notion of a single author of a text
and towards recognition that media content production
is an inherently collaborative endeavour (Jenkins, 2009).
However the extent of this treatment often tends to be
rather limited. In numerous examples the analysis tends
to be restricted and focused upon the extent of individ-
ual or group contribution while ignoring the impact of
technological affordances and how technology plays a
significant role in structuring the nature of production
(Leaning, 2017).

Third, Gauntlet (2013) notes a contemporary a trend
in the domestic manufacture of goods and texts. This
‘maker’ culture involves people in productive practices
across a range of fields some traditional such as tex-
tiles and ceramics and in contemporary digital realms
of production. Such a movement is both contributory to
and beneficial of creative production approaches to me-
dia education.

At the time of writing the creative/participatory ap-
proach to media education is undoubtedly dominant. Its
broad attention to creative and yet critical examination
of media texts from a broad range of media forms al-
lows it to inform both the critical analytic side of media
studies while also being useful to the technical and in-
dustry salient areas of media training. Thus it serves as
pedagogy that meets both the critical concerns of me-
dia educators and also the skills agenda of the industry
advocates who challenged the demystification approach
so strongly.

7. Conclusion: Aligning Media and Information and the
Value of Recognition

This article has offered brief accounts of the history and
development of the fields of information literacy andme-
dia literacy. It is argued that considering the history of
educational fields has a number of distinct benefits and
is valuable to the future direction of digital literacy in two
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main ways. First, in considering the history of fields it is
possible to discern the main points of difference, similar-
ity and overlap. Reviewing information and media liter-
acy side by side reveals opportunities for integration that
will allow educational practitioners to address the prob-
lems considered by information and media literacy and
digital literacy from outside of the silo mentality that cur-
rently exists in which digital, information andmedia liter-
acy exist as separate and distinct fields (Casey & Brayton,
2017). This is not an argument that one field should
‘colonise’ another, rather that the fields, under the broad
remit of digital literacy, address similar issues and com-
bining them aids both in addressing weaknesses. Infor-
mation literacy has a long history of driving users to be
more skilled in their use of information and digital media.
Its emphasis has been upon the manner in which infor-
mation is engaged with by the user. However, in reflect-
ing its originating discourse of information studies and
its political orientation of serving a notional public good
it often fails to afford a critical position. The emphasis of
information literacy is to empower the user in their use
of ICTs rather than to develop meta-critical skills. When
information literacy does address critical skills these of-
ten tend to be those that can be used to assure the va-
lidity of process such as triangulating information and
checking sources are appropriate. What information lit-
eracy does not as yet do is develop a more critically ori-
entated perspective in terms of analysis. It does not draw
upon anyof themeta-critical traditions that have evolved
within the humanities and social sciences for examining
text and lacks the anti-conservative or progressive critical
stance that informs media literacy (Kellner, 2000; Sholle
& Denski, 1994; Silverblatt & Eliceiri, 1997).

Media literacy on the other hand has a long tradition
of drawing upon the critical practices in the arts, human-
ities and social sciences. Much of the critical emphasis
in all three approaches noted above make extensive call
upon the study of cultural texts. However media liter-
acy’s approach often falls short of addressing the more
technological aspects of media. Media literacy evolved
and developed to engage with mass media; its focus, re-
search methods and understanding of the impact of me-
dia evolved from an engagement with mass and broad-
cast media and its mode of analysis towards digital me-
dia often reflect an understanding ofmass and broadcast
media (Merrin, 2014). While offering high level critical
skills media education for the most part does not pos-
sess techniques and understanding compatible with dig-
ital information. While some emphasis is placed upon
the study of audiences within the Creative Participation
model, the impact of technology and how it is used is of-
ten down played or missed (Leaning, 2017).

Second, in considering the history and practices of
information and media literacy it is possible to discern
the impact of technology through the educational prac-
tices developed to accommodate, engage with and miti-
gate the negative aspects of it. As explored above one of
the key impulses for information literacy educationwas a

perception that without developing key skills in technol-
ogy (computers in particular), countries such as the US
risked falling behind competitor countries in the devel-
oped and developing world. The protectionist approach
tomedia literacy is similarly underpinned by a fear ofme-
dia technology. However this is a fear of the technology
and its cultural impact rather than not being adequate in
the use of the technology. This understanding is impor-
tant as it identifies the drive for digital literacy as originat-
ing in perceptions of problems and difficulties faced by
individuals and society. Thus information and media lit-
eracy can be understood to have their origins in attempts
to deal with technology. This interpretation perhapsmiti-
gates the chargemade by advocates of the “social theory
of literacy” (Bhatt & MacKenzie, 2019; Gourlay & Oliver,
2018) that such disciplines neglect the social practices
of users in lieu of understanding use through metrics. In-
stead it is argued that the history of information and me-
dia literacy indicates that approaches to engaging with
digital media (either to acquire the skills for their user
to defend or mitigate their impact) emerge from the ex-
perience of users and the fears that social practices are
under threat. Recognizing the history of information and
media literacy affords an understanding of such as con-
tributory to the current practices of digital literacy; what
practitioners did in the past should be considered rather
than regarded as erroneous.

Accordingly it is asserted that those planning the fu-
ture direction of digital literacy should be mindful of its
past and the past of the constituent disciplines. Such
awareness will equip us with an understanding that new
synergies and assemblages of extant academic fields can
benefit digital literacy and that digital literacy should be
regarded as ameans by which social practices and digital
media can be more meaningfully understood.
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1. Introduction

Digital literacy has now entered common parlance in ed-
ucation research, policy, and practice. Calls for inquiry
into its associated activities and its place in pedagogical
transactions abound (Hicks & Turner, 2013; Lankshear
& Knobel, 2008). Yet, for its resonance in the field, the
term’s meaning remains stubbornly nebulous. Broadly
associated with the access, evaluation, curation, and
production of information in digital environments, the
phrase is used to index a range of scholarly projects:
from studies of screen-based reading comprehension
(Coiro, 2003; Leu & Kinzer, 2000) to accounts of youth

media practices (Haddix & Sealey-Ruiz, 2012; Ito et al.,
2013) to applications of critical theory in the creation
and consumption of digital artifacts (Ávila & Pandya,
2012; Morrell, 2012). Current contexts of participatory
media (Jenkins, Ford, & Green, 2013) use the phrase in
its plural form, “digital literacies,” to reflect themultiplic-
ity of situated social practices that aremediated through
digital technologies (Pahl & Rowsell, 2010). Taken to-
gether, these diverse meanings have allowed the term
to circulate widely, leading to what some have called
the “digital turn” in literacy studies (Mills, 2010). How-
ever, in consolidating such diverse trajectories under
the banner of “digital literacy,” at times the phrase can
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paper over differences and contradictions within and
across its uses. These tensions are only further com-
pounded as the contours of our digital ecosystem con-
tinue to evolve with the proliferation of connective and
mobile technologies.

In this article, we examine the historical emergence
of digital literacy in education to suggest that insights
from its past can be of use not only in clarifying its
present configurations but also in addressing the ethi-
cal and political challenges surfacing with contemporary
connective media. To do so, we begin by tracing the ge-
nealogy of digital literacy from a time before the term
found popular uptake, when diverse scholarly lineages
were still competing to shape an educational agenda for
new computer technologies. We suggest that digital lit-
eracy was not an inevitable successor to these traditions
but a contingent assemblage that braided together cer-
tain concerns from thepastwhile abandoning others.We
argue that this assemblage has conditioned our inherited
models of digital literacy—those that are now straining
to accommodate, much less explicate, the technical and
economic infrastructures that underwrite digital prac-
tices. Drawing on resources from the term’s longer histo-
ries and the work of contemporary media theorists (e.g.,
Berry, 2011; van Dijck, 2013), we propose an expanded
framework for mapping the multidimensional terrain of
digital literacy—one that brings a socio-historical orienta-
tion to bear on thematerial and economic realities of dig-
ital practice. We conclude by considering how this multi-
dimensional view might be put to work in education re-
search and practice.

2. Contingent Histories of “Digital Literacy”

In the mid-1990s, before digital literacy had found its
way into common usage, there was already a grow-
ing sense among literacy researchers that the shifting
technological landscape was reshaping the demands of
reading and writing. In a 1994 keynote address to the
National Reading Conference, David Reinking argued
that computers were ushering in a “post-typographic
world”—one that would require new theories and meth-
ods for teaching and learning. “Evolving forms of elec-
tronic reading and writing,” he said, “point to funda-
mental changes in the way we communicate and dis-
seminate information, the waywe approach reading and
writing, and the way we think about helping people be-
come literate.” In just a few years, Reinking and others in
the field would be using the phrase “digital literacy” to
bind these challenges together as a coherent scholarly
project (Labbo, Reinking, & McKenna, 1998; cf. Bawden,
2008); however, at the time, in the absence of such
a framework, scholars looked instead to existing tradi-
tions in technology education to elucidate paths forward
in the “post-typographic” age (cf. Baker & Luke, 1991;
Hawisher, LeBlanc, Moran, & Selfe, 1996). Most promi-
nent among these were computer literacy, information
literacy, and media literacy.

2.1. Computer Literacy

Computer literacy had existed in some form since the
1970s, albeit with variations in its usage. One of the earli-
est government-funded surveys of the concept began by
stating, “Computer literacy is a term that has beenwidely
discussed, but whose meaning has rarely been agreed
upon” (Lockheed et al., 1983, p. 12). Through the 1980s,
two competing—though, at times, allied—approaches to
computer literacy began to emerge. The first focused
on uses of computer technologies. Moursund (1982), for
example, suggested that elementary and secondary stu-
dents ought to have practical knowledge about comput-
ers and their applications to life and work. Luehrmann
(1982) articulated this view more colloquially, saying,
“If you can tell the computer how to do things you
want it to do, you are computer literate.” This orienta-
tion could include attention to hardware or program-
ming, but it largely centered on the non-technical as-
pects of computer-use. The second approach, by con-
trast, was concerned with control of computer technolo-
gies. Papert (1980) famously suggested that children
who could not program computers were at risk of being
programmed by them. At the MIT Media Lab, he and his
colleagues developed the LOGO programming language
to support students in communicating with and manip-
ulating computer environments. While both approaches
coexisted into the 1990s, advocates of the latter became
frustrated with the steady proliferation of the former in
school settings. Papert (1992) accused use-driven orien-
tations to computer literacy with redefining the term to
mean “a very minimal practical knowledge about com-
puters” and suggested “someone who had so minimal
a level of knowledge of reading, writing, and literature
would be called illiterate” (p. 52).

Importantly, as computers were integrated into
school contexts throughout the 1980s, a third dimen-
sion to computer literacy also emerged—one focused on
the politics and economics of computing systems. In a
wide-ranging critique, titled “Computer Literacy and Ide-
ology,” Noble (1984) argued that the ambiguities in the
termwere actually strategic, leveraging anodyne appeals
to “preparing students for future work” or “empower-
ing students to program” to advance a particular ideol-
ogy. For Noble (1984), the use-oriented approach to com-
puter literacy was rooted in technological determinism:
by presupposing the inevitability of a computer-driven
future, it not only created a sense of urgency for bring-
ing computers into schools, but in doing so, accelerated
a new credentials race, where computer-knowledge be-
came a form of capital that could be shored up by or
withheld from individuals to reinforce already-existing
social hierarchies. Similarly, Noble argued that control-
oriented approaches to computer literacy actually man-
ifested a form of “pseudo-control”—allowing users to
feel they are mastering a machine when, in reality, their
thinking is becoming more tightly bound to its instru-
mental logic and protocols. Even more, Noble suggested
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the differences between the varied forms of computer
literacy were superficial. Whether students learned to
use or control computers, both approaches necessitated
more devices to be purchased, meaning there was also
a profit-motive undergirding the demand for comput-
ers in schools. From this perspective, a comprehensive
view on computer literacy ought to include attention to
the political economy of computer culture. While posi-
tions like Noble’s found resonance with some scholars
(Mackay, 1992), by the mid-1990s, the most prominent
approaches continued to emphasize use and control—
and, for its ease of implementation and direct ties to the
job market, most often just the former (Tyner, 1991).

2.2. Information Literacy

Information literacy took shape over the same timespan
as computer literacy, but developed largely in the fields
of library and information science. Given this disciplinary
lineage, information literacy was less concernedwith the
use, control, or economics of computer technology than
with the competencies required to make use of informa-
tion in computer-based environments (Behrens, 1994).
Horton (1983) delineates the differences between the
two, saying:

Information literacy, as opposed to computer literacy,
means raising the level of awareness of individuals
and enterprises to the knowledge explosion, and how
machine-aided handling systems can help to iden-
tify, access, and obtain data, documents, and litera-
ture needed for problem-solving and decision-making.
(p. 16)

Put another way, information literacy bypassed technical
concerns to focus on the production and organization of
information itself, while recognizing that these demands
were heavily inflected by the changing landscape of digi-
tal media.

In education, this meant information literacy was
not to be a new addition to the curriculum—as some
computer literacy champions advocated—but an update
and extension of existing instruction related to research
skills and library use. For this reason, most internal de-
bates about the concept centered on which information-
seeking skills, strategies, and dispositions ought to be
emphasized (Snavely & Cooper, 1997). Throughout the
1980s, scholars and professional organizations issued
competing taxonomies to delineate these priorities. The
American Library Association (1989), for example, de-
fined the key components of information literacy as:
(1) recognizing the need for information; (2) identify-
ing what information would address a particular prob-
lem; (3) finding the information needed; (4) evaluat-
ing the information found; (5) organizing the informa-
tion; and (6) using the information effectively in ad-
dressing the specific problem. Others curated alternate
lists, augmenting these themes with more detailed cri-

teria for navigating hypertext and conducting digital
searches. Bawden’s (2001) survey of the field foundmore
than a dozen of these information literacy classification
systems in circulation by the 1990s. In contrast with
computer literacy, however, the differences between
these perspectives were negligible. Each categorization
diverged in its specificity and points of emphasis, but
there remained a broad consensus that information lit-
eracy was, at its core, concerned with assembling knowl-
edge by retrieving, organizing, and evaluating informa-
tion (cf. Koltay, 2011).

2.3. Media Literacy

Like information literacy, media literacy emerged in the
1970s as an extension of earlier research traditions—
in this case, the postwar investment in education re-
lated to propaganda analysis, general semantics, and vi-
sual rhetoric (Glander, 2000; Hobbs & McGee, 2014).
Scholars often delineate two strands from these tra-
ditions that converged as media literacy became for-
malized into a cohesive project: protectionism and em-
powerment (Hobbs, 1998; Robbgrieco, 2014). The pro-
tectionist strand, drawing from propaganda studies, is
concerned with shielding students from media manip-
ulation. In this sense, it shares similarities with infor-
mation literacy by applying critical evaluation to ascer-
tain information quality, but extends such analyses to a
broader range ofmedia artifacts (Hobbs, 2006). Through-
out the 1980s, this work took the form of “critical view-
ing” programs, which provided strategies for navigat-
ing visual environments and warding off negative me-
dia effects (Brown, 1991). However, some found the
focus on protection to be overly narrow, ignoring the
ways media literacy might empower students not only
in evaluating media messages but in producing their
own (Tyner, 1998). Desmond (1997) would later refer
to these as the “deficit” and “acquisition” orientations
toward media literacy. By the early 1990s, frameworks
for media literacy worked to incorporate both of these
dimensions—including the widely-cited definition that
resulted from the 1992 National Leadership Conference
on Media Literacy: “The ability to access, analyze, and
evaluate, and communicate messages in a variety of
forms” (Aufderheide, 1993, p. 6).

While protectionism and empowerment have played
important roles in media literacy, they are not the only
frames formapping the concept’s historiography. Aswith
computer literacy, there were rival perspectives that ran
parallel to these—even if they did not find so wide an
audience. Media theorists Marshall McLuhan (1977) and
Neil Postman (1979) each outlined curricula that would
help students examine media ecologically—not just eval-
uating and creating messages, but studying the mate-
rial and social implications of media environments, from
speech and writing to television and computers. Others
worked to shape forms of critical media literacy, which
applied economic and political analysis to communica-

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 14–24 16



tion systems (McLaren, Hammer, Sholle, & Reilly, 1997).
Kellner (1998) saw this approach as a way to augment
computer literacy with insights from more general stud-
ies of media, saying, “students should learn new forms
of computer literacy that involve both how to use the
computer to do research and gather information, as
well as to perceive it as a cultural terrain that contains
texts, spectacles, games, and new interactive multime-
dia” (p. 116). Even today, there continue to be calls
for more expansive understandings of media literacy—
particularly those that move beyond analysis and cre-
ation of media artifacts to interrogate broader issues of
governance and production in new media environments
(cf. Bulger & Davison, 2018).

By the mid-1990s, just before digital literacy had
found a foothold in public discourse, these orientations—
computer literacy, information literacy, and media
literacy—were among the most prominent resources
available to those, like Reinking, who were straining to
name and describe the incipient challenges for read-
ing and writing in a “post-typographic world.” Schol-
ars at the time were actively combining insights from
these lineages to synthesize a coherent agenda for ed-
ucation research and practice. Many of these configu-
rations yielded new and competing terminologies: net-
work literacy (McClure, 1994), mediacy (Inoue, Naito, &
Koshizuka, 1997), informacy (Neelamaghan, 1995), com-
peracy (McMillan, 1996), e-literacy (Kope, 2006). Among
these rival perspectives, digital literacy began to emerge

as a preferred term. Writing with colleagues in 1998 on
the same topic as his previous National Reading Confer-
ence keynote, Reinking now used the phrase explicitly,
saying, “during the ensuing decades, the importance of
aligning digital literacy instruction in the classroom with
its applications in larger society will become ever more
imperative” (Labbo et al., 1998, p. 275). Google NGram
and Trends searches show this uptake among literacy
scholars to be consistent with the broader rise of digital
literacy in popular usage—at first, marginal in compari-
son with its conceptual predecessors (Figure 1) but even-
tually outpacing them (Figure 2). In what follows, we con-
sider how digital literacy took shape from these lineages
and emerged as a contingent assemblage that continues
to condition our approaches to research and teaching.

3. Digital Literacy as Assemblage

As we have suggested, digital literacy was not the in-
evitable successor to earlier traditions of computer, in-
formation, and media literacy. It surfaced in the mid-
1990s, amid competing terminologies, as an available re-
source, adaptable to a range of scholarly and pedagogical
challenges. Importantly, the emergence of digital literacy
did not mark a clean break from these predecessors, but
consolidated recognizable features from each into a ten-
uous new program. In this sense, digital literacy can be
understood less as a bounded concept and more as an
assemblage—a layering together of historical meanings

Figure 1. GoogleNGRAM of usage patterns for computer, information, media, and digital literacy between 1970 and 2008.

Figure 2. GoogleTrends depiction of usage patterns for computer, information, media, and digital literacy from 2004
to 2018.

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 14–24 17



and practices that have congealed, for the moment, into
a useable discourse. DeLanda (2006) extends Deleuzean
notions of assemblage to include the encoding of lin-
guistic formations—like “digital literacy”—arguing that
such convergences are part of the “nonlinear histories”
(DeLanda, 1997) that constitute and animate the present.
By tracing the nonlinear history of digital literacy and
its contingent unfolding over time, we can understand
and articulate the tensions the term has inherited—and
perhaps revive resources from its past that can assist us
imagining new directions going forward.

While the phrase digital literacy was used occasion-
ally throughout the early 1990s (e.g., Lanham, 1995;
LeBlanc, 1990), it entered wider circulation with the pub-
lication of Paul Gilster’s (1997) Digital Literacy. Much of
the literature that followed over the subsequent decade
would explicitly reference this lineage in grounding the
use of the term (cf. Bawden, 2008). Gilster opened the
book by acknowledging that the concept “extends the
boundaries of definition” (1997, p. 1), but offered a gen-
eral sketch of its meaning:

Digital literacy is the ability to understand and use
information in multiple formats from a wide range
of sources when it is presented via computers….It is
cognition of what you see on the computer screen
when you use a networked medium. It places de-
mands upon you that were always present, though
less visible, in the analog media of newspapers and
TV….Not only must you acquire the skills of finding
things, you must also acquire the ability to use these
things in your life. (1997, pp. 1–2)

Within this description, we see components from tradi-
tions already in circulation being woven together under
the banner of digital literacy: navigating and using com-

puters and networks (computer literacy); finding and
evaluating information (information literacy); and con-
sidering howmessages are consumed and produced (me-
dia literacy). Such overlaps are evenmore pronounced in
Gilster’s taxonomy of digital literacy competencies, (1) In-
ternet search, (2) hypertext navigation, (3) knowledge as-
sembly, and (4) content evaluation. Each of these marks
an intersection of the most common uses for computer,
information, and media literacy. Mapping these junc-
tures (Figure 3), we are able to see how digital literacy,
as configured by Gilster, braided together concepts from
across these lineages, allowing a particular constellation
of focal concerns to emerge. Importantly, we are also
able to see the contingencies of this process, as certain
components from previous traditions were not actively
incorporated into the new assemblage taking shape.

These points of emphasis remained central to digi-
tal literacy, even as critical appraisals and redirections
surfaced in the mid-2000s. Most historiographies of dig-
ital literacy delineate a second wave of scholarship, in-
formed by sociocultural literacy studies (Street, 1995),
that adopted a pluralized form, “digital literacies,” to
signal a shift from normative skill-acquisition to more
descriptive accounts of digital activities situated within
social, cultural, and political contexts. Lankshear and
Knobel open their 2008 edited volume, Digital Literacies,
by suggesting operational uses of the termought to be re-
placed with inquiry into the cultural practices emerging
around computer technologies. This reframing sought to
alter the composition of digital literacy from the nor-
mative competencies outlined in Gilster by shifting the
vantage point from which literacy practices were stud-
ied. Rather than prescribing skill-based taxonomies for
“knowledge assembly,” for example, researchers worked
to describe theways people were assembling knowledge
with digital media: from producing digital stories (Hull

PROGRAMMING

POLITICAL/ECONOMIC
CRITIQUES OF COMPUTERS

COMPUTER LITERACY INFORMATION LITERACY MEDIA LITERACY

PROPERTIES/EFFECTS OF
MEDIA ENVIRONMENTS
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CRITIQUES OF

MEDIA SYSTEMS

MEDIA OWNERSHIP

MEDIA GOVERNANCE
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Figure 3. Gilster’s taxonomy of digital literacy, emerged at the common intersections of computer, information, and media
literacy traditions.
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& Katz, 2006) to constructing meaning through video
games and virtual worlds (Gee, 2003). Work in this vein
has been integral in challenging conventional wisdom re-
lated to young people’s technology use by documenting
the strategic ways youth take up digital media (e.g., boyd,
2014; Ito et al., 2013). Likewise, it has opened pathways
for examining how digital media practices are bound up
with broader forms of social participation: from fans “re-
storying” pop culture artifacts to challenge dominant ide-
ologies (Thomas & Stornaiuolo, 2016) to LGBT youth us-
ing social media to cultivate personal and community
identities (Wargo, 2015). It has also provided avenues
for incorporating descriptive findings back into school-
based settings in ways that support student flourishing,
especially those fromnondominant communities (Garcia
et al., 2014; Price-Dennis, 2016).

By attendingmore closely to people’s social practices
with digital technologies, the shift from prescriptive to
descriptive views of digital literacies has played a vital
role in expanding the field beyond its early focus on skill-
development. This is not to suggest that skill orientations
have receded entirely: in policy and curricula documents,
it remains common to see taxonomies prescribing the
competencies needed for students to become “digitally
literate” (e.g., Deye, 2015; UNESCO, 2018). But broadly,
the reorientation toward social practices has changed
the vantage point from which research on digital litera-
cies is conducted. What has not changed, however, are
the central components of digital literacy—those core el-
ements first assembled together in the mid-1990s. Both
then and now, digital literacy (and digital literacies) has
remained centrally concerned with the ways users (e.g.,
individuals, groups, communities) leverage technologies
(e.g., computers, software, mobile devices) to consume
or produce content (e.g., textual, visual, multimedia ar-
tifacts; Figure 4). Where prescriptive accounts might dif-
fer from descriptive ones in delimiting normative strate-
gies for engaging in configurations of these elements,
both operate within a framework that takes these com-
ponents as their primary focus.

We do not highlight this as an admonishment: as
we have suggested, the present model of digital litera-
cies, with its expanded view of social practices, con-

tinues to offer generative avenues for research and
pedagogy—indeed, both authors locate facets of their
work within this framework. But with the proliferation
of connective media and mobile technologies, there are
times when our inherited models of digital literacies—
focused on the skills and social practices of individuals—
strains to accommodate the political and economic flows
that underwrite contemporary digital activities. A grow-
ing body of education research, for example, points to
the imbrication of localized digital media use with the
governance strategies of policymakers (Davies, Eynon,
& Wilkin, 2017), the data-collection practices of corpo-
rate owners (Williamson, 2017), and the protocols es-
tablished by software developers (Lynch, 2016; Scott &
Nichols, 2017).While existingmodels can offer strategies
for navigating hypertext or rich accounts of situated so-
cial practices in digital environments, they are less adept
at explaining the relations between these activities and
the technical and economic infrastructures that condi-
tion them. In what follows, we consider how resources
from those lineages that preceded our present model of
digital literacy might be of use in expanding the term’s
terrain to address our connective media landscape.

4. Reassembling Digital Literacies

In tracing the contingent histories of digital literacy,
we have identified several lines of inquiry which pre-
figure contemporary concerns around issues like pri-
vacy, surveillance, and data infrastructures. For example,
computer literacy scholarship that advocated familiar-
ity with coding and algorithmic reasoning (Papert, 1980)
or that critiqued the political economy of computer cul-
ture (Noble, 1984) speak to some of the core tensions
that now surface in education research on connective
technologies. The first of these relates to the socio-
technical dimension of digital media. Where our present
model of digital literacy tends to treat “technology” as
discrete objects—computers, tablets, mobile devices—
Papert drew attention to the internal mechanisms that
allow devices to function. Such an approach becomes
even more salient today, where “code” is no longer lim-
ited to isolated commands or programs, but increasingly

USERS DESCRIPTIVE

CONSUMPTION

PRODUCTION

PRESCRIPTIVE TECHNOLOGY CONTENT

Figure 4. A model of contemporary digital literacy (digital literacies) research.
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modulates all aspects of collective life (Mackenzie, 2006).
As Berry (2011) argues, it is difficult to separate users’ dig-
ital activities from the layers of code that condition them.
Beneath the hardware itself, code is shaping how data
is being generated and used; how algorithms are pro-
cessing information; how interfaces are structuring user
experience; how protocols are delimiting what actions
are possible within the system; and how defaults define
standards for usage. In bounding “technology” to objects
themselves, our present model of digital literacy offers
few resources for tracing how these infrastructures in-
teract with one another—much less how they animate
life and work in the digital age. A first step in expanding
the terrain of digital literacy, then, might mean reclaim-
ing from the past an attention to the internal complexi-
ties of technical systems, and providing both descriptive
accounts and prescriptive strategies that can illuminate
and guide activities in these domains.

A second set of concerns relates to the socio-
economic dimension of connective media. Where earlier
traditions of computer and media literacy explicitly an-
alyzed the corporate interests shaping media messages
(Kellner, 1998) and celebrating investments in technol-
ogy (Noble, 1984), our inherited model of digital literacy
has beenmore attuned to critiquing commercial content
than parsing the workings and extensions of media in-
dustries. As with the socio-technical dimension, these
earlier lines of inquiry have only grown more impor-
tant as the economics of digital media are increasingly
entwined with even the most prosaic uses of comput-
ers. Van Dijck (2013) argues that the socio-technical di-
mensions of digital media—which include conventional
attention to users, technology, and content—are im-
portant, but they should not be considered in isola-
tion from their underlying economic relations. For van
Dijck, this means examining the ownership and profit
motives of hardware and software companies; the gov-
ernance structures that adjudicate proper and improper
uses of technologies; and the business models by which
commercial interests operate. Such language provides
a path for reviving the long-abandoned economic con-
cerns that were part of earlier traditions in media educa-
tion. In doing so, it also extends our model of digital lit-
eracy to account for the ways empowering acts of digital
production—e.g., producing digital stories—and critical
readings of media artifacts—e.g., analyzing representa-
tions of race or gender in video games—are also forms
of labor, which cannot be fully understood apart from
inquiry into the economics of platforms. This not only
elucidates how connective media blur the boundaries of
production and consumption, but also provides a frame-
work from which we can consider the political and ethi-
cal implications of these dynamics.

Importantly, we would add that these diverse dimen-
sions of digital media are not static. The technical infras-
tructures and economic relations that underwrite digi-
tal practices are always in motion, adapting to changes
within and across their component parts. For instance,

a social networking site might adjust its interface to
make sponsored content more prominent, which in turn,
might lead users to scale back or adapt their usage pat-
terns. These data points could then be circulated back
to the platform and incorporated into subsequent busi-
ness and aesthetic decisions—which would invariably
yield new shifts in activity or revenue. In such an ex-
ample, user practices and platform properties are mu-
tually constitutive—arising in response to the ebbs and
flows of the other. Our present model of digital literacy
would struggle to capture this fluidity; however, an ex-
panded framework could carve out space for such anal-
ysis by adding a socio-historical dimension to the socio-
technical and socio-economic. Such a perspective is not
altogether different from the ecological approaches to
media literacy that arose in the history of computer edu-
cation (McLuhan, Hutcheon, &McLuhan, 1977; Postman,
1979). Indeed, even as traditions of “media ecology”
have been abandoned in the education literature, they
have persisted in media studies, where scholars have
found “environments” to provide a generative frame for
studying flows of histories, materials, people, and prac-
tices (Fuller, 2005; Peters, 2015). Perhaps a form of this
tradition might yet find a place in educational research.

Putting these dimensions together, we can begin to
map a broader terrain for digital literacy research—one
that brings together abandoned concerns from the past
with resources of contemporary media theorists (Berry,
2011; van Dijck, 2013; Figure 5). The framework not only
opens “technology” to include the technical infrastruc-
tures that constitute it (hardware, data, algorithms, pro-
tocols, defaults), but also draws on van Dijck (2013) to
pair the socio-economic dimension (ownership, gover-
nance, business model) with the socio-technical (users,
technology, content). In doing so, it foregrounds the
imbrication of production and consumption that oc-
curs when these components are layered together: in
connective media, consumption always produces datas-
treams, which are, in turn, consumed by algorithms, if
not by other users (cf. Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010). Fur-
ther, we can understand the emergent relations be-
tween these components as situated in a socio-historical
context, an emphasis that aligns with social practice ap-
proaches to digital literacies (Lankshear & Knobel, 2008;
Sefton-Green, Nixon, & Erstad, 2009). These dynamic re-
lations can be studied both from a descriptive perspec-
tive that traces such flows as they occur, or a prescriptive
one that delineates strategies for navigating the com-
plex terrain.

Our purpose in laying out this map is not be exhaus-
tive, but to suggest that amulti-dimensional approach to
digital literacy—one that reintegrates certain abandoned
legacies from the concept’s history and emphasizes how
social practices always operate in relation to sociohistor-
ical systems and institutions—may be of use in address-
ing the ethical and political questions that are emerging
in education with the spread of connective technologies.
Not all of these dimensions will be equally consequen-
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Figure 5.An expandedmodel for digital literacy research that includes socio-technical, socio-economic, and socio-historical
dimensions.

tial for every research question related to digital liter-
acy, but we diagram them here to illustrate the range of
relations that remain under- or un-explored in the edu-
cation literature. As new media are developed and inte-
grated into educational contexts – from virtual reality to
machine learning technologies—we will need more ex-
pansive and flexible resources for analyzing their proper-
ties, relations, and implications.We offer thismap as one
framework for re-assembling digital literacy to address
these concerns.

5. Possible Futures

Just as the histories of digital literacy are shot through
with contingencies, there is nothing inevitable about its
futures. In the introduction to the Handbook of Writing,
Literacies, and Education in Digital Cultures, Mills and
Stornaiuolo (2018) outline emerging technological devel-
opments that frameworks for digital literacymay soon be
asked accommodate: the networked Internet of Things,
embedded geolocational devices, human-technology in-
terfaces and wearable tech, virtual and augmented re-
ality overlays, new forms of collaborative text produc-
tion, and personalized data-tracking and analytics. Ad-
dressing such awide range of devices, their technical and
economic infrastructures, their possibilities for literacy
learning, and their capacities to ameliorate or exacerbate
forms of oppression or inequity, will require flexible theo-
ries, pedagogies, andmethodologies.Wehave suggested

here that understanding digital literacy as an assemblage
of meanings might provide one pathway for expanding
the scope of our models to better analyze the social and
political relations that flow from these transactions.

But an assemblage approach can also draw our atten-
tion to the limitations of such prognostications. It is sig-
nificant, for example, that imagined futures of digital lit-
eracy tend to center on new or changing technologies—
the Internet of Things, say, or artificial intelligence. The
assumption, in otherwords, is that future socio-historical
contexts for digital literacy will look very much like the
present: that the pace and scale of technological devel-
opment will continue unabated, that digital literacy prac-
tices will follow in response to these developments, and
that researchers will continue to analyze how power or
learning are implicated in these relations. But these con-
figurations need not remain the same. This could be due
to some externality that alters our modes of production
or standards of living—war, for instance, or global cli-
mate change, which will inundate all facets of life in the
decades and centuries ahead, including our relations to
digital media. But it could also be due to changes in law,
policy, industry, design, or pedagogy that might follow
from research, activism, and organizing in the present.
Put another way, digital literacies research can do more
than prescribe skills for navigating new devices or de-
scribe practices that emerge with these technologies; it
can intervene in the systems that produce them in order
to make them more just and equitable.
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The assemblage approach outlined above allows us
to trace the technical and economic flows that animate
digital practices. But crucially, the point is not just to ren-
der a more accurate or detailed map of the ways people
are exploited, it is to use that map to change the rela-
tions that produce exploitation. In research, that might
mean addressing policymakers and the general public
about the need for ethical technological infrastructures,
or even partnering with designers to create alternative
devices that adhere to standards for data-protection and
privacy. In pedagogy, it might mean introducing students
to the forms of ownership and governance that under-
pin their personal devices and offering pathways to or-
ganize against those practices they find invasive. Like-
wise, teachers and students, together, might put pres-
sure on schools and districts to articulate proactive tech-
adoption policies that prioritize student learning and pri-
vacy. Such approaches begin to reconfigure the assem-
blage of digital literacy in ways that promote and sustain
the flourishing of teachers and students in the futures
yet to come.

6. Conclusion

In framing digital literacy as an assemblage, we sought
to foreground its historical dimensions, particularly the
contingent and contradictory histories of its genealogy
across fields. While current uses of the term include
both normative catalogs of digital skills and descriptive
accounts of people’s digital practices, we argue here
that these perspectives are not capacious enough to ad-
dress the challenges posed by emerging mobile and con-
nective technologies—issues of surveillance, algorithmic
bias, commercial profit motives, and myriad others. To
address these shortcomings, we turned to the concept’s
foundations in computer, information, and media liter-
acy. We bring those histories into conversation with
contemporary theories of connective media (van Dijck,
2013) to suggest different dimensions of the digital liter-
acy assemblage that may be useful for practitioners and
scholars—not only the currently emphasized dimensions
(users, content, and technologies) and those operating
more subtly (governance, ownership, and business), but
also the shifting socio-historical context inwhich these in-
terrelations unfold. Such a multidimensional framework
positions educators and researchers to ask complex ques-
tions about which dimensions are animated in practice,
drawing attention, for example, to the ways hardware,
protocols, and interfaces in the technology dimension
interact not only with people’s practices but also with
the development of businessmodels to profit from those
uses. Just as there was no inevitability about how digital
literacy came to be assembled in current configurations,
we see the future of the concept as similarly emergent.
We hope this multidimensional orientation is useful in
pointing toward those historical aspects of the concept
that can help in addressing the complex challenges that
lie ahead.

Acknowledgments

We thank the editors of the issue and anonymous review-
ers for their feedback.

Conflict of Interests

The authors declare no conflict of interests.

References

American Library Association. (1989). Presidential com-
mission on information literacy. In G. E. Mensching
& T. B. Mensching (Eds.), Coping with information il-
literacy: Bibliographic instruction for the information
age (pp. 156–171). Ann Arbor, MI: Pierian Press.

Aufderheide, P. (1992).Media literacy: A report of the na-
tional leadership conference onmedia literacy. Wash-
ington, DC: Aspen Institute. Retrieved from https://
eric.ed.gov/?id=ED365294

Ávila, J., & Pandya, J. Z., (Eds.). (2012). Critical digital lit-
eracies as social praxis: Intersections and challenges.
New York, NY: Peter Lang.

Baker, C. D., & Luke, A. (Eds.). (1991). Towards a criti-
cal sociology of reading pedagogy. Philadelphia, PA:
John Benjamins Publishing.

Bawden, D. (2001). Information and digital literacies: A
review of concepts. Journal of Documentation, 57(2),
218–259.

Bawden, D. (2008). Origins and concepts of digital liter-
acy. In C. Lankshear & M. Knobel (Eds), Digital litera-
cies: Concepts, policies, practices (pp. 17–32). New
York, NY: Peter Lang.

Behrens, S. (1994). A conceptual analysis and histori-
cal overview of information literacy. College and Re-
search Libraries, 55(4), 309–322.

Berry, D.M. (2011). The philosophy of software: Code and
mediation in the digital age. New York, NY: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Brown, J. A. (1991). Television “critical viewing skills” ed-
ucation. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Bulger, M., & Davison, P. (2018). The promises, chal-
lenges, and futures of media literacy. New York, NY:
Data & Society.

Coiro, J. (2003). Reading comprehension on the inter-
net: Expanding our understanding of reading compre-
hension to encompass new literacies. The Reading
Teacher, 56(5), 458–464.

Davies, H. C., Eynon, R., & Wilkin, S. (2017). Neolib-
eral gremlins? How a scheme to help disadvantaged
young people thrive online fell short of its ambi-
tions. Information, Communication, & Society, 20(6),
860–875.

DeLanda, M. (1997). A thousand years of nonlinear his-
tory. Cambridge, MA: Zone Books.

DeLanda, M. (2006). A new philosophy of society: Assem-
blage and social complexity. London: Bloomsbury
Academic.

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 14–24 22

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED365294
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED365294


Desmond, R. (1997). Media literacy in the home: Acqui-
sition versus deficit models. In R. Kubey (Ed.),Media
literacy in the information age (pp. 323–343). New
Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers.

Deye, S. (2015). Promoting digital literacy among
students and educators. Washington, DC: National
Conference of State Legislators. Retrieved from
http://www.ncsl.org/Portals/1/Documents/educ/
digLiteracy_final.pdf

Fuller, M. (2005). Media ecologies. Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press.

Garcia, A. (2014). Teaching in the connected learning
classroom. Irvine, CA: Digital Media and Learning Re-
search Hub.

Gee, J. P., (2003). What video games have to teach us
about learning and literacy. New York, NY: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Gilster. P. (1997). Digital literacy. New York, NY: Wiley.
Glander, T. (2000). Origins of mass communications re-

search during the American ColdWar: Educational ef-
fects and contemporary implications. New York, NY:
Routledge.

Haddix, M., & Sealey-Ruiz, Y. (2012). Cultivating digital
and popular literacies as empowering and emancipa-
tory acts among urban youth. Journal of Adolescent
& Adult Literacy, 56(3), 189–192.

Hawisher, G. E., LeBlanc, P., Moran, C., & Selfe, C. L.
(1996). Computers and the teaching of writing in
American higher education, 1979–1994: A history.
Norwood, NJ: Ablex Publishing.

Hicks, T., & Turner, K. H. (2013). No longer a luxury: Digi-
tal literacy can’t wait. English Journal, 102(6), 58–65.

Hobbs, R. (1998). The seven great debates in the media
literacymovement. Journal of Communication, 44(2),
16–32.

Hobbs, R. (2006). Reconceptualizing media literacy for
the digital age. In A. Martin & D. Madigan (Eds.), Lit-
eracies for learning in the digital age (pp. 99–109).
London: Facets Press.

Hobbs, R., & McGee, S. (2014). Teaching about propa-
ganda: An examination of the historical roots of me-
dia literacy. Journal ofMedia Literacy Education, 6(2),
56–67.

Horton, F. W. (1983). Information literacy vs. computer
literacy. Bulletin of the American Society for Informa-
tion Science, 9, 14–16.

Hull, G., & Katz, M. (2006). Crafting an agentive self: Case
studies of digital storytelling. Research in the Teach-
ing of English, 41(1), 43–81.

Inoue, H., Naito, E., & Koshizuka, M. (1997). Mediacy:
What it is? Where to go? International Information
and Library Review, 29(3/4), 403–413.

Ito,M., Gutiérrz, K., Livingstone, S., Penuel, B., Rhodes, J.,
Salen, K., Schor, J., Sefton-Green, J., & Watkins, S. C.
(2013). Connected learning: An agenda for research
and design. Irvine, CA: Digital Media and Learning Re-
search Hub.

Jenkins, H., Ford, S., & Green, J. (2013). Spreadable me-

dia: Creating value and meaning in a networked cul-
ture. New York, NY: New York University Press.

Kellner, D. (1998). Multiple literacies and critical peda-
gogy in a multicultural society. Educational Theory,
48, 103–122.

Koltay, T. (2011). The media and the literacies: Media
literacy, information literacy, digital literacy. Media,
Culture, & Society, 33(2), 211–221.

Kope, M. (2006). Understanding e-literacy. In A. Martin
& D.Madigan (Eds.),Digital literacies for learning (pp.
15–36). London: Facet Publishing.

Labbo, L., Reinking, D., & McKenna, M. (1998). Technol-
ogy and literacy education in the next century: Ex-
ploring the connection between work and schooling.
Peabody Journal of Education, 73(3/4), 273–289.

Lankshear, C., & Knobel,M. (2008).Digital literacies: Con-
cepts, policies, and practices. New York, NY: Peter
Lang.

Lanham, R. A. (1995). Digital literacy. Scientific American,
273(3), 160–161.

LeBlanc, P. J. (1990). The development of computer-aided
composition software and its implications for compo-
sition (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). University
of Massachusetts, MA.

Leu, D. J., & Kinzer, C. K. (2000). The convergence of
literacy instruction with networked technologies for
information and communication. Reading Research
Quarterly, 35(1), 108–127.

Lockheed, M. E., Hunter, B., Anderson, R. E., Beazley, R.
M., & Esty, E. T. (1983). Computer literacy: Definition
and survey items for assessment in schools. Washing-
ton, DC: National Center for Educational Statistics.

Luehrmann, A. (1982). Computer literacy: Why it is; why
it is important. Electronic Learning, 1(5), 20–22.

Lynch, T. L. (2016). The hidden role of software in ed-
ucation research: Policy to practice. New York, NY:
Routledge.

Mackay, H. (1992). From computer literacy to technology
literacy. In J. Beynon & H. Mackay (Eds.), Technolog-
ical literacy and the curriculum (pp. 125–147). New
York, NY: Falmer.

Mackenzie, A. (2006). Cutting code: Software and social-
ity. New York, NY: Peter Lang.

McClure, C. R. (1994). Network literacy: A new role for
libraries. Information Technology and Libraries, 13,
115–125.

McLaren, P., Hammer, R., Sholle, D., & Reilly, S. (1997).
Rethinking media literacy. New York, NY: Peter Lang.

McLuhan, M., Hutcheon, K., & McLuhan, E. (1977). The
city as classroom: Understanding language and me-
dia. Agincourt, ON: Book Society of Canada.

McMillan, S. (1996). Literacy and computer literacy: Def-
initions and comparisons. Computers and Education,
27(3/4), 161–170.

Mills, K. (2010). A review of the “digital turn” in the new
literacies studies. Review of Educational Research,
80(2), 246–271.

Mills, K. A., & Stornaiuolo, A. (2018). Introduction: Dig-

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 14–24 23

http://www.ncsl.org/Portals/1/Documents/educ/digLiteracy_final.pdf
http://www.ncsl.org/Portals/1/Documents/educ/digLiteracy_final.pdf


ital diversity, ideology, and the politics of a writing
revolution. In K. A. Mills, A. Stornaiuolo, A. Smith, & J.
Z. Pandya (Eds.), Handbook of writing, literacies, and
education in digital cultures (pp. 1–10). New York, NY:
Routledge.

Morrell, E. (2012). 21st century literacies, critical media
pedagogies, and language arts. The Reading Teacher,
66(4), 300–302.

Moursund, D. (1982). Personal computing for elemen-
tary and secondary school students. In R. J. Siedel,
R. E. Anderson, & B. Hunter (Eds.), Computer literacy.
New York, NY: Academic Press.

Neelameghan, A. (1995). Literacy, numeracy…informacy.
Information Studies, 1(4), 239–249.

Noble, D. (1984). Computer literacy and ideology. Teach-
ers College Record, 85(4), 602–614.

Pahl, K., & Rowsell, J. (2010). Artifactual literacies: Every
object tells a story. New York, NY: Teachers College
Press.

Papert, S. (1980).Mindstorms: Children, computers, and
powerful ideas. New York, NY: Basic Books.

Papert, S. (1992). The children’s machine: Rethinking
school in the age of the computer. New York, NY: Ba-
sic Books.

Peters, J. D. (2015). The marvelous clouds: Toward a phi-
losophy of elemental media. Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press.

Postman, N. (1979). Teaching as a conserving activity.
New York, NY: Delacorte.

Price-Dennis, D. (2016). Developing curriculum to sup-
port black girls’ literacies in digital spaces. English Ed-
ucation, 48(4), 337–361.

Reinking, D. (1995). Reading and writing with computers:
Literacy research in a post-typographic world. Forty-
fourth yearbook of the national reading conference.
Chicago, IL: National Reading Conference.

Robbgreico, M. (2014). Why history matters for media lit-
eracy education. Journal ofMedia Literacy Education,
6(2), 3–22.

Scott, J., & Nichols, T. P. (2017). Learning analytics as as-
semblage: Criticality and contingency in online edu-
cation. Research in Education, 98(1), 83–105.

Sefton-Green, J., Nixon, H., & Erstad, O. (2009). Review-
ing approaches and perspectives on “digital literacy.”
Pedagogies: An International Journal, 4(2), 107–125.

Snavely, L, & Cooper, N. (1997). The information literacy
debate. The Journal of Academic Librarianship, 23(1),
9–14.

Street, B.V. (1995). Social literacies: Critical approaches
to literacy in development, ethnography, and educa-
tion. London: Longman.

Thomas, E. E., & Stornaiuolo, A. (2016). Restorying the
self: Bending toward textaul justice. Harvard Educa-
tional Review, 86(3), 313–338.

Tyner, K. (1991). The media education elephant. Cen-
ter for Media Literacy. Retrieved from https://
www.medialit.org/reading-room/media-education-
elephant

Tyner, K. (1998). Literacy in a digital world: Teaching
and learning in the age of information. Mahwah, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum.

UNESCO. (2018). A global framework of reference
on digital literacy skills for indicator 4.4.2. Mon-
treal: United Nations Educational, Scientific, and
Cultural Organization Institute for Statistics. Re-
trieved from http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/
files/documents/ip51-global-framework-reference-
digital-literacy-skills-2018-en.pdf

Van Dijck, J. (2013). The culture of connectivity: A critical
history of social media. New York, NY: Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

Wargo, J. (2015). “Every selfie tells a story...”: LGBTQ
youth lifestreams and new media narratives as con-
nective identity texts. New Media & Society, 19(4),
560–578.

Williamson, B. (2017). Big data in education. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.

About the Authors

T. Philip Nichols is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Curriculum and Instruction at Baylor
University. His research focuses on relations among technology, school reform, and literacy education.

Amy Stornaiuolo is an Associate Professor of literacy education at the University of Pennsylvania. Her
research focuses on adolescent literacy, writing, and learning with new media and technology.

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 14–24 24

https://www.medialit.org/reading-room/media-education-elephant
https://www.medialit.org/reading-room/media-education-elephant
https://www.medialit.org/reading-room/media-education-elephant
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/ip51-global-framework-reference-digital-literacy-skills-2018-en.pdf
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/ip51-global-framework-reference-digital-literacy-skills-2018-en.pdf
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/ip51-global-framework-reference-digital-literacy-skills-2018-en.pdf


Media and Communication (ISSN: 2183–2439)
2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 25–35

DOI: 10.17645/mac.v7i2.1888

Article

Digital Literacies or Digital Competence: Conceptualizations in
Nordic Curricula

Anna-Lena Godhe

Department of Education, Communication, and Learning, University of Gothenburg, 405 30 Gothenburg, Sweden;
E-Mail: anna-lena.godhe@gu.se

Submitted: 15 December 2018 | Accepted: 10 March 2019 | Published: 11 June 2019

Abstract
This article examines how the concepts of digital literacies and digital competence are conceptualized in curricula for
compulsory education within the Nordic countries. In 2006, the European Union defined digital competence as one of
eight key competences for lifelong learning. The terms digital literacies and digital competence have since been used in-
terchangeably, particularly in policy documents concerning education and the digitalization of educational systems and
teaching. However, whether these concepts carry similar meanings, and are understood in a similar way, across languages
and cultures is not self-evident. By taking the curricula in Sweden, Denmark, Finland, and Norway as examples, this article
attempts to clarify similarities and differences in how the concepts are interpreted, as well as what implications this has for
the digitalization of education. The analyses reveal that different terms are used in the curricula in the different countries,
which are connected to themes or interdisciplinary issues to be incorporated into school subjects. The conceptualizations
of the terms share a common emphasis on societal issues and a critical approach, highlighting a particular Nordic interpre-
tation of digital literacies and digital competence.

Keywords
bildung; curricula; digital competence; digital literacies; education; literacy

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Critical Perspectives on Digital Literacies: Creating a Path Forward”, edited by Hiller A. Spires
(North Carolina State University, USA).

© 2019 by the author; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

Questions of how compulsory education can prepare
students for citizenship in a digitalized society are cur-
rently on the agenda in many countries around the
world, for example concerning whether programming
should be included in curricula and how to teach stu-
dents to critically evaluate information and sources in
digital environments.

As pointed out by UNESCO (Broadband Commission,
2017), definitions and terms such as digital skills, com-
petencies, knowledge, understandings, and thinking are
used interchangeably since there is not a set of agreed
terms to describe the abilities needed in a digitalized so-
cieties. In the Digital Education Action Plan (European
Commission, 2018), for example, no distinction is made

between digital skills and competences. The concepts
digital literacy and digital competence are in focus in this
article since they are concepts that are used in public dis-
course and in research and they are also present, more
or less explicitly, in education policy documents, such
as curricula.

Spante, Hashemi, Lundin and Algers (2018) have in a
systematic review outlined how the concepts of digital
literacy and competence are used in higher education
research and policy documents. They came to the con-
clusion that digital literacy has been used over a longer
period of time and more frequently, particularly in re-
search. However, definitions in policy documents, where
digital competence is more frequently used, tend to gain
legitimacy. Lea (2013) argues that literacy’s original con-
nections to practices of reading and writing, tend to be
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overlooked by competence-based agendas with an in-
creased focus on a set of transferable skills and compe-
tences that can be used in educational contexts, as well
as in digital societies in general. According to Spante et
al. (2018), digital competence is used in politically un-
derpinned publications and tends to concern the profes-
sional use of technology in different contexts. They also
discern a geographical difference where digital literacy is
mainly used in English speaking countrieswhereas digital
competence is used in European countries such as Spain,
Italy and the Nordic countries.

Concepts like digital literacies and digital compe-
tence are used globally but whether these terms carry
the same meaning across languages and cultures or if
they are understood in a similar way is another mat-
ter. By taking the Nordic curricula as examples, this ar-
ticle attempts to clarify similarities and differences in
how the terms are conceptualized and used in Sweden,
Denmark, Finland, and Norway. Since the Nordic coun-
tries are close geographically, and to some extent also
culturally, differences between these countries may indi-
cate where understandings of the terms tend to diverge
also in a broader global context, while similarities found
may point out what is significant in the Nordic interpre-
tation of the concepts.

1.1. Literacy and Digital Literacies

In educational contexts, literacy is sometimes used as
synonymous to central terms, such as knowledge and
learning (Säljö, 2012). However, in research on language
and language development, the term literacy derives
from the ability to read and write. Reading and writ-
ing have always been central and essential in education.
While, literacy in educational contexts previously mainly
referred to the ability to decipher, copy, and memorize
print-based typographical texts, it nowadays involves be-
ing able to understand and draw conclusions from a num-
ber of resources (cf., Resnick, 1987; Säljö, 2010). More-
over, there has been a shift from reproducing what is
already known to producing something new and rele-
vant, which means that production and performance
have become increasingly important in literacy practices
(Säljö, 2010).

Street (1995) argued for the need for an ideologi-
cal model of literacy, where literacy is understood as so-
cial practices, to shift away from the autonomous model
which regards literacy as a technical skill to master. From
the perspective of Street’s approach, focused on the
practices of reading and writing, literacy cannot be re-
garded as neutral but is always situated and affected by,
for example, social, cultural, and historical aspects of the
practices in which it occurs. Concepts containing literacy,
such as digital literacy, tend to contain an inherent ten-
sion between the twomodels identified by Street (1995).
In this way, conceptualizations of different literacies can
be placed on a continuum from descriptions of techni-
cal skills at one end, to descriptions of social practices at

the other. When viewed as a technical skill, digital liter-
acy, for example, tends to focus on skills such as being
able to handle the digital devices when communicating
online. Regarding literacy as a social practice, the inter-
est instead is on, for example, how online environments
affect the way individuals communicate and the social
norms that emerge on online arenas. Based on issues
of diversity, both when it comes to ways of expressing
meaning and in relation to multicultural societies, liter-
acy is nowadays often used in the plural, literacies. The
need for an expansion of the notion of literacy has been
argued for based on different premises, and notions of
what is “new” vary, as well as the changes which are
said to be needed in education. Common to the differ-
ent arguments for expanding the notion of literacy and
what it means to be able to read and write, is that they
focus on how meaning is made in a diverse and rapidly
changing society. In the late 20th century, an expansion
of the concept of literacy was largely argued for based
on a perception of literacy as social practice (e.g. Barton
& Hamilton, 1998; Scribner & Cole, 1981; Street, 1998).
Street’s (1998) notion of an ideological model of literacy
draws attention to the situatedness of literacy and how
the social setting effects what it means to be able to read
and write. The need to pay greater attention to vernac-
ular literacies in educational settings is stressed and the
“new”, in this case, mainly refers to how we understand
and describe literacy.

The New London Group (1996) argued for socially re-
sponsible curricula and an expansion of literacy based
on the increased multiplicity in contemporary societies
due to globalization, increased mobility, and the mul-
tiplicity of communication channels. “New” in this per-
spective relates to global societal changes that have im-
plications for education and put newdemands on the for-
mulation of curricula. The need to refer to literacies, or
multiliteracies, rather than the singular form was made
based on issues of diversity. Diversity here refers both
to populations from increasingly diverse backgrounds
and to the increased diversity in communication chan-
nels where texts combining verbal language, images, and
sound are common.

From a multimodal perspective, verbal language is
one of numerous ways of expressing meaning and there-
fore, in educational settings, it needs to be recognized
and greater attention be given to the fact that there
are other ways of expressing meaning, such as images,
sound, and movement (Bezemer & Kress, 2016; Johnson
& Kress, 2003). Kress (2010) argues that the relationship
between modes is changing since images and sound are
becoming increasingly important in screen-based com-
munication. What is “new” in this perspective is the
recognition and evaluation of alternative modes other
than the verbal and their increased importance in a
changing communication landscape.

When the concept of digital literacies emerged
around the turn of the century it was related to ‘new’
technology at that time, such as the internet. The dig-
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ital literacies suggested by Gilster (1997) differed from
earlier conceptions of literacies in that mastering the
digital technology was highlighted, whilst aspects relat-
ing to understanding and making meaning were down-
played. Focusing on practices that involved the use of
digital technology, Lankshear and Knobel (2008) argued
for an expansion of literacies since digital technologies
facilitated new ways of creating, receiving and sharing
texts. “New” in this perspective referred to a new mind-
set that involved both new technology and new “Ethos
stuff”. Comparing new and conventional literacies, the
“Ethos stuff” connected to new literaciesmeant that they
were more collaborative, participatory and distributed,
whereas conventional literacies were more published
and author-centric (Lankshear & Knobel, 2008).

Media literacy is sometimes considered to be part of,
or equivalent to, digital literacy (Erstad & Amdam, 2013).
However, Sefton-Green, Nixon and Erstad (2009) write
about the different focus inmedia and technology educa-
tion in the 1990s in Norway.Media education focused on
learning about the media, not learning through it. Tech-
nology education mainly concerned teaching students
how to use computer hardware and software. These dif-
ferencesmeant thatmedia educationwasmainly done in
the social sciences by teachers with a background in the
humanities, while technology education was carried out
by teachers with a natural sciences background. Accord-
ing to Sefton-Green et al. (2009), this split has prevailed
and been manifested in conceptualizations of digital lit-
eracy as well as in policy and educational practices.

Curricula in the Nordic countries, as well as research
on classroom practices, are compared by Elf, Gilje, Olin-
Scheller and Slotte (2018) with a focus on multimodality.
They come to the conclusion that multimodal teaching is
connected to the use of digital technology and that mul-
timodality as a concept is discernible in mother tongue
subjects (L1-subjects) in all four countries; i.e. Swedish,
Danish, Finnish, and Norwegian, but there are differ-
ences in howmultimodality is conceptualized. Moreover,
they see a change in all four settings, moving from re-
ception to production in the goals to be achieved by the
students. Whereas receptive analyses, of for example
the multimodality of advertisements or films, have been
present in the curricula previously, goals have now been
added aiming at the production of multimodal texts. In
order to assess the multimodal productions that stu-
dents are expected to create, qualitative aspects of mul-
timodal productions need to be formulated in, for exam-
ple, grading criteria. Elf et al. (2018) describe this as a
historically new situation in the Nordic context.

Recently there has been an increased interest in how
to develop critical digital literacies and Pangrazio (2017)
outline three understandings of critical digital literacies;
a critical literacy approach, a critical media literacy ap-
proach, and a digital design approach. Pangrazio also
points out that critical digital literacy appears to have
become positioned as an either/or position; “where cri-

tique of the digital context is focused on either critical
consumption or creative production; and builds either
the technical skills of design or the more general, the-
oretical skills of critique” (p. 168). Pangrazio argues for
the need to consider critical digital literacies in a broader
sense where social, political, economic, and technical is-
sues are considered. An understanding of how power
symmetries are created in digital environments could be
developed by examining how inequalities are reinforced
by digital technologies and how they could be challenged
by focusing on the role that questioning and challenging
have in shaping and re-configuring techno-social systems.
This conceptualization of digital literacies, as social prac-
tices affected by broader societal issues, echoes the argu-
ments brought forward by Street (1995) in the ideologi-
cal model of literacy.

Literacy is not a concept that is easily translated into
the Nordic languages. Litteracitet is in Sweden some-
times used as a direct translation of the English word but
often the English term is retained instead. Similarly, com-
petence is often used as a term (kompetens in Swedish,
kompetanse in Norwegian and Danish1) but sometimes
other words are used that could also be translated as ba-
sic skills. This means that different terms are used in the
different national curricula. Krumsvik (2008) states that
Norway, in 2006, was the first country in the world to in-
troduce digital competence, as a basic skill in line with
reading and writing, in their national curriculum. How-
ever, the term competence is not used but rather what
may also be translated as basic skills (grunnleggende
færdigheter).

1.2. Digital Competence

The concepts of competence and competency have
mainly been discussed in the literature on management
strategies and have sometimes been used interchange-
ably. While Le Deist and Winterton (2005) describe com-
petence as a “fuzzy concept” because of the difficulties
in arriving at a definitionwhich can accommodate the dif-
ferent ways that the term has been used. Nevertheless,
they outline the difference between competence and
competency; although the usage is inconsistent, com-
petence predominantly refers to functionality and be-
ing able to function within an organisation effectively,
whereas competency refers to behavioural areas. In re-
search and policy on education, the term competence is
the one that is predominantly used.

In 2006, Digital competence was included in the
framework of key competences for all citizens by the
European Union (EU) commission (European Parliament,
2006). Eight key competences were outlined as neces-
sary for personal fulfilment, active citizenship, social co-
hesion, and employability. The EU framework should
form a basis for further learning and the ability to de-
velop and update the key competences throughout life.
Ala-Mutka, Punie and Redecker (2008) state that EUs

1 Since Finland has two official languages, Finnish and Swedish, the Finnish documents have been read in Swedish.
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definition of digital competence: “involves the confident
and critical use of ICT for employment, learning, self-
development, and participation in society” (p. 4). More-
over, the definition includes the knowledge, skills, and at-
titudes needed to work, live, and learn in the knowledge
society. However, Søby (2008) argues that the meaning
of the concept of digital competence is highly negotiable
and in need of interpretation in actual educational prac-
tice. It is not simply details of what specific skills are to
be taught in schools which are at stake in such negotia-
tions and interpretations; on a deeper level, there is also
the question of what knowledge and competences the
citizens of tomorrow will need and are entitled to. Hope
and expectations to deal with a number of complex ques-
tions are being placed on schools and a vision of techno-
logical developments as the solution to these complex
questions are prominent. However, Selwyn (2013, 2016)
explicate that while technology may provide new or dif-
ferent possibilities, they also bring about new questions
and problematic issues and tend to reproduce grounds
for discrimination, e.g. gender, ethnicity, religion, sexual
orientation, and disability.

In policy documents from UNESCO (Broadband Com-
mission, 2017) and the EU (Carretero, S., Vuorikari, R.,
& Punie, Y, 2017) a combination of a technical and a
practice-oriented view can be discerned. UNESCO out-
lines three levels of digital competence; functional skills,
generic skills, and higher level skills. The functional skills
include a basic understanding of how technology works
as well as access to technology, whereas the higher level
skills relate to specialist competences required for ICT
professionals, such as programming skills, critical think-
ing, and innovation. The generic skills at the intermedi-
ate level, are often the ones in focus in national poli-
cies as well as in the EU’s Digital Competence Frame-
work for Citizens (Carretero et al., 2017) and the OECD’s
Framework for Digital Skills (OECD, 2016). DigComp2.1
(Carretero et al., 2017) consist of five competence areas,
eachwith seven proficiency levels, which together create
a complex structure of what digital competence contains
and how different levels can be measured.

Krumsvik (2008) writes that the concept of digi-
tal competence in the Nordic countries is interpreted
and used referring to the German term bildung (bild-
ning—in Swedish, dannelse—in Norwegian and Danish).
Gustavsson (2009) explains bildung as a personal rela-
tionship to knowledge and understanding of oneself as
well as the world. Global questions connected to citizen-
ship and human rights and the development of humanity
are important aspects of bildung (Biesta, 2002). Accord-
ing to Krumsvik, digital bildung concerns the effect that
digitalization has on society and includes identity devel-
opment and how individuals partake in different commu-
nities online. The need to develop critical abilities and
being able to evaluate digital sources, as well as being
aware of ethical and moral issues connected to the use
of technology is a part of digital bildung.

2. Comparing Curricula: Methodology and
Methodological Considerations

General parts of the curricula in all four countries have
been studied (Skolverket, 2017a; Undervisningsminis-
teriet [UVM], 2018a; Utbildningsstyrelsen, 2014; Utdan-
ningsdirektoratet, 2018), as well as documents that
specifically aim to conceptualize digital competence, or
the equivalent concepts used (Skolverket, 2017b; Utdan-
ningsdirektoratet, 2017; UVM, 2018b). No such docu-
ments were found in connection to the Finnish curricu-
lum, but this curriculum is, on the other hand, a more ex-
tensive document which includes conceptualizations of
the terms used. Since the Norwegian curriculum has in-
cluded conceptualizations of digital competence for sev-
eral years, an earlier version of the framework for basic
skills (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2012) has also been anal-
ysed in order to compare it to the more recent one.

Rather than searching for specific terms, the docu-
ments were read in order to identify which concepts
were used and how they were conceptualized. The find-
ings were compared across curricula and analyzed in
relation to earlier research on digital literacy and digi-
tal competence.

Elf et al. (2018) discuss methodological questions in
relation to the analysis and comparison of curricula in dif-
ferent countries, which strongly relate to methodologi-
cal issues in this article. Similar to Elf et al. (2018), diffi-
culties were found when reading and analyzing the cur-
ricula since they are written and structured in different
ways. Another difficulty was finding and choosing which
documents to read and analyze. An overview of the doc-
uments that were reviewed as well as the concepts used
in the different countries are presented in Table 1.

Since the author is most familiar with the Swedish
curriculum and educational system, the analysis of the
Swedish curricula is of deeper scope in the sense that
the analysis was made on both the general level and at
the subject level. The analysis of the Danish, Finnish, and
Norwegian curricula focus on the general part of the cur-
ricula which outlines interdisciplinary aspects, whereas
the analysis of the Swedish curricula aims to give a more
comprehensive view of the conceptualization of digital
competence also in connection to subject syllabi. The de-
cision to focus on the general part of the curricula in all
countries was made based on the scope of this article
but further analysis of, for example, syllabi for different
subjects could be a possible way to further the analysis.

3. Nordic Curricula

Curricula in the Nordic countries have all undergone re-
cent changes and revisions, partially due to issues of dig-
italization of society and education. In the following sec-
tion, how digital literacy and competence are referred to
in the curricula in the four Nordic countries, Denmark,
Finland, Norway and Sweden, are outlined. Curricula for
compulsory education in all four countries, i.e. primary
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Table 1. An overview of the concepts used and the reviewed documents.

Country Concepts used Status in the curricula Reviewed documents

Denmark IT and Media One of three interdisciplinary Common goals in Danish curriculum (UVM, 2018a)
fields Guidance to IT and Media (UVM, 2018b)

Finland Multiliteracies and Two of seven multifaceted Finnish curriculum for compulsory education
Digital competence competences (Utbildningsstyrelsen, 2014)

Norway Digital skills One of five basic skills Overall part of the curriculum
(ferdigheter) (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2018)

Framework for basic skills
(Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2012, 2017)

Sweden Digital competence Incorporated into overall goals Swedish curricula for compulsory education
and syllabus for some subjects (Skolverket, 2017a)

Commentaries to revisions of curricula and digital
competence (Skolverket, 2017b)

and lower-secondary school, have been analyzed. First, a
more in-depth analysis of the Swedish curricula is made,
followed by an outline of how digital competence is con-
ceptualized in the general part of the curricula in the
other Nordic countries.

3.1. Sweden

The current Swedish curricula came into effect in 2011
but have been revised several times since. Following a
national strategy for the digitalization of education, revi-
sions were made in 2017 to strengthen students’ digital
competence as well as the links between different sub-
jects (Skolverket, 2017a).

The Swedish curricula consist of two introductory
chapters outlining fundamental values and tasks, as well
as overall goals and guidelines for all grades and sub-
jects. Revisions weremade in these chapters as well as in
the aims and core content of Swedish, Swedish as a sec-
ond language, Social science, Physical education, Natural
Science, Technology, Mathematics, and Crafts2. Though
the revisions intend to strengthen students’ digital com-
petence, no alterations to the knowledge requirements
in the subject syllabi were made. This implies that the
digital competence of the students is not part of assess-
ment and therefore cannot be referred to as a standard
to obtain but rather a skill to use in order to acquire the
knowledge required.

The Swedish National Agency for Education has pub-
lished commentaries on the revisions to further explain
to teachers what is meant by the curricula’s revisions
(Skolverket, 2017b). In the commentary, they outline
four aspects of digital competence; to understand the ef-
fects of digitalization on society, to be able to use and
understand digital tools and media, to have a critical
and responsible approach, and to be able to solve prob-
lems and convert ideas into action. These aspects are

clearly mirrored in the following paragraph which has
been added to the first chapter of the curricula:

The school should contribute to the students devel-
oping an understanding of how digitalization affects
the individual and society’s development. All students
should be given the opportunity to develop their abil-
ity to use digital technology. They should also be given
the opportunity to develop a critical and responsible
approach to digital technology, in order to see oppor-
tunities and understand risks as well as to evaluate in-
formation. The education will thus help students de-
velop digital competence. (Skolverket, 2017a, p. 9)

Earlier on the same page, the effects of digitalization on
the individual and the society are stressed in the follow-
ing sentences (revisions in bold):

The students should be able to orient themselves and
act in a complex reality with an extensive flow of in-
formation, increased digitalization and a fast pace of
change. (Skolverket, 2017a, p. 9)

The ability of students to act in a complex reality and to
critically review information has been added and the role
that digitalization is seen to have is also stressed.

Revisions in the first two chapters mainly outline
the societal effects of digitalization. The responsibility of
teachers and headmasters to make sure that all students
have the opportunity to develop an understanding of
ethical and moral issues is also stressed. In chapter two,
the responsibility of the school, the headmaster and the
teachers are outlined. The school is responsible for the
students having certain knowledge and being able to do
certain things once they complete their compulsory ed-
ucation. Adjustments have been made to one of these
responsibilities (revisions in bold):

2 The Craft subject in Sweden is divided into two: Needlework and Woodwork, and at primary level (up to year 6) all students have lessons in both craft
subjects. At the lower secondary level, the students chose one of the subjects.
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(The student…) is able to use both digital tools and
media and other tools when searching for knowl-
edge, processing information, solving problems,
creating, communicating and learning (Skolverket,
2017a, p. 13)

The expression “both digital tools and media and other
tools” as well as “both with and without digital tools”
is a common addition that was made in the revisions
throughout curricula. In earlier versions of the curricu-
lum, it instead referred to “modern technology”. Being
able to handle the flow of information and using tools
for problem-solving was added to indicate what the stu-
dent should be able to do with the tools, whether digital
or not.

When it comes to revisions in the different sub-
jects, changes relating to the aspects outlined by the
National Agency for Education (Skolverket, 2017a) have
been made to a different extent in the different subjects.
Revisions aiming to develop students’ understanding of
how digitalization affects society as well as developing
a critical and responsible approach were mainly made
within the subject of Social Science. In Civics, for exam-
ple, the following sentence has been added in the sub-
ject’s aim:

Students should be given the opportunity to under-
stand the significance of digitalization for societal
development and for personal integrity. (Skolverket,
2017a, p. 218)

In the subject of Swedish and Swedish as a second lan-
guage, the students’ ability to act responsibly in online
environments have also been added as part of the core
content with additions such as:

Acting responsiblywhen communicating in digital and
other media and in different contexts. (Skolverket,
2017a, p. 255)

Problem-solving is mainly addressed in the subjects of
Mathematics and Technology, often in connection to ad-
ditional core content about programming. However, as-
pects relating to the ability to convert ideas into ac-
tion are also stressed by the revisions in Social Science,
Swedish, and Swedish as a second language, with addi-
tions stating that students should act in certain ways, of-
ten responsibly and ethically.

To be able to use and understand digital tools and
media is the aspect that is most prominent in the revi-
sions and permeates changes in all subjects. In an anal-
ysis of the revisions made in the syllabus of the differ-
ent subjects, 72% or the revisions could be classified as
concerning the use of digital tools (Godhe, Magnusson,
& Sofkova Hashemi, 2019). This points to a view of dig-
italization as primarily a matter of using digital tools ex-
tensively and increasingly, which could be seen as mir-
roring what Street (1995) described as an autonomous

model of literacy, where literacy is regarded as a tech-
nical skill, rather than a social practice. However, about
13% of the revisions (Godhe el al., 2019) concern societal
aspects and the development of a critical and responsi-
ble approach such as shown in the excerpt above from
the subject of Civics. In line with what Krumsvik (2008)
pointed out, this, as well as a focus on students ability
to take action in society (second and fifth quote above),
could be regarded as a distinct interpretation of digital
competence that incorporates aspects of digital bildung
by emphasizing societal aspects and a critical approach
to the digitalization of society and education.

3.2. Denmark

In the Danish curriculum, IT and Media is the term used
rather than digital competence. IT and Media is one of
three interdisciplinary themes outlined in the Danish cur-
ricula (UVM, 2018a, 2018b). The other two themes are
Innovation and entrepreneurship, and Language devel-
opment. The word competence is used in the learning
outcomes (kompetencemål) which are specified for each
subject (UVM, 2018a) but not for the interdisciplinary
themes. The interdisciplinary themes are supposed to be
integrated into teaching and they are also incorporated
into each subject.

In the guidelines for the IT andMedia theme, IT is de-
fined as information technology for collecting, process-
ing, storing, and spreading information while Media is
defined as digital media, meaning digitally based meth-
ods and environments for information, communication,
learning, and entertainment (UVM, 2018b). In an educa-
tional perspective, the theme focuses on both technol-
ogy and communication. IT and Media competence is re-
garded as essential to be able to actively take part in a
mediatized and digitalized society since citizens need to
be able to use and understand IT and Media’s influence
on society in order to reflect on both their own use of
social media and how individual and common goals can
be achieved through media.

IT andMedia competence concern the ability to com-
municate through different media, find and share infor-
mation digitally, create content and participate in so-
cial processes through IT andMedia. Multimodal produc-
tions are said to create opportunities for student learn-
ing, but for this to happen students need to have the
competence to use multimodal resources.

Four possible roles for students to takewhenworking
with IT and Media in different subjects are outlined. Stu-
dents can be; critical investigators, analytical receivers,
creative producers, or responsible participants (UVM,
2018b). These roles are regarded as fluid and are devel-
oped throughout the learning process so that students’
positions may vary and expand during the process. As a
critical investigator, the students’ ability to find, organize,
choose and critically examine information is in focus. The
students’ ability to analyze themessage and the senders’
intention is central when the student is being an analyt-
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ical receiver. The ability to analyze multimodal composi-
tions is highlighted here as well as in the third role as a
creative producer. To be a creative producer the student
needs to be competent in creating digital productions
where digital tools are used creatively and where the
message, and which modes to use, is adapted to the re-
ceiver. The fourth role, responsible participant, concerns
communicative competences such as online cooperation
and knowledge sharing. The student needs to take ethi-
cal aspects into consideration as well as the copyright of
digital material. In the description of these roles, exam-
ples are also given in relation to the learning outcomes
(kompetencemål) in different subjects.

The focus in the Danish curriculum is to a large ex-
tent on communication where the ability to use technol-
ogy is seen as a prerequisite. What is emphasized is the
students’ ability to participate actively, creatively, and re-
sponsibly, both as a consumer and a producer, in digital
communication. Digitalization is to a large extent concep-
tualized along the lines of Streets ideological model of lit-
eracy where how to engage in different social practices is
in focus. In a sense, the use of the term IT and Media al-
lows for two slightly different conceptualizations where
ITmainly concerns the use of toolswhileMedia relates to
communication and broader issues connected to society
and digital bildung.

3.3. Finland

In the Finnish curriculum, which came into effect in
2016, seven multifaceted competences are seen as
complementary to traditional school subjects (Utbild-
ningsstyrelsen, 2014). The need for these multifaceted
competences results from global changes which mean
that in order to be an active citizen, broad competences
are needed which go beyond and bridge scientific sub-
jects (p. 18). These competences should permeate all
subjects and aim to develop the students understanding
of themselves, their strengths as well as ways to develop
and self-evaluate. Two of these competences are Digi-
tal Competence andMultiliteracies (multilitteracitet). As
mentioned earlier, the concept of multiliteracies derives
from the New London Group (1996) and stresses the im-
portance of both linguistic and cultural diversity.

In the Finnish curriculum, Multiliteracies broadens
the notion of what a text is to include verbal, visual, au-
ditive, numerical, and kinetic sign systems, which closely
relates to the socio-semiotic view on languages and re-
search argued for by for example Kress (2010) and Jewitt
(2006). To have Multiliteracy competence involves being
able to search, combine, redesign, produce, present, and
critically evaluate information in different forms and con-
texts, using a variety of tools (Utbildningsstyrelsen, 2014,
p. 21). Moreover, it involves developing critical thinking
and learning how to learn. Reading incorporates both
traditional reading environments as well as multimedia
ones, where digital tools are used in several ways. Mul-
timodal teaching materials have to be used and the stu-

dents should be given the possibility to understand cul-
tural associations between the texts.

Digital competence is regarded as both a tool for
learning and the object of learning. The description of
digital competence focuses on digital tools and the prin-
cipals of how to use the digital tools and how they work,
as well as how pupils should develop their practical digi-
tal competencewhen creating their own products.More-
over, the pupils should be given guidance on how to
use the tools responsibly, ergonomically, and safely, with
pupils being taught how to use the tools creatively and
for carrying out investigations as well as when communi-
cating and creating networks. Digital Competence is con-
sidered to be important for citizens, both in its own right
and as part ofMultiliteracies (Utbildningsstyrelsen, 2014,
p. 21). Even though Multiliteracies and Digital Compe-
tence are two separate competences in the Finnish cur-
riculum, Digital Competence is simultaneously written
about as being a part of Multiliteracies since it is con-
ceptualized as concerning the use of digital tools while
the focus in Multiliteracies is on broadening the notion
of what a text is, students’ ability to search for and eval-
uate text, and the development of critical thinking.

Going back to Street’s (1995) definition of two mod-
els for literacy, the two competences, Multiliteracies and
Digital Competence, both incorporate and divide the two
models since Digital Competence is conceptualized as
mainly being a technical skill, i.e. the autonomousmodel,
whereasMultiliteracies concerns literacy as a social prac-
tice. The relation between the competences is slightly
ambiguous since Digital Competence is a competence in
its own right but also said to be part of multiliteracies.
This indicates that digitalization as a technical skill forms
a part of social practices and hence is subordinate. Relat-
ing to the concept ofMultiliteracies, as used in the curric-
ula and by the New LondonGroup (1996), diversity in the
Finnish curriculummainly concerns diversity in language
and texts, whereas cultural diversity and multiplicity are
only briefly mentioned. Moreover, the term is written in
the singular in the Finnish curriculum (multilitteracitet),
thereby losing its original double plural form.

3.4. Norway

In the Norwegian curriculum (Utdanningsdirektoratet,
2017, 2018) five basic skills (ferdigheter) are outlined;
digital skills, verbal skills, being able to read, count, and
write. These basic skills are incorporated into the compe-
tence goals defined for each subject and are also seen
as necessary tools for learning and development and a
pre-requisite for students to be able to show their com-
petence. The word competence is used in connection to
the different subjects and the goals for students to reach
(kompetansemål). Competence is defined as:

The ability to acquire and use knowledge and skills
to master challenges and solve assignments in known
and unknown contexts and situations. Competence
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implies understanding and the ability to reflect and
think critically. (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2018, p. 11)

Even though the word bildung is not used, the defini-
tion of competence in the Norwegian curricula focuses
on critical abilities commonly associated with bildung.

In the description of digital skills as a basic skill
(Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2017, p. 3), digital skills are
conceptualized as being the ability to acquire and pro-
cess information, creatively using digital resources and
to communicate and interact with others in digital en-
vironments. Moreover, it involves being able to appro-
priately and sensibly use digital resources and develop
digital judgement through knowledge and strategies for
internet use. Furthermore, digital skills are an impor-
tant skill for learning and actively partaking in an ever-
changing society and working life. The digital develop-
ment is in the description said to have changed the
premises for reading, writing, counting, and verbal ex-
pressions, thereby changing the learning processes and
workingmethods but also raising the demands for sound
judgement (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2017, p. 3).

Within the basic digital skills, five skill areas are out-
lined; using and understanding, finding and managing,
producing and processing, communicating and interact-
ing, and the exercise of digital judgement (Utdanningsdi-
rektoratet, 2017, pp. 3–4). Using and understanding con-
cern digital resources and how to navigate in and outside
of networks, safeguarding information and data. Finding
andmanaging focuses on the ability to interpret and eval-
uate information, being critical and referring to sources.
Information may consist of texts, sound, images, videos,
symbols, and data. Producing and processing creatively
using digital resources involves creating new digital prod-
ucts and developing or reusing existing ones. Digital inter-
action entails using digital resources for planning, orga-
nizing, and performing learning activities together with
others through sharing and co-writing. Exercising digital
judgement means following rules to protect one’s pri-
vacy and being considerate to others’ online. This can
be done by using strategies to avoid unwanted situations
and also by critically reflecting on one’s own ethics and
values online and in social media. Five different levels are
outlined for each skill area but from this framework doc-
ument (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2017) it is not clear how
they connect to different subject and learning outcomes
(kompetansemål).

Comparing the earlier framework for digital skills
(Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2012) with the current one, in
the previous version there is an emphasis on using digital
tools, media and resources, while the focus in the later
version has shifted towards evaluating digital sources
and critically engaging in digital environments (Utdan-
ningsdirektoratet, 2017). For example, in the early ver-
sion, digital tools, media, and resources should be used
to search for, navigate, categorize, and interpret digital
information appropriately and critically. In the newer ver-
sion, the same competence area is described as being

able to process, interpret, and evaluate information from
digital sources.

The conceptualization of digital skills in the Norwe-
gian curriculum resembles how digital competence is
conceptualized in the Swedish curricula. However, it dif-
fers in that it is described as being one of five basic skills
and hence on par with literacy and numeracy which is
not the case in the Swedish curricula. Compared to how
digital skills are conceptualized in earlier versions of the
curricula, there is a shift from a focus on tools to a fo-
cus on social practices in digital environments. Relating
to Street’s models of literacy, this shift indicates a shift
of models from the autonomous model towards the ide-
ological model.

4. Conclusion and Discussion

Different terms are used in the national curricula of the
Nordic countries when addressing how compulsory ed-
ucation can prepare students for living and working in
a digitalized society. In Finland, Digital Competence is
used in combination with Multiliteracies, while the Nor-
wegian curriculum uses digital skills (ferdigheter) and IT
and Media are used in Denmark. Digital competence is
used consistently only in the Swedish curricula. How-
ever, apart from in this case, the term competence is not
used elsewhere in the Swedish curricula, whereas both
the Danish and the Norwegian curricula use competence
when describing the goals that students need to achieve
in different subjects. In all four countries, the area of
knowledge that is described as connecting to these terms
is supposed to be integrated into school subjects. Since
this analysis has not taken into account the syllabi for dif-
ferent subjects, conclusions cannot be drawn on how, or
to which extent, this is done.

In Denmark, IT and Media is regarded as an inter-
disciplinary theme, and in Finland, Multiliteracies and
Digital Competence are regarded as complementary to
school subjects. Norway instead sees digital skills as a
basic skill on a par with reading and writing. The status
of digital competence in the Swedish curricula is not as
clearly defined as in the other countries, but recent re-
visions are supposed to support the development of stu-
dents’ digital competence and revisions are made both
in the general part of the curriculum and in the syllabi of
some subjects.

The Finnish curriculum is the only one that specifi-
cally refers to literacy, although to multiliteracies rather
than digital literacies. Critical literacy is also briefly men-
tioned in the explanation ofMultiliteracies. Diversity and
critical aspects in relation to meaning-making are con-
nected to Multiliteracies in the Finnish curriculum while
handling of technology is a part of Digital Competence.
Similarly, in the Danish curriculum, IT mainly concerns
technological aspects, while Media focuses on communi-
cation in different environments.

Communication and the handling of information
form part of the terms used in all curricula and connects
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to aspects of literacy as a social practice. How to com-
municate and handle information in different digital en-
vironments, as well as multimodal aspects of texts, are
described as being part of what students should learn
throughout their education. Aspects of critical digital lit-
eracy can be found when broader social, political, eco-
nomic, and technical issues are included in the concep-
tualization of the terms. Moreover, the conceptualiza-
tions incorporate being critical to the effects of digital-
ization in society, thereby breaking with common defi-
nitions of competence that connect it to effective func-
tioning in different environments (Le Deist & Winterton,
2005). The incorporation of broader societal issues as
well critical abilities in the terms used in curricula to de-
scribe what young people of the Nordic countries should
learn during their compulsory education can be seen as
a connection to bildung and indicates a certain Nordic
interpretation of how digital literacy and competence
are conceptualized.

Comparing curricula from different countries is chal-
lenging since the way they are written and organized dif-
fer and while I have some knowledge of historical as-
pects in the Swedish context, this knowledge is more
limited within the other contexts. The scope of this ar-
ticle does not allow for an in-depth analysis of all four
curricula, hence this is an area where further research
is needed. Analysing and comparing syllabi for different
subjects and comparing Nordic curricula to curricula in
other parts of the world, are other interesting areas that
need to be investigated further.

Summing up, the terms used in connection to stu-
dents’ digital literacy or competence, are in the Nordic
curricula conceptualized in a broad sense where societal
issues and a critical approach are emphasized. In that
sense, Krumsvik’s (2008) statement that digital compe-
tence takes on a particular meaning in Nordic countries,
influenced by the notion of bildung, appears to be de-
tectable within the curricula of all countries. Since digital
bildung emphasizes broader societal issues and critical
aspects it involvesmuchmore than the competent use of
digital tools. Though competence or literacy as a techni-
cal skill is mentioned in the curricula, societal issues and
the need for critical thinking is accentuated. Moreover,
a shift appears to be taking place where students’ pro-
duction, rather than perception, is emphasized (Elf et al.,
2018) andwhere digital literacy or competence as a tech-
nical skill is taken over by conceptualizations that stress
the importance of being aware of both the opportunities
and the risks present in a digitalized society, in order to
become a responsible citizen.

Acknowledgments

I would like to thank Sylvana Sofkova Hashemi and Petra
Magnusson for ideas and inspiration in connection with
the analysis of the Swedish curriculum and work that
we have done together previously. I would also like to
thank the Department of Education, Communication and

Learning at Gothenburg University for financial and pro-
fessional support.

Conflict of Interests

The author declares no conflict of interests.

References

Ala-Mutka, K., Punie, Y., & Redecker, C. (2008). Dig-
ital competence for lifelong learning (No. 48708).
Seville: JRC. Retrieved fromhttp://ftp.jrc.es/EURdoc/
JRC48708.TN.pdf

Barton, D., & Hamilton, M. (1998). Local literacies. Lon-
don: Routledge.

Bezemer, J., & Kress, G. (2016). Multimodality, learning
and communication: A social semiotic frame. London:
Routledge.

Biesta, G. (2002). How general can buildung be? Reflec-
tions on the future of a modern educational ideal.
Journal of Philosophy of Education, 36(3), 377–390.

Broadband Commission. (2017). Working group on
education—Digital skills for life and work. Paris:
UNESCO. Retrieved from http://unesdoc.unesco.
org/images/0025/002590/259013e.pdf

Carretero, S., Vuorikari, R., & Punie, Y. (2017). Dig-
Comp 2.1: The Digital Competence Framework for
Citizens with eight proficiency levels and examples
of use (No. 106281). Seville: JRC. Retrieved from
publications.jrc.ec.europa.se/repository/bitstream/
JRC106281/web-digcomp2.1pdf_(online).pdf

Elf, N., Gilje, Ø., Olin-Scheller, C., & Slotte, A. (2018).
Nordisk status og forskningsperspektiver: Multi-
modalitet i styredokumenter og klasserumsrum-
spraksis [Nordic status and research perspective:
Mulitmodality in policy documents and classroom
practices]. In M. Rogne & L. Rune Waage (Eds.),Mul-
timodalitet i skole- og fritidstekstar. Ein vitskapleg
antologi [Multimodality in school- and downtime
texts. A scientific anthology] (pp. 71−104). Bergen:
Fagbokforlaget.

Erstad, O., & Amdam, S. (2013). From protection to pub-
lic participation, Javnost–The Public, 20(2), 83–98.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13183222.2013.11009115

European Commission. (2018). Communication from
the Commission to the European Parliament, the
Council, the European Economic and Social Com-
mittee and the Committee of the Regions (Working
Paper, COM(2018), No. 22). Brussels: European Com-
mission. Retrieved from https://eur-lex.europa.eu/
legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52018SC0012
&from=EN

European Parliament. (2006). Recommendation of
the European parliament and of the council
2006/962/EG. Strasbourg: European Parliament. Re-
trieved from http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/
EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32006H0962

Gilster, P. (1997). Digital literacy. New York: Wiley Com-

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 25–35 33

http://ftp.jrc.es/EURdoc/JRC48708.TN.pdf
http://ftp.jrc.es/EURdoc/JRC48708.TN.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0025/002590/259013e.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0025/002590/259013e.pdf
publications.jrc.ec.europa.se/repository/bitstream/JRC106281/web-digcomp2.1pdf_(online).pdf
publications.jrc.ec.europa.se/repository/bitstream/JRC106281/web-digcomp2.1pdf_(online).pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/13183222.2013.11009115
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52018SC0012&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52018SC0012&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52018SC0012&from=EN
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32006H0962
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32006H0962


puter Publications.
Godhe, A.-L., Magnusson, P., & Sofkova Hashemi, S.

(2019). Adequate digital competence: Exploring revi-
sions in the Swedish national curriculum. Manuscript
submitted for publication.

Gustavsson, B. (2009). Utbildningens förändrade villkor:
Nya perspektiv på kunskap, bildning och demokrati
[New perspectives on knowledge, bildung and
democracy]. Stockholm: Liber.

Jewitt, C. (2006). Technology, literacy and learning: A
multimodal approach. London: Routledge.

Johnson, D., & Kress, G. (2003). Globalisation, literacy
and society: Redesigning pedagogy and assessment.
Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy & Practice,
10(1), 5–14.

Kress, G. (2010). Multimodality: A social semiotic ap-
proach to contemporary communication. London:
Routledge.

Krumsvik, R. J. (2008). Situated learning and teachers’
digital competence. Education and Information Tech-
nologies, 13(4), 279–290.

Lankshear, C., & Knobel, M. (2008). New literacies: Every-
day practices and classroom learning. Maidenhead:
Open University Press.

Lea, M. R. (2013). Reclaiming literacies: Competing tex-
tual practices in a digital higher education. Teaching
in Higher Education, 18(1), 106–118. https://doi.org/
10.1080/13562517.2012.756465

Le Deist, F. D., & Winterton, J. (2005). What is compe-
tence? Human Resource Development International,
8(1), 27–46.

New London Group. (1996). A pedagogy of multilitera-
cies: Designing social futures. Harvard Educational
Review, 66(1), 60–92.

OECD. (2016). Skills for a digital world: Policy brief on
the future of work. Paris: OECD. Retrieved fromwww.
oecd.org/els/emp/Skills-for-a-Digital-World.pdf

Pangrazio, L. (2017). Reconceptualising critical digital lit-
eracy. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Ed-
ucation, 37(2), 163–174.

Resnick, L. B. (1987). Learning in school and out. Educa-
tional Researcher, 16(9), 13–20.

Scribner, S., & Cole, M. (1981). The psychology of literacy.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Sefton-Green, J., Nixon, H., & Erstad, O. (2009). Review-
ing approaches and perspectives on “digital literacy”.
Pedagogies: An International Journal, 4(2), 107–125.

Selwyn, N. (2013). Education in a digital world: Global
perspectives on technology and education. New York:
Routledge.

Selwyn, N. (2016). Is technology good for education?
Cambridge: Polity Press.

Skolverket. (2017a). Läroplan för grundskolan samt
för förskoleklassen och fritidshemmet [Curriculum
for the compulsory school, preschool class and
school-age educare]. Retrieved from https://www.
skolverket.se/undervisning/grundskolan/laroplan-
och-kursplaner-for-grundskolan/laroplan-lgr11-

for-grundskolan-samt-for-forskoleklassen-och-
fritidshemmet

Skolverket. (2017b). Få syn på digitaliseringen på
grundskolenivå–Ett kommentarmaterial till läroplan-
erna för förskoleklass, fritidshem och grundskoleut-
bildning [Noticing digitalization at compulsory edu-
cation level—Commentary to curricula for preschool
class, school-age educare and compulsory educa-
tion]. Retrieved from https://www.skolverket.se/
publikationer?id=3783

Spante, M., Hashemi, S. S., Lundin, M., & Algers, A.
(2018). Digital competence and digital literacy in
higher education reserach: Systematic review of con-
cept use. Cogent Education, 5(1). https://doi.org/10.
1080/2331186X.2018.1519143

Street, B. (1995). Social literacies: Critical approaches to
literacy in development, ethnography and education.
London: Longman.

Street, B. (1998). New literacies in theory and practice:
What are the implications for language in education?
Linguistics and Education, 10(1), 1–24.

Säljö, R. (2010). Digital tools and challenges to insti-
tutional traditions of learning: Technologies, social
memory and the performative nature of learning.
Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 26, 53–64.

Säljö, R. (2012). Literacy, digital literacy and epistemic
practices: The co-evolution of hybrid minds and ex-
ternal memory systems. Nordic Journal of Digital Lit-
eracy, 7(1), 5–19.

Søby, M. (2008). Digital competence—From education
policy to pedagogy: The Norwegian context. In C.
Lankshear & M. Knobel (Eds.), Digital literacies: Con-
cepts, policies and practices (pp. 119–150). New York:
Peter Lang.

Undervisningsministeriet. (2018a). Introduktion til
Fælles mål [Introduction to common goals].
Retrieved from https://www.emu.dk/modul/
introduktion-til-fælles-mål

Undervisningsministeriet. (2018b). It og medier–
vejledning [Guidance to IT and media]. Retrieved
Dec 2018 from https://www.emu.dk/modul/it-og-
medier-vejledning

Utbildningsstyrelsen. (2014). Grunderna för läroplanen
för den grundläggande utbildningen 2014 [The foun-
dation for the curriculum for elementary educa-
tion]. Retrieved from https://www.oph.fi/lp2016/
grunderna_for_laroplanen

Utdanningsdirektoratet. (2012). Rammeverk for grunnle-
gende ferdigheter [Framework for basic skills].
Retrieved from https://web.archive.org/web/
20140209161842/http://www.udir.no/Upload/
larerplaner/lareplangrupper/RAMMEVERK_grf_
2012.pdf?epslanguage=no

Utdanningsdirektoratet. (2017). Rammeverk for grunnle-
gende ferdigheter [Framework for basic skills].
Retrieved from https://www.udir.no/laring-og-
trivsel/lareplanverket/grunnleggende-ferdigheter/
rammeverk-for-grunnleggende-ferdigheter/

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 25–35 34

https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2012.756465
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2012.756465
www.oecd.org/els/emp/Skills-for-a-Digital-World.pdf
www.oecd.org/els/emp/Skills-for-a-Digital-World.pdf
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/grundskolan/laroplan-och-kursplaner-for-grundskolan/laroplan-lgr11-for-grundskolan-samt-for-forskoleklassen-och-fritidshemmet
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/grundskolan/laroplan-och-kursplaner-for-grundskolan/laroplan-lgr11-for-grundskolan-samt-for-forskoleklassen-och-fritidshemmet
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/grundskolan/laroplan-och-kursplaner-for-grundskolan/laroplan-lgr11-for-grundskolan-samt-for-forskoleklassen-och-fritidshemmet
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/grundskolan/laroplan-och-kursplaner-for-grundskolan/laroplan-lgr11-for-grundskolan-samt-for-forskoleklassen-och-fritidshemmet
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/grundskolan/laroplan-och-kursplaner-for-grundskolan/laroplan-lgr11-for-grundskolan-samt-for-forskoleklassen-och-fritidshemmet
https://www.skolverket.se/publikationer?id=3783
https://www.skolverket.se/publikationer?id=3783
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2018.1519143
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2018.1519143
https://www.emu.dk/modul/introduktion-til-fælles-mål
https://www.emu.dk/modul/introduktion-til-fælles-mål
https://www.emu.dk/modul/it-og-medier-vejledning
https://www.emu.dk/modul/it-og-medier-vejledning
https://www.oph.fi/lp2016/grunderna_for_laroplanen
https://www.oph.fi/lp2016/grunderna_for_laroplanen
https://web.archive.org/web/20140209161842/http://www.udir.no/Upload/larerplaner/lareplangrupper/RAMMEVERK_grf_2012.pdf?epslanguage=no
https://web.archive.org/web/20140209161842/http://www.udir.no/Upload/larerplaner/lareplangrupper/RAMMEVERK_grf_2012.pdf?epslanguage=no
https://web.archive.org/web/20140209161842/http://www.udir.no/Upload/larerplaner/lareplangrupper/RAMMEVERK_grf_2012.pdf?epslanguage=no
https://web.archive.org/web/20140209161842/http://www.udir.no/Upload/larerplaner/lareplangrupper/RAMMEVERK_grf_2012.pdf?epslanguage=no
https://www.udir.no/laring-og-trivsel/lareplanverket/grunnleggende-ferdigheter/rammeverk-for-grunnleggende-ferdigheter/
https://www.udir.no/laring-og-trivsel/lareplanverket/grunnleggende-ferdigheter/rammeverk-for-grunnleggende-ferdigheter/
https://www.udir.no/laring-og-trivsel/lareplanverket/grunnleggende-ferdigheter/rammeverk-for-grunnleggende-ferdigheter/


Utdanningsdirektoratet. (2018). Overordnet del av
læreplaneverket [Overall part of curriculum]. Re-

trieved from https://www.udir.no/laring-og-trivsel/
lareplanverket/overordnet-del/

About the Author

Anna-Lena Godhe holds a PhD in Applied Information Technology and her research interests revolve
around the use of digital technologies within language education. She has also been involved in re-
search on a MOOC created by and for teachers. Another area of research that Anna-Lena has worked
in concerns concepts such as digital literacy, digital competence, and data literacy. She has also been
involved in research comparing the conceptualization of digital literacy in different parts of the world.

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 25–35 35

https://www.udir.no/laring-og-trivsel/lareplanverket/overordnet-del/
https://www.udir.no/laring-og-trivsel/lareplanverket/overordnet-del/


Media and Communication (ISSN: 2183–2439)
2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 36–46

DOI: 10.17645/mac.v7i2.1987

Article

Multidimensional Approaches to Examining Digital Literacies in the
Contemporary Global Society

Kewman M. Lee 1,*, Sohee Park 2, Bong Gee Jang 3, and Byeong-Young Cho 4, 5

1 Reading, Foundations and Technology, Missouri State University, Springfield, MO 85687, USA;
E-Mail: kewmanlee@missouristate.edu
2 Chadwick School, Palos Verdes Peninsula, CA 90274, USA; E-Mail: ipadsohee@gmail.com
3 Reading and Language Arts, Syracuse University, Syracuse, NY 13244, USA; E-Mail: bojang@syr.edu
4 School of Education, University of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh, PA 15213, USA; E-Mail: choby@pitt.edu
5 Learning Research and Development Center, University of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh, PA 15213, USA; E-Mail: choby@pitt.edu

* Corresponding author

Submitted: 22 January 2019 | Accepted: 26 April 2019 | Published: 11 June 2019

Abstract
Literacy scholars have offered compelling theories about and methods for understanding the digital literacy practices of
youth. However, little work has explored the possibility of an approach that would demonstrate how different perspectives
on literacies might intersect and interconnect in order to better describe the multifaceted nature of youth digital literacies.
In this conceptual article, we adopt the idea of theoretical triangulation in interpretive inquiry and explore how multiple
perspectives can jointly contribute to constructing a nuanced description of young people’s literacies in today’s digitally
mediated global world. For this purpose, we first suggest a triangulation framework that integrates sociocultural, affective,
and cognitive perspectives on digital literacies, focusing on recent developments in these perspectives. We then use an
example of discourse data from a globally connected online affinity space and demonstrate how our multidimensional
framework can lead to a complex analysis and interpretation of the data. In particular, we describe the substance of one
specific case of youth digital literacies from each of the three perspectives on literacy, which in turn converge to provide
a complex account of such literacy practices. In conclusion, we discuss the promise and limitations of our integrative ap-
proach to studying the digital literacy practices of youth.

Keywords
Border-CrossingDiscourse; digital literacies; epistemic cognition; self-determination theory; theoretical triangulation; youth
digital literacies

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Critical Perspectives on Digital Literacies: Creating a Path Forward”, edited by Hiller A. Spires
(North Carolina State University, USA).

© 2019 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

Literacy scholars have offered compelling theories and
methodologies for understanding youths’ digital liter-
acy practices (e.g., Alvermann, 2010; Baker, 2010; Coiro,
Knobel, Lankshear, & Leu, 2008). However, the goals and
purposes, methodological considerations, and strengths
and limitations of literacy studies vary according to the
views that scholars take of what literacy means. For ex-

ample, if one sees literacies as practices that are socially
situated (Gee, 1990; Street, 1995), then one may pay at-
tention to how the members of a certain social group
represent, negotiate, and formulate their stances and
identities to meet their goals and interests (e.g., Latinx
social groups in Jiménez, 2000, and Moll, Amanti, Neff,
& Gonzalez, 1992; urban social groups in Moje & Lewis,
2007, and Morrell, 2004; transnational communities in
Jiménez, Smith, & Teague, 2009, and Skerrett, 2015). On
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the other hand, if others find the meaning of literacy
in the way that an individual mind works, they may fo-
cus on the intricate cognitive processes of the individual
engaged in reading, writing, thinking, and reasoning in
response to texts of different contents and forms (e.g.,
the functions of reader schema in Anderson & Pearson,
1984; the process of mental model-building in Kintsch,
1988; writers’ cognitive acts in response to rhetorical
contexts in Flower & Hayes, 1981).

Similarly, perspectives matter in literacies inquiries
situated in the twenty-first-century digital world. Re-
searchers who take sociocultural views of digital litera-
cies interpret what can be afforded and constrained in
a variety of online social groups and how digital com-
munities are initiated, formed, and developed toward
creating a space for the engagement and participation
of youths (e.g., digital media and popular culture in
Alvermann, 2010; video gaming communities in Gee &
Hayes, 2010; globally connected online literacy practices
in Hull, Stornaiuolo, & Sahni, 2010, and Hull, Stornaiuolo,
& Sterponi, 2013; multilingual literacies in digitally me-
diated transnational online contexts in Lam & Rosario-
Ramos, 2009). On the other hand, other scholars whose
perspectives emphasize cognitive aspects of individu-
als’ digital literacy practices may describe how read-
ers and writers engage in information processing and
meaning construction andwhat individual difference fac-
tors come into play in their cognitive engagement (e.g.,
information-seeking processes using web search engines
in Coiro & Dobler, 2007; strategic processing of multi-
ple sources available on the internet in Afflerbach &
Cho, 2009).

One thing we note here is the possibility that differ-
ent perspectives could inform, in both distinctive and col-
lective ways, how we examine the multifaceted nature
of digital literacies practices. For example, sociolinguis-
tic approaches may help us understand digital forms of
discourses within the online space through which youths
interact with others who share a common interest in
popular culture—for example, video games or fanfiction.
Researchers taking these approaches may be highly at-
tentive to noticing and interpreting features of such dis-
courses as social semiotic representations of the youths’
emerging identities as experts of the specific popular
culture developed through their digital interactions. Fur-
ther, a closer examination of adolescent writers’ moti-
vation demonstrated through their remixing practices in
this online space, as well as the capacities and skills em-
ployed in such remixing, could help us ponder founda-
tional processes in meaning-making and text construc-
tion. While the former approach (i.e., sociolinguistics)
helps us explore social phenomena broadly, the latter
perspectives (i.e., individual cognition and motivation)
certainly assist us in examining a specific individual’s cog-
nitive process in digital literacy practices within the so-
cial phenomena. Different perspectives substantiate dif-
ferent research foci even on a specific digital literacy prac-
tice, but a more integrative methodological approach

that interconnects multiple theories and perspectives
could help us see things more insightfully. Although dif-
ferent perspectives (and the underlying epistemologies)
may never be reconciled completely, a multilayered anal-
ysis of the same case could offer useful insights that
we might not be able to gain otherwise from a single,
limited perspective. Therefore, while we value the dis-
tinctive trajectories and boundaries of different perspec-
tives on and inquiries into literacies, we also creatively
explore ways of maximizing the benefits of those theo-
ries used together.

We found in our review of relevant research litera-
ture that there has been a lack of discussion of multi-
dimensional approaches that exploit different theories
and perspectives in order to examine the multifaceted
practices of digitally literate youth. In this article, we
adopt the idea of theoretical triangulation in interpre-
tive inquiry (Denzin, 1978, 2012) and explore how the-
ories that take different perspectives can be intermin-
gled to construct a coherent description of the digital lit-
eracies in which young people are engaged. We instan-
tiate a case demonstrating how a multidimensional ap-
proach could be generated and used at the intersection
of Border-Crossing Discourse (BCD) from a sociocultural
perspective, self-determination theory (SDT) from an af-
fective perspective, and the notion of epistemic cogni-
tion (EC) from a cognitive perspective. These theories
were selected not only because they are rooted in dis-
tinctive perspectives on literacies and learning, but also
because they offer relatively newly developed frames
and tools which are useful for examining digital litera-
cies. We note that our intention is to showcase only one
of numerous possibilities of theoretical triangulation to-
ward interpreting digital literacies through a multidimen-
sional approach.

2. Multidimensional Approaches to Digital Literacies

2.1. Diversified Theories of Digital Literacies in the
Twenty-First Century

An important scholarly discourse in recent decades con-
cerns two broad understandings of digital literacies:
(a) the forms of literacies afforded by new digital tech-
nologies; and (b) literacies as socially situated practices
in a digital space (Lankshear & Knobel, 2006, 2011). For
example, Leu, Kinzer, Coiro, Castek and Henry (2013)
proposed a dual-level theory of new literacies that ac-
counts for the changing nature of literacy contexts and
pedagogical practices for helping students learn the ca-
pacities and mindsets involved in digital literacies. One
side of this framework includes (lowercase) new litera-
cies that subsume strands of research on the specific
area of knowledge, skills, and attitudes newly required
in a digitally mediated information space, such as those
on the internet. One strand of work under new litera-
cies is focused on online reading comprehension (Castek,
2008; Coiro, 2003; Henry, 2006), with a special interest
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in readers’ cognitive strategies to interact with informa-
tion sources on the internet. The other side of the frame-
work refers to (uppercase) New Literacies, such as new
rules for engaging in socially situated digital literacy prac-
tices in online social groups, which provides accounts of
ideological practices engaged in by young people (e.g.,
Lankshear & Knobel, 2014). Similar to Leu et al.’s (2013)
dual-level theory, Lankshear and Knobel (2006, 2011)
also demonstrate new digital literacies as two kinds of
“stuff”—the new technical stuff and the new ethos stuff.
The former explains the influence of digital technologies
on literacy practices, whereas the latter focuses on the
“configuration of values,” which involves “different kinds
of social and cultural relations” than conventional litera-
cies (Lankshear & Knobel, 2011, p. 29).

The binary trend of digital literacy research is evi-
dent. From sociocultural perspectives, some advocates
of New Literacy Studies (NLS) stress socio-spatial ap-
proaches to digital literacies and the concept of “space”
(Leander, Phillips, & Taylor, 2010; Mills & Comber, 2013,
2015;Moje, 2004). Stornaiuolo, Smith and Phillips (2017)
develop a framework of “transliteracies” to fit literacy
research to today’s connected world. Pahl and Escott
(2015) emphasize a material-culture approach to litera-
cies to demonstrate the intersection between literacy
practices and today’s material world by attending to “ar-
tifactual literacies” (Pahl & Rowsell, 2011, 2013). Tak-
ing a global perspective, Kim (2016a, 2016b) asserts
the importance of “transcultural digital literacies.” Lee
(2018) reimagines Gee’s seminal concept of Discourse
with a capital “D” in the contemporary global online
world (BCD). In the tradition of psychological cognitive
approaches, by contrast, literacy scholars have devel-
oped fine-grained theoretical accounts of digital read-
ing. Coiro andDobler (2007) explore information-seeking
processes to demonstrate online reading processes. Cho,
Woodward and Li (2017) use the idea of epistemic pro-
cessing to examine online reading. Furthermore, literacy
studies such as McKenna, Conradi, Lawrence, Jang and
Meyer (2012) employ affective approaches to examine
how adolescents develop their motivation to read print
and digital texts in different ways. Some of the same
scholars’ recent work (Lupo, Jang, & McKenna, 2017) in-
dicates that adolescents are more motivated to read dig-
ital texts for recreational purposes because of the social
nature of digital environments.

Concepts of literacies have expanded as tools and en-
vironments for reading and writing have taken increas-
ingly complex forms. However, it is impossible to gain a
complete understanding of contemporary literacy prac-
tices using a theoretical dichotomy. Although theories
of digital literacies have become subdivided, specified,
and diversified, it is obvious that literacies in reality may
not be understood from either psychological (new lit-
eracies; technical stuff) or sociocultural (new literacies;
ethos stuff) perspectives alone.

We believe that the somewhat divided landscape of
research and theories can offer an important opportu-

nity for us to see that diversified theoretical develop-
ments, in the current digital world, may broaden the pos-
sibilities of multidimensional approaches to the study of
digital literacies. In this light, the notion of theoretical tri-
angulation offers a useful framework for the exploration
of multidimensionality in digital literacies. Triangulation
was introduced as a mathematical method for determin-
ing the distances and relative positions of points using
the laws of trigonometry. Denzin (1970) started using
the term in the social sciences to refer to a combination
of methodologies in the qualitative study of the same
phenomena. Nowadays, it has expanded to include the
mixing of qualitative and quantitative methods in multi-
ple phases of research (Denzin, 2012). Denzin described
theory triangulation as a way of investigating empirical
materials using multiple theories and perspectives that
could reveal unnoticed aspects of the data, allowing the
construction of more sophisticated accounts of the ob-
served phenomenon, event, or problem (Denzin, 1978).
Theoretical triangulation informs our inquiry into literacy
practices and processes, as we aim to demonstrate how
adolescents’ digital literacies can be interpreted differ-
ently and coherently by three different perspectives on
literacy practices.

In this article, we suggest one possibility for using
diversified theories of digital literacies multidimension-
ally. We use data from our previous work (Lee, 2018)
to present an example analysis of youth digital litera-
cies that takes a multidimensional approach. The case in
question was previously analyzed on the basis of the the-
oretical concept of “Border-Crossing Discourse” and by
discourse analysis (Gee, 2014). To develop a deeper un-
derstanding of the case, we chose two complementary
perspectives on literacies and learning: SDT and EC. We
first outline these three contemporary theories.We then
conduct our case analysis as an example of the possibility
of seeing from multidimensional approaches.

We note that our choice of particular theories and
perspectives suggests only one possible combination of
varied perspectives, as an example of potential multidi-
mensional approaches, anticipating how they could be
triangulated into a focused case analysis of youth digi-
tal literacies. The specific approach we adopt from each
of the three dimensions is based on our review of the
recent literature (e.g., Baker, 2010; Coiro et al., 2008;
Tracey & Morrow, 2017). We believe that this attempt
may better capture the complexities and nuances of dig-
ital literacies practices. In the following section, we dis-
cuss each of the three perspectives briefly.

2.2. Selected Theoretical Views: BCD, SDT, and EC

Our first consideration is a theory informed by NLS that
focuses on Gee’s work on Discourses with a capital “D”
(hereafter, big-D Discourse). In particular, the recently
developed concept of BCD, grounded in a theory of big-D
Discourse, is a powerful tool for examining youth litera-
cies in online societies globally. According to Gee (2015),
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big-D Discourse does not simply mean “discourse” as in
language in use or stretches of language longer than a
sentence. Rather, it is defined by the ways of behaving,
interacting, valuing, thinking, believing, speaking, and of-
ten reading and writing that are accepted as instanti-
ations of particular identities by specific social groups
(Gee, 2015, p. 7). That is, the literacy practices of a cer-
tain social group are situated within a certain Discourse.

The concept of BCD (Lee, 2018; Lee & Gee, 2018) is
a reimagined version of big-D Discourse that has been
identified within digitally oriented online social groups
across linguistic, social, cultural, and physical boundaries.
Lee (2018) called these groups “global online affinity
spaces.” A global online affinity space is an online space
where people who share a specific affinity congregate
from all over the world. Inevitably, these spaces become
more socially, linguistically, and culturally diverse than
other societies. At the same time, strong solidarity based
on a shared interest bonds the members of these groups
tightly. This solidarity helps diverse people with diverse
identities communicate across their social, cultural, and
linguistic differences. In literacy studies, the concept of
BCD suggests a theoretical viewpoint for exploring dig-
itally situated social languages and literacy practices in
global online affinity spaces.

Another consideration is motivational perspectives.
We find SDT particularly valuable as a framework for look-
ing at autonomous motivation with relatedness. Beyond
the traditional distinction between intrinsic and extrin-
sic motivation, SDT qualitatively differentiates between
types of motivation by situating motivation along a con-
tinuumof self-determination or relative autonomy (Ryan
& Deci, 2000). This theoretical differentiation may help
us understand why and how individuals in global online
affinity spaces participate spontaneously in these social
groups in complicated global world.

Deci and Ryan (2008) and Gagné and Deci (2005)
explain how SDT distinguishes between autonomous
and controlledmotivation. Autonomousmotivation com-
prises both intrinsic regulation—engaging in a behavior
for one’s own satisfaction or enjoyment—and identified
regulation—when people have identified with an activ-
ity’s value and, ideally, have integrated it into their sense
of self. Controlled motivation, by contrast, has two sub-
types: external regulation, or a sense of pressure fromex-
ternal causes shaping one’s actions, and introjected reg-
ulation, a sense of having to act from internal pressure.
SDT claims that humans exercise these different types of
motivation or regulation to fulfill their basic psycholog-
ical needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness.
Autonomy involves acting with a sense of volition. Com-
petence is the experience of behavior as effectively en-
acted. Relatedness is feeling connected with contexts in
which one experiences a sense of belonging.

Finally, we take the cognition of digital youth into ac-
count, as we want to understand how thinking and rea-
soning are situated within a specific context of literacy
practice. We value the recent development of research

on the EC of learners, which is known to guide their
cognitive processes and behaviors in completing literacy
tasks (Hofer, 2004; Kitchner, 1983; Sandoval, Greene, &
Bråten, 2016). In our view, digitally literate youths’ rea-
soning, when processing sources of information, remix-
ing ideas and perspectives, and crafting and sharing their
own artifacts, can be explained better by how they re-
spond to and interact with the epistemic value of the in-
ternet. The internet presents a textual space for adoles-
cents, who actively sense-make regarding who is autho-
rized to create a text. In a classroom, students’ beliefs
about and attitudes toward what a text means are con-
strained by a context in which they have to follow rou-
tines and rules set by others, including teachers, text-
book authors, and test developers. Consequently, stu-
dents may believe that what they can do in reading is
mostly gathering information to give a correct answer
to a given question, and what they can do in writing is
producing a limited form of text with a particular struc-
ture and content expected by external authorities. Dig-
ital spaces, by contrast, may allow adolescents to take
ownership of their artifacts as creators. This contextual
feature makes reading and writing epistemological tasks
in which adolescents, as agentive sense-makers and cre-
ative knowledge producers, (un)consciously impose their
tacit views of constructive knowledge (knowledge that is
constructed in “me”) and active knowing (knowing as a
process of active meaning-making and representation).
Thus, adolescents in a digital space may seek to take the
role of active knowers, making claims, consulting mul-
tiple sources, constructing evidence, and building argu-
ments about the relevance and value of their artifacts
to their target audience. Once these disparate spaces of
epistemic values are recognized and experienced, read-
ers and writers can approach their literacy work from
newly informed perspectives on what they can do, must
do, and must not do in those spaces.

Though these three theoretical ideas attend to differ-
ent aspects of digital literacy, they are at the same time
looking at some common areas. In the following section,
we introduce one of our previous studies, in which the
data were analyzed using the concept of BCD. Then, we
attempt to interpret a sample of the same data through
the lenses of SDT and EC. Finally, we discuss the value of
multidimensional approaches.

3. A Case Analysis fromMultidimensional Approaches
to Digital Literacy Practices

3.1. Context: Asianfanfics—Digital Literacies in a Global
Online Affinity Space

The more digital the world becomes, the more diverse
and global many of its societies are becoming, and as a
result there are many complexified social groups and so-
cial practices in the online world. Today’s digital world al-
lows social groups to exist in global online affinity spaces
(Lee, 2018)where people fromall over theworld can con-
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gregate on the basis of common interests. Inevitably, this
kind of social group includes people of different linguis-
tic, social, cultural, and national backgrounds. The social
languages they use are unique and diverse to a degree
unprecedented in human history, and their digital liter-
acy practices with these languages are unique types of
situated social practices.

Lee (2018) developed the concept of BCD by analyz-
ing multimodal discourse in two such spaces. He used
discourse analysis (Gee, 2014) to demonstrate how the
social groups created new standards and situated mean-
ings of social languages through the social goods in these
spaces. In this article, we use the ideas of SDT and EC to
explore this topic further and thus to strengthen the ex-
amination of these literacy practices.

The website www.asianfanfics.com (hereafter, Asian-
fanfics) is devoted to fanfiction about Asian popular cul-
ture. We use it as a concrete example from our previ-
ouswork (Lee, 2018) on the unprecedented but currently
typical patterns of digital literacy practices from a global
online affinity space. People on Asianfanfics are deeply
interested in Asian popular culture broadly; in particu-
lar, the majority of them enjoy Korean popular culture
(K-pop). This site is a good example of a global online
affinity space for two reasons. First, according to Jenkins,
Itō, and Boyd (2015), fandom culture and geek culture
are not just “sub” cultures anymore. These cultures have
become a huge part of our lives, and people within these
cultural communities tend to follow new digital media
very quickly (Jenkins et al., 2015). Second, people from
all around the world congregate on this site due to a
shared interest. According to the Flag Counter program,

people from at least 151 countries visit Asianfanfics. The
site exemplifies current digitalized and globalized social
groups very well.

3.2. Situated Meanings in Asianfanfics

Lee (2018) explored four kinds of linguistic features in
this space. We focus on one of these: “creating new stan-
dards and situatedmeanings of social languages through
social goods.” To examine this feature, Lee conducted dis-
course analysis (Gee, 2014), which is useful for exploring
linguistic phenomena and situated meanings using data
of routine interactions in a specific space. In global on-
line spaces, one of huge barriers to communication is
language differences among people in the spaces. How-
ever, insiders in a specific social group typically value
certain social goods, and they therefore make efforts to
overcome the communication barrier through pursuing
these social goods. They do so by drawing on various
resources (e.g., multimodal and translingual practices),
which leads to their spontaneous creation of their own
social language and helps them construct and represent
their identities as members of that group.

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate a typical use of social lan-
guages on Asianfanfics. Figure 1 is a part of the profile
page of a young Japanese woman who is introducing the
kind of fanfiction and K-pop stars she likes. Figure 2 is a
comment on a specific fanfiction on the site.

In the first and second lines of Figure 1, the word
“bias” is used several times. This is a common word
among English speakers, but its situated meaning in
the specific Asianfanfics social space—which is different

Figure 1. A selected part of a profile page introducing a page owner in Asianfanfics.
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from themeaning in so-called standard English—was cre-
ated there and is used routinely there. This meaning is
currently Urban Dictionary’s top definition for the word:

In Kpop, the member of an idol group that is your
favorite. A person may have one ultimate bias, and
many other biases from other idol groups, or only
have one ultimate bias. This term is derived from “hav-
ing a bias towards a particular person.”

G-Dragon is my ultimate bias, but Key is my SHINee
bias. (Urban Dictionary, n.d.)

The author uses other common words on Asianfanfics,
such as “DaraGon,” “RiRin,” “BomBae,” “KhunToria,”
“KyuYoung,” and “KeikoPi.” These are typical examples
of words that insiders to Asianfanfics employ to depict
K-pop stars. There are detailed processes for represent-
ing identities through these social languages and many
more examples (see Lee, 2018, pp. 84–86).

Figure 2 shows a reader’s comment on a work of
fanfiction on Asianfanfics. Outwardly, it appears to be a
paragraph of typical English. But on a closer look, it com-
bines at least two languages. For example, in the first
line, the words “sasaeng” (사생) and “Yoona” (윤아) are
Korean. The last sentence uses a hybrid expressionwith a
specific situated meaning: the Korean suffix “-nim” (님)
means honorable or respectable. People in Korea rou-
tinely use it to address people in honorable positions,
such as teachers, professors, judges, and religious lead-
ers. However, no one calls a writer “author-nim,” even
in Korea, except Koreans who participate in Asianfanfics
(there is another way to refer to an author using “-nim”
in Korean). As Lee said, “In Asianfanfics, users don’t refer
to an author as just an author but rather as ‘author-nim.’
This is a kind of tacit rule and one of their social goods
that everyone tries to follow” (Lee, 2018, p. 86).

Figure 2. A reader’s comment on a popular fanfiction
about K-pop stars.

Endeavors to pursue social goods within certain social
groups lead to people continually creating and using the
social languages in the group. Participants want to be
seen as insiders, and to do so they use the social lan-

guages “spontaneously.” In particular, in global online
affinity spaces where culturally, linguistically, and na-
tionally diverse people congregate, social languages de-
velop in very dynamic and complex ways (Lee, 2018).
The members also obviously acquire these social lan-
guage proficiencies not from teachers and school cur-
ricula (Lankshear & Knobel, 2014), but as active partici-
pants. In the following sections, we use SDT and EC to ex-
plore the cognitive side of how they do these activities.

3.3. Why and How Do People Determine to Keep Using
and Creating New Situated Meanings and Social
Languages?

Within the Asianfanfics community, users from different
countries feel connected to each other; they develop a
sense of belonging by caring and being cared for (Gee,
2004; Lee, 2018). This sense of relatedness promotes the
process of internalizing social languages and discourses
as their own values. For example, in Figure 1, the girl
who introduced herself as Japanese autonomously tries
to use Korean, Korean-relevant, and K-pop-related lan-
guage with English grammatical structures rather than
Japanese on her profile page to connect with other par-
ticipants. And while the autonomous motivation that
many users have when they start participating in the
global online affinity space may be personal and intrin-
sic, it may develop into more community-oriented iden-
tified regulation as they internalize the discourses shared
in the community as their own practices.

In addition, as seen in Figure 2, these users are au-
tonomous (autonomy) because they are willing to de-
vote their time and energy to using, creating, and shar-
ing social languages by posting new information and
responding to other postings. They are competent as
well (competence) because they challenge each other
with their thoughts about their favorite K-pop stars and
share constructive feedback with each other regarding
the quality of the information they have shared (relat-
edness). In this regard, the Asianfanfics site clearly ad-
dresses all the three basic psychological needs (compe-
tence, autonomy, and relatedness, Deci & Ryan, 2008),
which in turn promotes the users’ autonomous engage-
ment in using and sharing social languages.

3.4. How Do Epistemic Beliefs in the Popular Culture
Shape the Engagement Experience of the Social
Languages?

One’s epistemic beliefs may not be presented explicitly
to others. These beliefs rather operate implicitly as tacit
knowledge but come to the surface when the knower
is prompted by a self-initiated goal and need. Epistemic
beliefs become realized in action within authentic con-
texts of meaning-making, in which knowers recognize
the autonomy of their work. From this perspective, the
notions of grammar, English language, and text could
be reconceived. Young people’s beliefs about knowledge

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 36–46 41



(what counts as knowledge) and knowing (how one
comes to know) would be distinct from what they be-
lieve and bring to their work in constrained school liter-
acy contexts.

School grammars are fixed and cannot be changed
or modified by users. They offer a sort of discrete knowl-
edge that students must memorize and be able to access
and retrieve when reading and writing. What they read
and write is also represented as a form of text, one writ-
ten in standard language by expert readers and writers.
In this context, there is little room for students to imag-
ine their roles as text participants or analysts who can
critically challenge text and language, and who can cre-
atively mix varied language forms and grammars into a
text adhering to student-created rules.

Many contrasting enactments of epistemic beliefs
can be observed and interpreted in the Asianfanfics on-
line affinity space. K-pop is rooted in Korean popular mu-
sic and its commodified culture, but the real meaning of
K-pop is redefined by those who engage in listening to
it together, sharing reviews, and building a community
in which multiple cultures and language tools are used.
The languages, symbols, and meanings are reauthorized
by the sign-makers, and the processes of managing such
tools and resources aremeticulously reviewed and exam-
ined by other members of the community (see Figure 2).
In this space, young readers and writers become author-
ities and experts who are equipped with highly valued
knowledge and skills, and who constantly monitor their
processes of tool-using and meaning-making. This open,
constructive epistemic community has rules and stan-
dards for making judgments on their languages and tool
uses, which then drive the choice of tools and languages,
the exploration of new tools and new modifications of
language, and the creation of multiple opportunities to
test such meaning-making tools and processes. There-
fore, cognitive strategies and metacognitive controls are
situated in the way readers and writers respond to their
constructively negotiated grammars, languages, texts, as
well as to the authorities of all intellectual products.

4. What We Learn from the Case Analysis on Youth
Digital Literacies

Guided by the theoretical triangulation framework
(Denzin, 1978, 2012), we have attempted in this study
to interpret a digital literacies practice through three
different lenses and show the advantages of multidi-
mensional approaches. The use of three approaches—
BCDs from the sociocultural dimension, SDT from the
affective dimension, and EC theory from the cognitive
dimension—strengthened and corroborated each of the
perspectives’ interpretations. The analysis exploring the
situated meanings of discourse in the Asianfanfics com-
munity from the BCD perspective allowed us to identify
unique structures, norms, and rules of the site’s social
languages. The participants have created new situated
meanings of existing words (e.g., “bias”) and developed

new tactics for forming new words (e.g., combining the
final syllables of two K-pop stars’ names to indicate a pair-
ing within a fanfic: Sandara + G-dragon = daragon).

The notion of autonomous motivation proposed by
SDT is a useful conceptual framework for capturing the
multifaceted nature of users’ motivations: it explains
why the site’s users spontaneously participate in the
society and continuously create their own social lan-
guages (as addressed from the BCD perspective). Read-
ers and writers of fanfictions in the space have strong au-
tonomous motivations (i.e., intrinsic and identified regu-
lations) for writing the fanfics and responding to them
in their own social languages. Their affinity for certain
K-pop stars and the desires and fantasies they want to re-
alize may provide the strong intrinsic regulation behind
their writing. At the same time, they gain benefits by us-
ing the social languages in order to be understood by
other users and mark themselves as “insiders” to other
K-pop fans (Black, 2008). SDT explains this tendency—
wanting to actualize a social good, in this case to be
marked as an insider—through the concept of “related-
ness,” which is used from the motivational perspective.
That is, the writers’ autonomousmotivation for strength-
ening their relatedness to others in the space fosters
their using and creating the new situated meanings of
the social languages of the spaces.

In addition, examining the beliefs and cognitive pro-
cesses of users of Asianfanfics about their own knowl-
edge and knowing in their online reading and writing
helps us explain why and how they stick to certain so-
cial languages, contents, and/or writing formats in their
fanfics. According to big-D Discourse theory, active par-
ticipation in a particular affinity space lets young peo-
ple acquire social language proficiencies aptly without
formal education (Lankshear & Knobel, 2014). Advocates
of big-D Discourse theory sometimes attempt to explain
this phenomenon—the acquisition of social language
proficiency by participation—through the term “figured
world,” which describes a space of shared values, beliefs,
or faiths within a certain Discourse or “cultural model.”
While the BCD tries to uncover how such proficiency is
acquired in terms of the characteristics of online spaces
broadly, an analysis focused on EC tries to identify how a
certain individual in an affinity space can, specifically and
cognitively, develop social language proficiency based on
each individual’s epistemic beliefs in regard to the space,
its contents, or the characteristics of the social group. Un-
derstanding such individual beliefs could be beneficial to
develop concrete pedagogical approaches.

Figure 3 visualizes the interconnectedness of the
three approaches. We compare our examination of a dig-
ital literacies practice through three different theoreti-
cal dimensions to the use of three overlapping colored
lenses to observe an object. For example, when the yel-
low lens overlaps the blue one, the common area turns
to green, and allows us to identify a new “green” object.
The lenses do not change the object. Instead, they help
us view the same object differently.
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Figure 3. Interconnectedness of the three approaches.

Likewise, our three approaches help us interpret a
certain digital literacies practice in a manner different
from what any one approach could lead to on its own.
By applying SDT and EC together, for example, we can
understand the interplay between the users’ epistemic
beliefs and their autonomous motivation. According to
Chen and Barger’s (2016) review of the relationship be-
tween epistemic beliefs and motivation, people’s beliefs
about their knowledge and knowing drive their motiva-
tion for learning. That is, the common area between SDT
and EC helps us explicate that the Asianfanfics users’ be-
lief in their authority and expertise about knowledge and
knowing in the online space motivates them to belong
to the community with “autonomy” and “competence”
(Deci & Ryan, 2008).

Second, the shared area between SDT and BCD al-
lows us to interpret the relationship between users’ au-
tonomous motivation and situated meanings in online
affinity spaces. Although no established theory specif-
ically addresses this relationship, a few existing stud-
ies report that participation in an affinity space is “mul-
tifaceted,” including the self-directed autonomous pur-
suit of “relatedness” to other users (e.g., Curwood,
Magnifico, & Lammers, 2013). This tendency results in
the users’ desire to actualize their unique “social goods,”
which were identified by BCD (Lee, 2018, p. 86).

In addition, the overlap betweenBCD and EC explains
the desire to pursue the social goods in relation to the
users’ knowledge about the website and texts as the
space and medium of their epistemic beliefs. In other
words, since the users perceive the global online affin-
ity space as involving out-of-school literacies, and they
believe that they belong to a space where young readers
and writers have ownership and authority of the content
(Cho et al., 2017), they are willing to develop their own
rules to perpetuate their figured worlds (Lee, 2018). Ul-
timately, combining the three different perspectives en-
ables us to speculate about the digital literacies practice
more deeply and eclectically.

5. Concluding Remarks

This study suggested a promising possibility for under-
standing multiple aspects of digital literacy practices in
a global online affinity space by using three perspec-
tives to interpret an example of discourse from the Asian-
fanfics website. For example, we showed how social lan-
guages are created and become privileged in a specific
digital world; how autonomous motivation and related-
ness drive young people to acclimate to the social lan-
guage use; and how an individual’s beliefs and cognitive
processes regarding his or her personal knowledge and
knowing affect the development of social language pro-
ficiency in a global online affinity space. In the article’s
multidimensional analysis through the lenses of three
recently developed theoretical views, each perspective
complements the others to provide explanations that
transcend single viewpoints.

However, this study has several limitations. First,
users’ motivations and epistemic beliefs were assumed
solely on the basis of the written discourses on the web-
site. To more fully exploit this theoretical triangulation
framework as a powerful analytical tool, future studies
could employ interview and think-aloud methods to col-
lect data. Doing so would provide understanding about
the affective and cognitive aspects of users’ digital lit-
eracy practices. Second, this study selected three spe-
cific approaches from three dimensions in which the
authors specialize. We expect that different combina-
tions of theoretical approaches—such as socio-spatial
approaches, multimodal social semiotics, artifactual lit-
eracies, translanguaging, and cognitive-process theories
of writing—may also be meaningful lenses for interpret-
ing digital literacy practices. Finally, such eclectic theo-
rizing is relatively new in the field of digital literacies. We
examined only a brief case from a specific online affin-
ity space. Therefore, we are not yet at the stage of nam-
ing the overlapping areas and defining directions among
the perspectives. However, we believe that future stud-
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ies that triangulate different perspectives will eventu-
ally generate new theories with new names and help us
achieve a more sophisticated understanding of digital lit-
eracy practices.
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1. Introduction: The Need for a Transformative Stance

In the face of deep and wide-ranging changes—
socio-political, environmental, cultural, and digital—
identifying key competencies that will be crucial for fac-
ing complex challenges is now a central topic in policy-
making, education, and research (Csapó & Funke, 2017).
The present article expands on a conceptualization of
digital literacies in an educational context. We apply
an agentic perspective in order to act upon the world
and not merely understand it, i.e. a transformative ac-
tivist stance (Stetsenko, 2017). For example, Säljö (2010)
shows how the rapidly multiplying digital information

archives represent an expanding social memory that re-
quire performative competence to be put to relevant
and productive use. However, this requires human com-
petence in selecting information, juxtaposing it, and
synthesizing it into situated and valid knowledge. Also,
as digital resources increasingly take on cognitive func-
tions (calculating, ordering, searching, assembling, sys-
tematizing, making decisions, etc.), cognition becomes
distributed. The result is that our performative compe-
tence, i.e. not merely what we document but how we
arrive at the results, conflates with our notion of learn-
ing. This development affects how we deal with funda-
mental epistemological issues (Kotzee, 2013). Thus, we
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further argue that an agentive stance towards digitaliza-
tion is especially important in education. New teaching
and learning opportunities and challenges arise as digital
technologies become increasingly sophisticated, pow-
erful, pervasive, and—therefore—transformative. This
means that merely understanding digitalization is not
enough; students and teachers must exercise informed
agency to make digital technologies serve our interests.

Digital technologies make it possible to expand edu-
cational repertoires and break out of the status quo. This
is not technological determinism, as transformation de-
pends on human agency. In education, this entails de-
signing agentive tasks and assignments that require stu-
dents to take action in order tomake sense and syntheses
of multiple sources and representations. This is where
mind and context fuse in new ways: sophisticated algo-
rithms and coding (not in its restricted sense), together
with robotics are increasingly taught even in primary
school to foster understandings of technology in light
of human and organizational values (see e.g. Scaradozzi,
Sorbi, Pedale, Valzano, & Vergine, 2015). Virtual worlds
and augmented reality add to this development. But
such artifacts require more than understanding; they re-
quire informed agency in order to put them to beneficial
use, social as well as epistemic. These digital trends con-
verge in the need for informed, agentive, and transfor-
mative literacies. Unless we enact such literacies, we risk
becoming disenfranchised frommany of ourmost impor-
tant tasks in life and being reduced to passive observers
of what others choose for us, whether it be big busi-
ness, unethical politicians, or media outlets with their
own agendas.

In the following, we pursue and build this argument
for agentive digital literacies in education. As an em-
pirical carrier of such a notion of digital literacies, we
present and analyze a situation in a natural science class-
room. The case aims to demonstrate how transforma-
tive agency is enacted when students encounter a com-
plex problem and turn to diverse resources in order to
resolve the problem situation. For explanatory power,
we draw on cultural-historical conceptual and analytic
frameworks, in particular, Vygotsky’s (1978) principle of
double stimulation. As this framework addresses trans-
formation using cultural artifacts, we find it to be con-
ducive to understanding, unpacking, and analyzing trans-
formative agency that involves digital resources.

2. Perspectives on Digital Literacies: From Skills
towards Transformative Practices

As an evolving concept, digital literacies is not clearly
defined (Ilomäki, Paavola, Lakkala, & Kantosalo, 2016).
Whereas Tømte (2013, p. 76) describes it as a “moving
target” which changes in line with emerging technolo-
gies and contexts, Aesaert, Vanderlinde, Tondeur and
van Braak (2013, p. 143) talk about it as a “tangled
ball of concepts” lacking a unified definition. Hatlevik,
Gudmundsdottir and Loi (2015) prefer using competence

instead of literacies or skills, as the term includes a
broader understanding of the phenomenon. Moreover,
Hatlevik, Throndsen, Loi and Gudmundsdottir (2018)
present several studies and how they relate to these con-
cepts as combinations of a prefix (such as media, infor-
mation, digital) and a domain part (such as competence,
skills, literacy). All the same, Ilomäki et al. (2016) found
in their literature review that the most commonly used
termwas digital literacy, followed by digital competence,
media literacy,multiliteracies, and new literacy.

Knobel and Lankshear (2006) introduced three as-
pects amounting to the plural “digital literacies”: infor-
mation, which is typically connected to the creation or
communication of information; epistemic engagement
with information, such as validating or deciding the relia-
bility of the information; and, finally, a capacity or set of
skills. Epistemic engagement involves changes in the phe-
nomena we study, changes in our conceptions of knowl-
edge and knowing, changes in ourselves as “knowers,”
and changes in the relative significance of types of know-
ing; thatmakes this study very relevant for ours, although
it does not specifically address transformative agency.
De Oliveira Nascimento and Knobel (2017), in their re-
viewof sociocultural digital literacies researchwithin pre-
service teacher education, find “a recognizable subset of
the larger field of digital literacy and education research”
(p. 84). They focused on social practices and “not a check-
list of proficiencies or competencies” (p. 68), a position
we endorse. The authors’ focus on social practices avoids
a competence oriented approach which is often found in
(digital) literacies. As Poyntz (2015) also argues when cri-
tiquing this ‘tools’ and ‘doing’ approach, literacy is very
much about thinking and analyzing using concepts, i.e.
epistemic practices.

Across the diverse concepts, we find a development
from the 1970s, when greater focus was on technologi-
cal or tool-oriented definitions such as “computer” and
“internet” literacy and towards a broader notion of digi-
tal literacies as enacted practice(s). Also, digital literacies
and equivalent terms seem to constitute a complexity of
concepts determined by regional differences, theoretical
positioning, or disciplines. To summarize the research an-
gle, we see conceptual development away from skills and
tool orientation to a broader understanding of literacies,
including epistemic aspects. However, there are episte-
mological implications in digital literacies which remain
to be pursued; under what conditions we engage in epis-
temic work and how we come to knowledge is changing.

Policy-driven studies are important because they
seek to operationalize and standardize results from re-
search on digital literacies. Often, they apply items mea-
suring digital literacies; for example, various large-scale
studies, such as ICILS, PISA, PIAAC, PIRLS, TIMSS, and
Eurydice, they include indicators on ICT proficiency in ed-
ucation, digital competence, and/or development of dig-
ital literacies. These studies monitor and compare exten-
sive data sets on technology integration, access, and use
in education. But as Hadziristic (2017, p. 13) argues in her
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overview of the development: “[there] is no single mea-
sure of digital literacy, and large studies like the OECD’s
PIAAC are imperfect indicators of the same.”

Ottestad and Gudmundsdottir (2018) write that the
early phases of ICT integration and digital literacy in edu-
cation often focused on tool-related skills taught within
a single subject. With the advent of the Internet in the
early 1990s, however, national governments began to
develop policies for ICT as a tool for expanding learning
(BECTA, 1998; Plomp, Anderson, Law, & Quale, 2009), i.e.
a more pedagogical approach. This brought about sev-
eral initiatives. Within the European Union, an emphasis
on knowledge, skills, and competencies has emerged in
the indicators used to measure digital literacies. Such de-
velopment is evident in the DigComp competency frame-
work (Carretero, Vuorikari, & Punie, 2017; Ferrari, 2013).
From a policy perspective, we can also notice an interest-
ing shift in the Digital Education Action Plan (European
Commission, 2018a), a key EU policy document. The fo-
cus shifts from access to infrastructure and devices to
integration in education and innovation policies, “ensur-
ing that technologies augment and improve, rather than
just replace learning in and outside the classroom and
the teacher’s ability to do so” (European Commission,
2018b, p. 6).

As in the research literature, we see an emphasis
from technical aspects to a more process-oriented ap-
proach. There has, for example, been a great focus on the
availability of digital resources in schools as an indicator
in large-scale studies. This is, for example, a part of the
IEA studies SITES Module 1 (Pelgrum & Anderson, 1999),
SITES 2006 (Law, Pelgrum, & Plomp, 2008), and ICILS
2013 (Fraillon, Ainley, Schulz, Friedman, & Gebhardt,
2014), and can also be seen in the OECD PISA studies
from 2006 onwards (OECD, 2006, 2010, 2014, 2016). The
studies thus mirror investment and integration of ICT in
schools, but they reflect less pedagogical aspects, cur-
riculum integration, and what digital literacy entails for
today’s teacher and learner.

In the discussions on digital literacy, we also find crit-
ical voices. Partly, criticism has been leveled against the
notion of young people as ‘digital natives’ that are in-
evitably socialized into multitasking and against educa-
tional designs that assume the presence of such capac-
ity. For example, Kirschner and De Bruyckere (2017) ar-
gue that such capacities do not exist and that an uncrit-
ical perspective on digital literacy is detrimental to ed-
ucation. Another common criticism disapproves of dig-
ital literacies for being a too romantic or a simplistic
panacea for enacting authentic, interactive, and collab-
orative learning (Burton, Summers, Lawrence, Noble, &
Gibbings, 2015). Similarly, Rachael Shapiro (2015) offers
a comprehensive analysis of the rhetoric of digital litera-
cies and a critique of “digital literacies and their technolo-
gies…portrayed as inherently democratic for individuals
and nations and are promised to deliver economic com-
petitiveness to those who can attain and best leverage
them” (p. i).

These three critical voices serve to demonstrate that
the term digital literacies is employed across several lev-
els and domains and that they converge in their efforts
to instill some realism in an often romantic or even eu-
phoric rhetoric. We share this concern but emphasize
that our mission in this article is not to promote digi-
tal literacies as a magic potion. The aim of the present
article is to conceptualize and operationalize digital lit-
eracies by emphasizing a transformative and agentic
stance in order to take on problem situations and where
digital sources must be considered for breaking out of
such situations.

Summing up, both key research and policy-driven
studies on digital literacy show a development from
skills and technological orientation to a wider liter-
acy/competence orientation, attitudes, knowledge, and
transformation. However, the use of the concept itself re-
mains uncertain and ambiguous, and only to a limited ex-
tent highlighting the transformative and agentic aspect
of students and teachers.

Based on current trends in digitalization and influen-
tial literature on digital literacies, we address the follow-
ing research question:

• How are digital literacies conceptualized and en-
acted as an agentive transformative practice in a
technology-rich educational setting?

3. An Agentive and Transformative Conceptual
Framework

A conceptual framework and theoretical perspective pro-
vide a language and—consequently—insights that travel
beyond the immediate and the local experience. Thus,
a relevant theoretical perspective will have explana-
tory power beyond single instances of a phenomenon.
We draw on Vygotskian perspectives and, in particu-
lar, transformative agency (Sannino & Engeström, 2017;
Stetsenko, 2017; Vygotsky, 1978) examined through
Vygotsky’s principles of double stimulation (see the sec-
tion on methodology). These perspectives and analyti-
cal constructs address learning as transformation involv-
ing reciprocity between the individual and the collec-
tive, agents, and context, using cultural tools (linguistic,
symbolic, material) as mediating artifacts for transforma-
tive purposes.

Recently, we have seen a rapidly accumulating body
of studies on agency and transformative agency (see
e.g. Emirbayer &Miche, 1998; Etelepälto, Vähäsantanen,
Hökkä, & Paloniemi, 2013; Mäkitalo, 2016; Virkkunen,
2006, for essential contributions). These studies share a
focus on agency as a multifarious endeavor, on a scale
from resistance to committed change-making. In their
seminal article on agency, Emirbayer and Miche (1998)
posit that “something must be done—some practical
judgment arrived at—that will render the given situation
unproblematic, settled, and resolved” (p. 998). This posi-
tion is further refined by Virkkunen (2006) in his asser-
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tion that “agency here means breaking away from the
given frame of action and taking the initiative to trans-
form it” (p. 49). The same applies to Mäkitalo (2016)
when she identifies agency as “the capacity of humans
to distance themselves from their immediate surround-
ings and…to intervene in, and transform the meaning
of, situated activities” (p. 64, emphasis in the original).
In these citations, agency and transformation are linked.
Also, transformative agency is identified when agents ex-
perience a problem situation, show initiative to break
away, and utilize available resources which may allevi-
ate or resolve the problem situation. Such contextual re-
sources increasingly emerge as sophisticated, complex,
powerful, omnipresent, and pervasive digital resources.

But this takes us further into epistemologies of digital
literacies. Our focus is on knowing howmore than know-
ingwhat, but we acknowledge that the two cannot really
be separated. Epistemic practices are closely intertwined
with the educational discipline in question, which is also
shown in our empirical case. When Maton (2013) sets
out to enable “knowledge processes to be seen, their
organizing principles to be conceptualized, and their ef-
fects to be explored” (p. 3), he aims to suspend what is
frequently perceived as a dichotomy between knowing
and knowledge, between subjectively constructed and
absolute or universal knowledge. As our purpose is to
demonstrate the value of transformative agency as an
essential dimension of digital literacies, we place our-
selves in a position where our concern is how we come
to knowledge, mediated by resources that themselves
have been instilled with certain epistemological inten-
tions or even prescriptions. Wikis, for example, do not
make much sense in a strictly individual perspective as
it builds on a premise of shared authorship and every-
one’s privilege to add, delete and revise the text under
construction. As we search for structures or underlying
principles for a particular epistemic practice we reject
relativism without endorsing absolutism; (new) knowl-
edge exercises influence on the knower (see also Maton,
2007). In the present study, the implication is that we do
not explicitly focus on learning effects ormeasurable out-
comes of the epistemic work we analyze, although these
could be pursued in further studies. Rather, we focus on
how the students and their teacher enact epistemicwork
when facing a demanding learning task which requires
extensive use of various artifacts.

Whenwe link these brief reflections on epistemologi-
cal positions to digital literacies, some questions become
essential: Where is agency located? Is it exclusively a hu-
man quality, or is it distributed between humans and
non-humans? If so, to what extent? The answer is not
given in light of recent development in, e.g., robotics,
augmented reality, and healthcare chips. Our position is
that agency is not an innate disposition in the individual;
it is developed in artifact-mediated and object-oriented
interaction. While we need to be aware of different ap-
proaches to the relationship between human and non-
human agents, our position is that agency is distributed

across agents and artifacts, although the former is onto-
logically prioritized.

Extended cognition is perhaps themore conventional
way of thinking about digitalization: how pocket calcu-
lators, spell checkers, smartphones, and a plethora of
sophisticated artifacts have increasingly taken on more
cognitive load and serve to engage with humans in dis-
tributed cognition (Hutchins, 1995). One challenge for
schooling is that such artifacts blur or disguise at least
part of students’ cognitive work. Thus, extended and dis-
tributed cognition shifts the focus from merely present-
ing answers and solutions to epistemic practices that re-
veal how students arrive at certain solutions and answers
among several possible alternatives (Säljö, 2010). In the
case we present, students need to scientifically and con-
ceptually understand a complex phenomenon, “trait her-
itability”. Their epistemic work involves the agentive use
of digital resources which carry epistemic work instilled
in these resources by others. Thus, extended cognition
materializing in digital resources mediates the students’
epistemic journey from confusion to understanding.

Digital technologies also play a vital role when we de-
sign new educational spaces and workplaces, both phys-
ical and virtual. Digitalization becomes increasingly em-
bedded in educational and scientific practices to the ex-
tent that it is ubiquitous but invisible. The consequence
is that we as social agents also become increasingly em-
bedded in practices, situations, and spaces permeated
by digitalization. Thus, digital technologies also structure
our cognition (Huebner, 2013) as we aim to demonstrate
in this case when the students make use of digital re-
sources. Also, the teacher in the case enacts digital lit-
eracies, not as mere technological skills, but by design-
ing learning environments and trajectories where digi-
tal resources (collaborative, representational, etc.) are
potentially conducive to students’ knowledge advance-
ment. So, a second principle of digital epistemology is its
embeddedness; we as cognizant beings are embedded
in knowledge instilled environments and knowledge in-
stilled artifacts are increasingly embedded in our every
day and epistemic activities.

An intriguing discussion on digitalization becoming
embodied has also emerged (e.g. L. Shapiro, 2007). This
will obviously have implications for a broader notion of
digital literacies and epistemologies, although it does not
sufficiently pertain to the present argument or case to
pursue this highly complex and often controversial topic.
However, we acknowledge that digital technologies “in-
habit” our horizon of possibilities for action. This is highly
relevant for agentic and transformative literacies.

In sum, we argue that we increasingly come to knowl-
edge by engaging in extended, embedded, (and embod-
ied) cognition. We further argue that such perspectives
contribute to understanding as well as operationalizing
an agentive and transformative stance towards digital lit-
eracies in a world where digital complexity is rapidly in-
creasing and calls for informed human response and ac-
tion. However, this argument is based on epistemically
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justified assumptions, i.e. epistemic humility (Matthews,
2006) and not a claim for epistemic accuracy.

We have sought to establish a conceptual framework
that connects agentic, transformative literacies to epis-
temological implications of digitalization. Next, we turn
to methodology in order to establish an analytical frame-
work to be used in a casewherewe study students’ and a
teacher’s interactions as they encounter a problemwhile
studying genetics.

4. Methodology: Interaction Analysis and Double
Stimulation

This case was selected since it makes important prin-
ciples visible without being “atypical.” Also, the case
demonstrates that digital literacies come situated and
with subject-specific features. Consequently, we argue
that, although not statistically generalizable, the case
serves as an empirical carrier of the reasoned judgment
and operational logic for an agentive and transformative
digital literacy that constitutes analytical generalization,
i.e., “the extent to which findings from one study can be
used as a guide to whatmight occur in another situation”
(Kvale, 1996, p. 233). Thus, theorizing digital literacies in
light of transformative agency does not emerge induc-
tively but, on the other hand, neither is the case merely
an illustration.

The data in the present case study was produced dur-
ing a science project about genetics, which took place
in 11 school lessons (each 60-minutes) over the course
of four weeks. The participants were one class of 38
lower secondary school students, aged 15–16 years, and
their science teacher. The data material consists of three
hours of transcribed video recordings of one student
group’s interaction during a group activity where the stu-
dents inquired into the topic of “trait heritability.” During
the project, laptops, tablets, interactive whiteboard, and
smartphones were used by students and teachers. Fre-
quently used digital resources involved Viten.no (a web-
resource developed specifically for natural science ed-
ucation), Cells, a computer program, Forskning.no (an
online research resource), and web pages from The
Norwegian Biotechnology Advisory Board. In addition,
Wikipedia, the online Comprehensive Norwegian Dictio-
nary andweb pages for Statistics Norwaywere consulted
on a regular basis. This can be seen as epistemic embed-
dedness referred to in Section 3. The school endorsed
collaborative learning and student active learning. The
teachers worked in teams of four preparing and design-
ing lessons. The teacher in the current case had degrees
in math and biology and had 11 years of teaching experi-
ence. The learning activities in the project alternated be-
tween lectures, individual and group work on tasks, and
the summarizing and consolidation of knowledge. In the
first lesson, the students’ prior knowledgewasmobilized.
This, together with the fact that the teacher exercised
considerable disciplinary and pedagogic expertise and
presence, rendered this particular inquiry-based teach-

ing and learning activity immune from the sometimes
scathing criticism of ‘minimal guidance’ models (see e.g.
Kirschner, Sweller, & Clark, 2006).

Video data enables us to examine the details of the
students’ interactions in group work settings as they
take place in situ. We draw on interaction analysis to
explore collaborative learning activities in technology-
rich settings and show how the teacher dealt with chal-
lenges experienced by the students. The analysis of in-
teractions during the selected episodes is the basis from
which we demonstrate our conceptualization of transfor-
mative agency. We analyze two interaction sequences
taking place during the group activity: one excerpt froma
group setting where the students were working on their
own, searching for relevantWeb-based information, and
one excerpt from the same setting also involving the
teacher. Interaction analysis implies that talk and inter-
action between interlocutors as well as between inter-
locutors and artifacts are analyzed sequentially (Furberg,
2016; Jordan & Henderson, 1995). Each utterance and
action in a selected sequence is understood and seen in
relation to the previous utterance and/or action in un-
folding interactions. Analytical descriptions are oriented
toward interactional achievements and not what might
be taking place in individuals’ minds (Linell, 2009).

To capture transformative agency in interactions, we
make use of a set of analytical concepts adopted from
Vygotsky’s (1978) principle of “double stimulation” (the
use of the term “stimulus” should not be understood
in behaviorist terms). The essence can be summarized
as follows: Stimulus 1 (S1) refers to a problem situation
where agents encounter alternatives, double binds, im-
passes, conflictingmotives, etc. However, unless the situ-
ation is alleviated or resolved, the agent is stuck, and the
situation deteriorates further. Finding the unknown and
decision making under uncertainty are examples. For in-
stance, Silseth (2013) showed how senior high school stu-
dents working with the computer game Global Conflicts:
Palestine enacted agency for potential problem solving in
a situation with incomplete and unreliable information.

To transform or break out of S1, agents must exer-
cise transformative agency. This is where a series of sec-
ond stimuli (S2) become relevant. Second stimuli may
be social (e.g. peers, teachers), discursive (e.g. concepts,
metaphors), symbolic (diverse representations), or ma-
terial (e.g. laptops, software). The material S2 resources
that agents invoke to break out of problem situations are
increasingly digitalized and require diverse types of hu-
man agency. This is where the epistemological aspects of
digital literacies emerge, but not necessarily immediately
perceived aspects. Efforts to transform S1 may be suc-
cessful or not, but either way, the invoked resources will
feedback to the problem situation and alter its premises.
In this process, the agent is also changed as s/he gains
insights about S1 (Sannino & Engeström, 2017; Lund &
Vestøl, in press). These principles will be put to work in
the empirical analysis of the case we present.
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5. Enacting Digital Literacies: An Empirical Case

Teaching is a profession where enacting digital literacies
involve a dual focus; teachers must design technology-
rich learning environments and trajectories, and, these
must be conducive to their pupils’ development of dig-
ital literacies as knowledge advancement, i.e. digital lit-
eracies are immersed in epistemic work. Teachers’ in-
tended designs become appropriated and transformed
in class depending on the interactional rhythm and ever-
changing goals and purposes enacted there (Lund &
Hauge, 2011). In the casewe present, therewas no inten-
tion of enacting or fostering digital literacies as a compe-
tence per se. Rather, the enactment of digital literacies
emerged in the embedded and extended epistemic re-
lationship between actors and artifacts, the design and
staging of the project and the lessons.

In science education, there has been increasing use
of digital learning resources. This includes text-based re-
sources and visual learning resources such as simula-
tions, models, animations, and graphs aimed at support-
ing students’ conceptual understanding and their devel-
opment of epistemic skills. An example is resources de-
signed for supporting ‘inquiry learning’, which entails de-
veloping hypotheses, carrying out experiments, and col-
lecting and processing data (van Joolingen, de Jong, &
Dimitrakopoulou, 2007). Thus, we see learning environ-
ments where students need to be agentic because digital
resources become extensions of the students’ cognitive
and epistemic work. But these resources are also embed-
ded in students’ learning situations and learning environ-
ments, while students and teachers are also embedded
in a digitalized learning environment.

Several studies have shown that learning situations
where the students utilize digital information resources
can help support their conceptual understanding and
epistemic work (Strømme & Furberg, 2015). But stud-
ies also show that students experience challenges such
as determining the quality and trustworthiness of Web
resources, connecting epistemic work with conceptual
knowledge, and transferring acquired conceptual under-
standings from one setting to another (van Joolingen
et al., 2007). This amounts to—in Vygotskian terms—
a first stimulus (S1) or a problem situation (Vygotsky,
1978). The digital (and analog) resources referred to
above represent a series of S2, i.e. material artifacts stu-
dents (and teachers) can utilize to break out of S1. This re-
quires agentive digital literacies. The teacher contributes
bymobilizing students’ prior knowledge, clarifying terms
and concepts, helping students articulate their ideas, and
introducing entire classes to exercises and relevant re-
sources that consolidate the different stages of a scien-
tific study (Strømme & Furberg, 2015). Thus, the teacher
can be seen as a ‘social S2’ for the students; there is
direct instruction but also a responsive, enabling, and
structuring approach to teaching.

In the events described below, the students and the
teacher looked into the topic “trait heritability.” In his

preceding lecture, the teacher explained the concept
“genetic dominance” and how, using a Punnett square
diagram, one can calculate the likelihood of inheriting
particular traits such as gender. He had prepared a
PowerPoint presentation emphasizing keywords as well
as a number of visualizations. Thus, we see how the
teacher as a designer prepares a series of S2 for the stu-
dents to help them transform a situation in which they
encounter a difficult phenomenon in genetics (S1). To
illustrate how to construct a Punnett square diagram to
calculate trait heritability, the teacher used a diagram
from a textbook showing the genetic variations of black-
furred rabbits (cf. Figure 1).

Figure 1. Punnett square diagram for two black-furred
rabbits, as shown by the teacher.

After the introductory lecture, the students worked in
groups to draw up a Punnett square diagram to calcu-
late probabilities related to eye color and gender. The
groups used iPads, PCs, and their smartphones, i.e. dig-
ital extensions of their cognitive and epistemic efforts,
to search for relevant information regarding the Punnett
square diagram. The teacher also provided them with a
list of online links. Thus, we see how technologies are
embedded in studentwork and how students are embed-
ded in technology-rich learning environments. Below, we
present two excerpts of conversations which took place
right after the whole-class discussion. During the ensu-
ing 20 minutes, the students worked in groups. Students
named Gunnar, Tine, and Hans were involved in mak-
ing a Punnett square diagram to calculate the probability
of gender.

The students sit around a table with the textbook,
a copy of two pages from another textbook, an iPad,
and a cellphone that belonged to one of the students
(cf. Figure 2). In addition, they have their personal note-
books. Hans finds an online statistics article that pre-
sented an overview of the number of females and males
born during the last decade. The statistics showed a 51.3
percent chance of the firstborn beingmale. The students
put aside the article for a moment to grapple with the
Punnett square diagram.
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Figure 2. Pictures of the students working with the Punnett square diagram.

Excerpt 1. Dealing with divergent statistics.

The opening of Excerpt 1 shows that when the stu-
dents discover the divergence between the statistics
they found online showing a 51.3 percent chance of hav-
ing a boy and the Punnet diagram where they ended up
with a 50 percent chance, they decide to revisit their di-
agram and check whether they have got it right (lines
1–4). Tine’s utterance, “I don’t get why there isn’t a big-
ger chance for it to be a girl” (line 4) indicates that she
is puzzled by their discovery. Hans and Gunnar add that
they also find this strange. In line 10 Georg asks, “it’s
from Statistics Norway, isn’t it?”, indicating that hewants
to make sure that this is a reliable source. The students
continue to discuss various reasons for the differences in
childbirth probabilities until Gunnar concludes; “I don’t
really understand it. What makes it not be exactly 50%?”

(line 12). At this point, it is clear that the students do not
know how to resolve the discrepancy.

The interaction among the students shows what
happened when the students encountered information
that went beyond the examples presented by both the
teacher and the textbook, both of which stated there
being a 50/50 probability of giving birth to a male or
female child. The confusion articulated by the students
amounted to a typical instance of a problem situation—
an S1—where contradictory explanations appeared to
place the students at an impasse. Without mobilizing
(a series) of potentially emancipating resources (S2) the
students would remain stuck and might give up. Hans’s
introduction of the online statistics (turn 8) emerged as
such a potential S2. Epistemologically, the episode dis-
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played in Excerpt 1 also serves to show howdigitalization
serves as extended and distributed cognition; the online
data they found was appropriated by students in their
epistemic efforts. The way out of the problem situation
was not found solely through the use of their minds.

In Excerpt 2 we enter the setting in which the stu-
dents have summoned the teacher in order to ask him
about the article they have found.

Tine shows the teacher the article and the statistics
they have found (line 1), and Hans explains that accord-
ing to the table there is a slightly bigger chance of giving
birth to “a boy” (line 2). The teacher looks at the table,
and consent to the students’ discovery. Then he adds:
“Why is that?” (line 7). Tine, followed by Hans, suggest
that the Punnett is a simplification (lines 8 and 10) of a
more complex phenomenon. The teacher confirms this.
Then he encourages the students to find information that
could help explain why there is a greater chance of giv-
ing birth tomales.Motivated by the teacher’s encourage-
ment, the students decide to followup on their discovery,
and begin their search for information that could shed
light on this issue. Searching the internet, they discover
a web article that puts forward a hypothesis stating that
the higher frequency of male births may be due to dis-
parities in the swimming speed of the spermatozoa. In
the ensuing whole-class discussion, the teacher asks the
students to share their findings with the rest of the class.

This agentive and transformative approach is linked
to the use of diverse resources, resulting in the students
gradually breaking out of the initial S1. The Punnett dia-
gram proved to be an inadequate S2 having insufficient
explanatory power whereas the online article proved to
be a new and more advanced S2. Also, the teacher’s sub-
tle assistance shows how he orchestrated the unfolding
inquiry by pointing to peers and resources. His question
in turn 11 and his final words in the excerpt, “something
isn’t quite right here,” spurred the students to move on
with their inquiry and triggered their agentive stance.
The teacher did not interrupt a learning opportunity by
providing a direct answer to Tine (turn 16). It was left to
the students to further transform their epistemic status
by searching for, appropriating, and using relevant on-
line information in order to break out of a situation that
threatened to stifle them.

6. Discussion: Students and Teacher with
Transformative Agency

Initially, we asked How are digital literacies conceptual-
ized and enacted as an agentive transformative practice
in a technology-rich educational setting? In the follow-
ing, we systematize our interpretations in two sections:
the first involving the students and the second involving
the teacher. This is not because digital literacies appear

Excerpt 2. Dealing with simplification and complexity.
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as fundamentally different from the two types of agents,
but because they are situated and engaged in different
practices: learning and teaching.

6.1. Transformative Agency as a Vital Dimension of
Students’ Digital Literacies

As for the students, we emphasize four aspects of digital
literacies in the case. First, activating digital resources has
no value in itself; it must be connected to a problem sit-
uation. For the students, understanding a complex phe-
nomenon in genetics proved to be such a problem situa-
tion (S1). An early indication of agency is when students
start considering resources, given or actively sought, ana-
log or digital, in order to break out of or transform S1.
This is a recognition that somethingmust be done, in this
case involving digital literacies as one of several poten-
tially relevant social practices. We see a concerted effort
in the sense that the students gradually explored diverse
resources: analog, digital, social, and conceptual.

Secondly, students find themselves embedded in
available resources. At this stage, digital resources be-
come more distinct as they provide access to infinite
sources of information, respond immediately, allow for
copying and sharing, and suspend constraints in space
and time. We have referred to this as technologies be-
ing embedded in learning environments and agents be-
ing embedded in digitalized environments. Again, this
calls for an agentive stance towards digitalization: what
seems relevant, what can it offer, how do I/we utilize
its affordances, etc. This is where digital literacies mean
connecting the problem situation and the available digi-
tal resources in order to transform the situation. In our
case,we sawhowstudentswere facedwith a conundrum
when they realized the discrepancy in explanatory power
between the analog Punnett square diagram and the dig-
ital resources.

Thirdly, some resources proved to bemore conducive
to epistemic transformation than others. This is a result
of informed navigation and selection but also social in-
teraction with peers and the teacher. Furthermore, this
transformational aspect did not merely remain with the
group at work; it was shared with the class. At this stage,
the students in the group had transformed the original
problem situation, S1, into a situation where they were
actually able to share their newfound insight. Thus, the
case demonstrates development at very close range and
also reveals how digital literacies require a distinct agen-
tic aspect in order to bring about learning.

Finally, as the case serves to open a particular situ-
ation in order to unpack its dynamics it does not yield
data to claim lasting transformation of agents, learning
outcomes or extended epistemic horizon beyond the lo-
cal situation. However, the analysis of the students’ work
with a series of S2 in order to transform S1 indicates
that this dynamic and dialectic approach to problem solv-
ing can connect agentive digital literacies to documented
learning effects.

6.2. Transformative Agency as a Vital Dimension of the
Teacher’s Digital Literacies

As for the teacher, there are four aspects of the case
that we wish to draw attention to and examine in light
of teachers’ digital literacies. One aspect concerns the
possibilities which arise in situations where students and
teachers utilize multiple information sources. The ex-
cerpts demonstrate what can occur in situations where
students encounter different perspectives or conflicting
explanations for the same phenomenon and how the
teacher mediates navigation and orchestration of stu-
dent activities in this learning environment. We have
pointed to the teacher as a designer of technology-rich
learning environments, but without necessarily being
an expert in digital literacies, enacted as skills. This res-
onates with Andrews and McDougall’s (2012) ‘pedagogy
of the inexpert’; “a handing over of power, of mastery,
towards a more negotiated pedagogy” (p. 154) in situa-
tions where the plethora of resources bring about “as-
semblage events” (p. 158).

A second aspect concerns the way the teacher used
the situation as a point of departure to motivate the
students in their search for knowledge. The teacher did
this by recognizing the relevance of the conflicting infor-
mation found by the students. However, instead of giv-
ing the students the answer, he encouraged them to re-
solve the quandary by searching for additional informa-
tion online.

A third aspect is related to designing learning environ-
ments with various forms of knowledge representations,
e.g. online statistical information and visual representa-
tions (the Punnett square diagram). Thus, the teacher
needed to adapt his planned lesson to his students’ new
findings. The case is an example of what several studies
show: that navigating diverse forms of knowledge repre-
sentations can help improve the students’ grasp of the
subject matter (Furberg, 2016). Also, we see that digital
literacies are seldom enacted as a separate practice but
are intertwined with the use of multiple analog, concep-
tual, symbolic, and social resources.

Historically, the textbook and the teacher’s expla-
nations were considered as authoritative information
sources. However, the bringing in of information from
other sources can weaken this authority. The teacher
dared to let go of his authority and encourage the stu-
dents to advance their understanding by finding addi-
tional relevant information online. The case also shows
that digital literacies involve the need for knowledge
about subject representations and the ability to facilitate
the use of an exploratorymethod that draws on digital re-
sources. Finally, the case shows that digital literacies are
also about being able to deal with unpredictable, com-
plex, and explorative teaching and learning situations.
We have argued that this connects with an epistemology
wherewe come to knowledge through extended and em-
bedded (and, increasingly, embodied) cognition. As digi-
tal resources suspend constraints in time and space, link
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hands and minds to infinite information, and suspend
the gap betweenmind and context, digital literacies have
become interwoven with digital epistemologies.

7. Conclusion

In this article, we have argued for a notion of digital litera-
cies as taking an agentive and transformative stance to-
wards digitalization, not in order to replace other notions
of digital literacy but to emphasize a dimensionwhichwe
argue is a contribution to the field. We have applied the
dynamic relationship between problem situations (S1)
and diverse potential resources (S2), such that S2 can be
activated in order for agents to transform and break out
of the original S1. This is essential for an understanding
of digital literacies as a social and epistemic practice that
is intertwined with other forms of literacy and which re-
quires an agentic and transformative approach. By apply-
ing the Vygotskian (1978) principle of double stimulation,
we revealed how students and a teacher exercised trans-
formative agency when faced with a problem situation
and transformed it into a learning experience, verymuch
by enacting agentive digital literacies. The rationale for
this approach is found partly in the extremely rapid and
dramatic development of digital technologies and partly
in highly relevant socio-political scenarios we have only
hinted at, and particularly in the epistemological implica-
tions we identify. We have limited ourselves to an educa-
tional context, since this connects our conceptual argu-
ments to the analysis of an empirical case from a class.

There are implications for educational practice and
research. As for practice, we find that an agentive and
transformative approach to digital literacies has conse-
quences for task design in education. Tasks that can be
fulfilled by providing a “correct” answer do not match
the socio-political and technological development we
have briefly outlined. Students need to address open-
ended tasks and fuzzy problems which lend themselves
to collaborative inquiry, both afforded and mediated
by increasingly sophisticated digital resources. However,
this requires the kind of agentive literacies demonstrated
by the students in our empirical case. As for the teacher,
s/he becomes a designer of an educational sequence and
assemblage of events where such tasks and available dig-
ital resources are aligned with students’ modes of work
(individual, group, online, etc.) and—in turn—new as-
sessment criteria and practices.

As for educational research, we argue that there is
considerable untapped potential in applying and refin-
ing the Vygotskian (1978) principle of double stimula-
tion. In the case presented here, we have confined our
study to unpacking a situation in order to reveal an un-
derlying principle of transformative agency. This princi-
ple emerges as a dynamic and dialectic unit of analysis
(Lund & Vestøl, in press) andmakes it possible to analyze
transformation or instigate transformative interventions
on a scientific basis. Also, future studies should be lon-
gitudinal and expand the focus to more clearly identify

learning outcomes from transforming the problem situ-
ation (S1). We realize that such endeavors—whether in
practice or research—may appear daunting, but nomore
so than understanding what learning in a digitalized soci-
ety involves.
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digital literacy initiatives. Whilst digital youth work projects have become prominent in Europe in recent years, it has also
become increasingly difficult to examine, capture, and understand their social impact. Currently, there is limited under-
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1. Introduction

Digital technologies are no longer considered as merely
supplementary educational tools. Rather, they comprise
a deeply embedded element of youth work practices
across Europe (Harvey, 2016). As youth workers aim
to guide, empower, and support young people in their
personal, social, and educational development (Sapin,
2013), digital media has been deployed to enhance com-
munication, self-expression, and advocacy within and
between youth projects (Black, Castro, & Lin, 2015).
Through video, photography, and digital storytelling, par-
ticipatory youth-centred initiatives have provided young
people with opportunities to claim their voices and to

co-create works which reflect their lived experiences (Ito
et al., 2015).

In the light of fast-paced digital advancements of the
21st century, youth-centred organisations report that
measuring and interpreting the social impact of digi-
tal youth has become difficult (Wilson & Grant, 2017).
Whilst information on how to evaluate youth work out-
comes and measure digital literacy are available, there
is limited understanding of how to analyse and inter-
pret the impact of digital youth projects (Mackrill &
Ebsen, 2017).

Digital literacy is defined here as the ability to use in-
formation technology for both information sharing and
information creation practices. It is concerned with how
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young people access and engage with content as well as
the “availability of content appropriate to the needs of
users and opportunities to translate these activities into
beneficial outcomes in everyday life” (Helsper, 2016).
Digital literacy can be described as an evolving process,
where young people access, navigate, examine, and pro-
duce digital media. Thus, the key competencies for dig-
ital literacy can be devised into three principles (Media
Smarts, 2016): (1) use (skills such as technical know-how
and the ability to use computer programs); (2) under-
stand (skills related to critical thinking, contextualisation,
and evaluation of digital media and its social impact);
(3) create (skills related to digital media creation and ef-
fective online communication). In the context of this ar-
ticle, digital literacy youth projects are viewed as out-of-
school and youth-centred projects (young people mean-
ing under the age of 26 years old), where digital media
are utilised and/or examined and/or created.

Both scholars (Livingstone, Mascheroni, & Staksrud,
2015; Mackrill & Ebsen, 2017) and youth practitioners
(Harvey, 2016;Wilson & Grant, 2017) have advocated for
further research into social impact evaluations of the in-
teractions between young people and digital technolo-
gies. In an attempt to address this research gap, this ar-
ticle provides insights about youth workers’ perceptions
regarding social impact and attitudes towards social im-
pact evaluations of digital youthwork in Scotland, United
Kingdom. Social impact is defined in this article as: “all
social and cultural consequences to human populations
of any public or private actions that alter the ways in
which people live, work, play, relate to another, organ-
ise to meet their needs, and generally cope as members
of society” (Burdge & Vanclay, 1995, p. 59). The key ques-
tions addressed here are: (1) How do digital youth work-
ers perceive and define the social impact of their work?
and (2)What are youth workers’ attitudes towards social
impact evaluation of digital youth work? Data was col-
lected through twenty interviews and the results of this
study were analysed using thematic data analysis (Braun
& Clarke, 2006). Based on the data and literature re-
view analysis, it is proposed here that current (externally
governed) evaluation practices (for example, outcomes-
driven surveys) limit digital youth workers’ abilities to
critically examine and provide feedback regarding the im-
pact of digital youth work projects.

2. Digital Youth Work: The Evolving Roles of Youth
Workers

In Europe, youth work is a broad term used to de-
scribe “out-of-school” informal learning initiatives aimed
at young people’s personal development, social integra-
tion, or active citizenship (European Commission, 2018).
A youth worker’s role is to support, enable, and em-
power young people to take active roles in shaping their
society and their futures. Youth work related activities
and project objectives vary from community arts to po-
litical activism. The role of the youth worker is often

crucial when establishing “voluntary relationships with
young people” (Sapin, 2013, p. 3) and assisting them
as they transition into adulthood. Examples of youth
work practice may vary in their form and goals. Examples
of youth work activities include after-school art clubs,
sports groups, multi-agency health clinics, and identity-
specific groups (Sapin, 2013).

In recent years, young people’s transition journeys
into adulthood have become influenced by the emer-
gence of digital technologies (Mills, 2016). Young peo-
ple have been surrounded with novel digital tools to
learn, communicate, and express themselves creatively
(Black et al., 2015). Young citizens of the digital era,
also described as “digital youth” (Erstad, 2012, p. 25),
need the assistance of youth workers, who are contin-
ually exploring “new ways of using digital tools and tech-
nology” (Kiviniemi & Touvimen, 2017, p. 9) with young
people and for young people. Digital youth work eval-
uation has been identified as a key area for develop-
ment by the European Commission’s Digital Youth Work
Experts group in 2018 (European Commission, 2018).
Digital YouthWork Experts’ recommendations state that:

As digital cultures and media are an intrinsic part of
young people’s lives, every youth worker should un-
derstand the importance of digital youth work and
youthworkers be able to address digital issues in their
work. (European Commission, 2018, p. 12)

Youth work environments have the potential to address
young people’s digital literacy needs, which are often
omitted at schools or at home (Harvey, 2016). Outside-
of-school digital projects also provide young people with
opportunities to explore new skills, to “enrich inquiry for
underrepresented groups” (Black et al., 2015) and to de-
ploy digital technologies as tools for self-expression and
empowerment (Black et al., 2015).

Digital youth work, the term mostly used in Europe
(Harvey, 2016; Kiviniemi & Touvimen, 2017), is perceived
as a vital part of youth engagement practices and de-
fined as an area of youth work that implements digital
technologies to enhance outcomes of youth centred ini-
tiatives (Harvey, 2017). Digital youth work’s goals and
ethics are the same as those proposed by traditional
youth work (European Commission, 2018) and there-
fore should not be considered as a separate youth work
method (Harvey, 2016). The central part of the practice is
to focus on young people’s self-development and volun-
tary participation (European Commission, 2018). Digital
youth work might involve either offline or online engage-
ment; digital technologies can be used as “either a tool,
an activity or a content in youth work” (European Com-
mission, 2018). Digital youthworkersmight be employed
on a voluntary or paid basis, and may be experts from
various backgrounds (for example: arts, digital technolo-
gies, or youth work). Examples of digital youth-workmay
include coding clubs (CoderJojo Scoltand, 2018), partici-
patorymedia clubs (Sawhney, 2009), digital campaigning
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and storytelling projects (Stornaiuolo & Thomas, 2017),
or online chat support (LGBT Youth Scotland, 2018).

As digital literacy and creativity are emphasised as
key 21st century skills (van Laar, van Deursen, van Dijk,
& de Haan, 2017) new streams of funding have become
available for youth work organisations to implement dig-
ital technologies in their practice (for example Hyder,
2016; Wilson & Grant, 2017). Whilst external funds en-
able digital literacy and digital inclusion projects’ facili-
tation and innovative youth work solutions, it also cre-
ates a specific set of challenges. Firstly, youth work-
ers’ new and multi-layered roles of nurturing society-
youth/youth-technology relationships is critical and re-
quires “an agile mind-set, being willing to try new things
and learn from both success and failure, and [need to]
be supported to do so” (European Commission, 2018,
p. 7). For young participants to benefit from their expe-
rience, youth workers need to create an environment
which enables critical information sharing, collaboration,
interest-driven learning, and self-expression (Ito et al.,
2013). Secondly, the management and evaluation of digi-
tal youth work projects must be considered.Whilst there
have beenmany successful examples of European digital
youth-work projects (Harvey, 2016), there has also been
evidence of scepticism, “tech-fears”, and digital-literacy
insecurities among those who facilitate and engage with
them (Pawluczuk, Hall, Webster, & Smith, 2018). There
are currently limited resources to provide youth work-
ers with sufficient digital training (Harvey, 2016), project
management, and evaluation resources (European Com-
mission, 2018; Wilson & Grant, 2018).

3. Measuring the Social Impact of Digital Youth Work:
What Are We Looking For?

Discussion of the social value of the digital technolo-
gies in young people’s lives has been examined by both
scholars (Livingstone & Sefton-Green, 2016; Mills, 2016)
and youth work practitioners (Harvey, 2016; Wilson &
Grant, 2017). The impact data have not only been col-
lected through various disciplinary and methodologi-
cal lenses (Black et al., 2015; Fawcett, Fisher, Bishop,
& Magassa, 2013; Koh, 2013) but has emphasised dif-
ferent aspects of technology used by young people,
such as communication (Buccieri & Molleson, 2015), in-
formal learning (Erstad, 2012), information behaviour
(Koh, 2013), identity development (Boyd, 2014), and on-
line safety (Ashktorab & Vitak, 2016). Externally funded
youth projects and organisations are required to col-
lect and analyse data to prove that their work is hav-
ing a positive impact to continue receive future funding.
In the context of the traditional/non-digital youth work
projects, youth participation (Cooper, 2018) and youth
empowerment frameworks (Walker, 2007) have been
proposed as effective tools to analyse the value of the
projects. However, in recent years, dynamic and multi-
faced digital youth-centred initiatives have become in-
creasingly difficult to evaluate. Currently, it is unclear as

to what counts as evidence of positive impact of digital
youth work projects (Wilson & Grant, 2017). The uncer-
tainty linked to the definition of impact of digital youth
projects has been highlighted by youth workers in the
United Kingdom:

What is the threshold for a young person to be classed
as digitally literate? What does success look like and
once again is this the correct aspiration? Are digital
skills an outcome in themselves or purely a means to
an end, a process by which to gain other skills or qual-
ities and ultimately, long-term improvements in well-
being? (Wilson & Grant, 2017, p. 57)

To analyse and evaluate the digital skills essential in
the 21st century, scholars propose theoretical frame-
works examiningmedia and information literacy (Wilson,
2012), basic digital skills (Van Deursen, Helsper, & Eynon,
2014), digital competency (Lang, Shang, & Vragov, 2009),
digital literacy (Reynolds, 2016), and digital citizenship
(Collier, 2016).

However, the terms digital skills and digital literacy
change meaning according to learning context or geo-
graphical location. In 2017, G20 policymakers (a group of
finance ministers and central bank governors from 19 of
the world’s largest economies and the European Union)
argued that it is essential not to introduce a univer-
sal indicator to measure digital literacy, but instead im-
plement a “standardized, multidimensional [set of mea-
sures] of digital literacy” (Chetty et al., 2018).

The uncertainty surrounding the value of digital liter-
acy is also noted in the digital youth work context. While
basic digital skills are continuously developing, it has be-
come increasingly challenging to classify a young person
as a “digital literate” (Wilson & Grant, p. 57). Basic dig-
ital skills framework is designed to primarily “capture
the more tangible and objective quantitative elements
of digital skills development”, and thus, does not provide
other elements of youth development journey. More-
over, as outcomes of media-rich informal learning envi-
ronments are often “rich in contributions to social and
emotional development, to identity and motivation, to
developing skills of collaboration and mutual support”,
the analysis of their social value might require use of
complementary and long-term approaches to evaluation
(Lemke, Lecusay, Cole, & Michalchik, 2015, p. 5).

4. Methodology

The Qualitative data was collected from twenty semi-
structured interviews and a focus group with digital
youth work practitioners based in the United Kingdom
and conducted in mid-2017. The purpose of the inter-
views and the focus groupwas to elicit, and gain a deeper
understanding of, youth digital workers’ perceptions of
their practices, and to examine the social impact evalua-
tion methods used to measure its impact. Two key ques-
tions guided the structure of the data collection: How do
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youth digital workers define and measure the social im-
pact of their work? And what are their attitudes towards
social impact evaluations of digital youth work?

4.1. Study Participants

The research participants were primarily recruited
through the Scottish Digital Youth Work Network. The
aim of the Scottish Digital Youth Work network is to con-
nect those practitioners who use digital tools and online
spaces in their work with young people and to exchange
and develop good practice models, both in Scotland and
internationally (Youth Link Scotland, 2017). Information
about the study was also shared online and via social me-
dia.Whilst themajority the interviews took place face-to-
face, two were facilitated via Skype. Nineteen of the re-
search subjects were based in Scotland and one worked
in England. Gender distribution was 60 percent males
and 40 percent females. While all the interviewees were
aged 25 years and older, nearly half (9) of the partici-
pants were aged between 35 and 44. Other age groups
participating in the interviewswere as follows: six partici-
pants aged 25–34, four participants aged 35–44, and one

in the 55–64 age bracket. In the reporting data, all par-
ticipants have been anonymised. Due to the small sam-
ple size and its geographical location (Scotland, United
Kingdom), cautionmust be applied, as findingsmight not
be transferable to other countries.

At the time of the study, most of the participants (16)
had five or more years of experience with implementing
digital technologies in youth work. Among the most ex-
perienced participants were those with over 10 years of
knowledge of the use of digital technologies in the youth
engagement context. Only four of the practitioners inter-
viewed had begun to implement digital technologies into
their youth engagement work within the last five years.
The typology of digital activities associated with inter-
views is illustrated in Table 1. Digital Storytelling defined
here as “employment of story and digital technologies
for personal expression” (Alrutz, 2015, p. 2) was a pre-
dominant theme in the interviews. Fifteen participants
defined their projects as digital storytelling projects. The
second most common digital youth activities among par-
ticipants included Digital Arts (graphic design, animation,
sound design) andMedia Production (video, film produc-
tion). The least declared types included two game design

Table 1. Study participant’s subset data and digital youth projects categories, as coded by the authors of this article.

Name Years of experience of
using digital technologies
in youth projects

Types of digital youth projects

Digital Digital Media Social Coding Game Digital
Arts Storytelling Production Media Design Literacy

Alex 5–10 ✓
Alison 0–5 ✓ ✓
Andy 0–5 ✓ ✓
Blake 10+ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Carla 5–10 ✓
Chris 5–10 ✓ ✓
Debbie 10+ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Gabriel 10+ ✓ ✓ ✓
Jamie 5–10 ✓ ✓
Jo 10+ ✓ ✓
Janek 5–10 ✓ ✓
Karel 5–10 ✓ ✓
Kyle 0–5 ✓ ✓
Martin 5–10 ✓
Marta 10+ ✓
Max 10+ ✓ ✓
Rowan 5–10 ✓ ✓
Ryan 0–5 ✓ ✓
Sam 5–10 ✓ ✓
Sandy 5–10 ✓ ✓
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projects and three digital literacy projects. Digital youth
workers’ roles varied from direct digital learning deliv-
ery (the use of digital video, animation or sound design
in youth-centred contexts) to overseeing digital literacy
projects delivery (where young people’s understanding
of digital media is explored).

5. Data Analysis

5.1. Narrative 1: Emphasising the Positive Social
Impacts of Digital Youth Work

Digital youth workers were invited to share their percep-
tions and definitions of the social impact of digital youth
work initiatives. An on-going narrative focused on em-
powerment, engagement, and learning emerged from
all twenty conversations. Whilst discussing the impor-
tance of their work, many of the digital youth workers re-
peatedly referred to so-called “soft skills”—such as con-
fidence and a sense of pride—as indicators of project
success. Alex noted that, “confidence is one that we
quite often associate with the arts, and [becoming] con-
fident to express yourself”. Digital youth projects were
also described as enhancing social skills and facilitating
relationship-building. Chris stated that:

I’ll only see people for a few hours, and what’s been
really lovely to see is a combination of instant relation-
ships, that happen through the fact that they all know
Minecraft, and they get chatting really quickly.

Digital youth workers believed that these technological
developments have had a mainly positive impact on so-
cial inclusion, youth work related power dynamics, and
participation amongst young people. Sam indicated that
digital technologies provide opportunities for equal di-
alogue and enhanced collaboration with young partic-
ipants: “Digital lets us change the way we work with
young people, but also changes the amount of influ-
ence...young people have over us”.

Despite this agreement that social impact is primar-
ily positive, some argued that there is a problematic ten-
dency in the field to focus solely on positive results dur-
ing the evaluation process. Fifteen out of twenty digi-
tal youth workers believed that social impact evaluation
is mainly concerned with “giving the funders what they
want” (Carla). Thus, if “funders want to see the positive
outcome” (Chris), it is a common practice to overempha-
sise, or even fabricate, a project’s positive impact evi-
dence. Gabriel added that, “If you build your evaluation
around improved self-worth then there’s at least an un-
conscious impulse to not record when a young person is
disappearing down a hole.”

To successfully apply, receive, and justify funding,
youth work organisations in the United Kingdom are re-
quired to either propose a set of project outcomes or
adopt existing ones from a funding body. This is often
viewed as a technocratic and overly controlling approach

to social impact analysis and was repeatedly referred to
as a source of frustration:

You apply for some funding and that funding has cer-
tain things you have to achieve in it so you then tai-
lor your project to meet those needs. You hope that
it’s about meeting the individual needs and being flex-
ible to the young people that you end upworkingwith
but ultimately you have to then match the goals that
you’ve said youwould reachwhich is always a little bit
frustrating. (Chris)

This problematic relationship with the project funders
with regards to social impact evaluation was consistently
highlighted across all interviews.

5.2. Narrative 2: The Digital Element of Youth Work

The results also provided evidence that the definition of
the term “digital” varies significantly in the digital youth
sector. As the use of technology is an expectation in
youth work, some youth projects tick “the digital box”
without providing young people with a meaningful expe-
rience. For example, Carla indicated that:

A lot of youth projects just maybe provide an X-box
or a computer and let the young people loose on it.
They wouldn’t really be doing any dedicated work to
develop the young peoples’ skills on it, but they sort
of feel they’ve ticked a digital box because they’ve just
got an X-box sitting in the corner.

Carla additionally suggested that often digital technolo-
gies are solely used for communication between work-
ers and young people, and therefore might not be
adding “anything innovative and exciting” to projects.
Whilst funding for digital youth participation has become
more common in the United Kingdom, many projects
are thought to add “digital elements” that aren’t value-
added to their applications. Rowan, for example, de-
scribed the “the digital bit” as a poorly defined element
among digital youth workers. He complained that the
digital element is often treated as “a marginalised lump
rather than this thing that kind of goes in between every-
thing we do.” Further, he discussed the lack of context
formany of the digital youth initiatives: “I just got that im-
pression that [youth organisations] bought kit—they got
some kit—and they’ll give you some random training.”

5.3. Narrative 3: Social Impact of Digital Youth Work
Can Be Seen, But It Is Hard to Evidence

Digital youth workers described social impact evaluation
as a form of transformation, which they personally wit-
ness. Alison claimed that, in her work, it is about “being
able to see it [social impact] as opposed to evaluate it”.
These notions of feeling, or sensing, social impact dur-
ing youth digital projects were highlighted bymost of the
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participants. Due to the dynamic nature of this transfor-
mation, it was indicated that the formal process of im-
pact assessment—where data is collected and shared—
is an ineffective means of evaluation. Social impact eval-
uation was also perceived as “boring”, or the final—and
least exciting—part of youth projects. Study participants
complained about the use of traditional project feedback
surveys, “because kids don’t want to fill out forms, [and]
workers don’t want to fill out forms with kids. So, you
know, you think ‘who are we really doing this for?’”

The results of this study indicate that social impact
assessment is a time-consuming process, and for it to be
facilitated effectively, more time needs to be allocated
to assessment, both during the project as well as after
its completion. Rowan stated that, “If you are a tutor on
your own and you are meant to be just teaching digital
media or performance, or whatever, you’re like oh that’s
half of your workshop gone, you know”. The time pres-
sures in addition to the under-staffed nature of the eval-
uation process were further discussed by Chris:

I’m Project Co-ordinator as well as running the work-
shops and I’m doing the evaluation. The people who
commissioned me to do it are basically saying well
you’re going to be there anyway so you might as well
do all those things. I’m like yes, but I can’t lead a
workshop and takemillions of photographs and spend
twenty minutes signing people in and logging all their
information, and the data that you need and captur-
ing their feedback and actually getting some valuable
delivery out of it.

Finally, fifteen out of twenty youth workers asserted that
social impact evaluation should be primarily perceived
as a learning process. It was agreed that the purpose of
social impact assessment is to know if they provided a
worthwhile experience for the participants, and to learn
whether—and in what ways—their current digital youth
practice could improve. However, it was also believed
that due to the funders’ expectations and tight deadlines,
the evaluation process is frequently underused, at least
in the context of organisational or youth learning. Blake
complained that, “I filled in a smiley face to a frowny face
it normally goes somewhere and it gets correlated and
I don’t ever hear back about it.” Too often, organisations
are forced to deliver “cookie cutter kind of programmes
and make everyone fit into them” (Alison). Blake indi-
cated that funders are too detached from youth projects
to be able to fully comprehend theproject’s progress, and,
consequently, its social impact. The conflict of interests
between funders and workers creates problems relating
to inconsistent understandings and perceptions of what
matters during the evaluation, both for youth practition-
ers and young people. Jane admitted that, “it’s not very
often that an obvious benefit or gain for the young person
while being part of an evaluation. And I don’t think any-
body’s really got that cracked yet. Because I think that’s
probably the hardest bit of youth participation.”

6. Discussion

Digital youth workers struggle to define and evaluate the
digital element of their youth work practice and are un-
der pressure to provide primarily positive evaluation re-
sults of their projects. Two distinctive themes were iden-
tified in this study: (1) limited critical engagement with
the social impact evaluation process of digital youthwork
projects and its outcomes, and (2) lack of consistent defi-
nition of the evaluation process to measure the social of
digital youth work.

6.1. Limited Critical Engagement with the Social Impact
Evaluation Process of Digital Youth Work Projects and
Its Outcomes

In alignment with existing research (Mackrill & Ebsen,
2017; Wilson & Grant, 2017), this study indicates that
youth workers have limited opportunities to critically en-
gage with the social impact evaluation of digital youth.
Social impact evaluation is viewed as a time consum-
ing administrative process (Bossen, Dindler, & Iversen,
2016), which primarily serves to fulfil digital youth work
funding criteria. Youthworkers are aware of and consider
the following theoretical concepts in their work: digital
literacy (Covello, 2010), basic digital skills (Mcgillivray,
Jenkins, & Mamattah, 2017), and digital competency
(Gutiérrez & Tyner, 2012). However, they also argue that
practical implications of such theoretical concepts have
limitations (Harvey, 2016; Wilson & Grant, 2017). It is
thus apparent that “standard methods of digital skills
measurement are not always appropriate and may not
capture the varied types of [young people’s] progression”
(Wilson & Grant, 2018, p. 4). The results of this article
also indicate that compulsory application of pre-agreed
outcomes, technocratic formats, or frameworks in digi-
tal youth work evaluation might lead to fabricated eval-
uation results. Likewise, existing scholarly analysis on
youth workers’ practices in the United Kingdom shows
that digital youth workers view social impact evaluation
primarily as a process to sustain organisational funding.
St Croix defines the above problem as “[youth work eval-
uation] impact regimes” where “competition between
providers [of youth work] for an ever-diminishing fund-
ing pot means that everybody must be an impact enthu-
siast” (2018, p. 431). It can thus be suggested that the
lack of critical engagement with evaluation and measur-
ing “only what they [digital youth workers] would like to
be there” (Merli, 2002, p. 115), may result in limited (if
not false) interpretations and understandings of young
people’s digital literacy needs, aspirations, and their as-
sociated social impacts. Scholars emphasise that a lack of
young people’s meaningful participation or/and critical
engagement in youth-centred project design and its eval-
uation is both unethical and disempowering (for exam-
ple Checkoway & Richards-Schuster, 2005; Cooper, 2018;
Gawler, 2005). Cooper states that an evaluation makes
little sense unless it is understood as part of a learning
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process” (2018, p. 102). Gawler argues that “if the in-
formation gathering will not directly benefit the children
and adolescent involved or their community the evalua-
tion process should not proceed” (2005, p. 3).

6.2. Lack of Consistent Definition of the Evaluation
Process to Measure the Social of Digital Youth Work

The results of this study correlate with previous ones
which assert that examining the social value of the lat-
est digital developments has become increasingly diffi-
cult, both for researchers (Mackrill & Ebsen, 2017) and
youthworkers (Kiviniemi& Tuominen, 2017). It is evident
that traditional youth work, defined as a fast-changing
practice of “continuous analysis, choice, judgment deci-
sionmaking” (Batsleer & Davies, 2010, p. 5), has become
more complex due to the expansions and impressiveness
of the digital age. Subsequently, workers struggle to de-
fine and articulate the possible social impacts of the dig-
ital side of their youth projects (Wilson & Grant, 2017).

The lack of a consistent definition of the evalua-
tion process for measuring the social of digital youth
work presented here was also documented by Wilson
and Grant:

What is the threshold for a young person to be classed
as digitally literate? What does success look like and
once again is this the correct aspiration? Are digital
skills an outcome in themselves or purely a means to
an end, a process by which to gain other skills or qual-
ities and ultimately, long-term improvements in well-
being? (2017, p. 57)

Current findings support the idea of “standardized,multi-
dimensional [set of measures] of digital literacy” (Chetty
et al., 2018) to improve the analysis of digital literacy
projects. However, it is also evident that the interactive,
multi-layered, and unpredictable nature of digital youth
projects often leave project facilitators unable to de-
cide which youth developmental contexts of their work
should be evaluated (Lemke et al., 2015).

7. Recommendations

To address the digital literacy needs of the 21st century,
it is essential to gain a critical and holistic understand-
ing of young people’s digital literacy needs. Digital youth
work environments offer young people environments
where both their personal development and digital liter-
acy can be explored. The outcomes of digital youth work
projects could provide youth workers, researchers, and
policy makers with important findings about young peo-
ple’s digital needs and aspirations. However, youth work-
ers need to be provided with appropriate support, train-
ing, and tools for social impact evaluation of digital youth
work (Harvey, 2016).

At present, more research is needed to understand
both the social impact of digital youth work and its as-

sessment. To analyse the vast range of social impacts
that can occur during digital youth work projects, re-
searchers should look beyond their disciplines to facili-
tate cross-disciplinary solutions and analysis of themulti-
modal human experience of digital projects participation.
Although creative and participatory tools are currently
available to measure youth development (Flores, 2007),
social impact (McCabe & Horsley, 2008), and digital skills
(Mcgillivray et al., 2017), there is a need for further re-
search linking these to problematic areas in order to pro-
vide digital youth practitionerswith guidance and a set of
practical assessment tools. Examples of digital tools and
applications (such as the use of video recordings docu-
mentation and digital games performance-based assess-
ment) have already been tested in an informal educa-
tion setting (Lemke et al., 2015); thus an up-to-date com-
parative analysis of such studies and their effectiveness
would be beneficial for further research in this area.

To improve the quality of social impact and its evalu-
ation of digital youth work, a review of currently used
methods should be carried out. An analysis of digital
youth work funder’s evaluation criteria in relation to
the previously documented phenomena of “target cul-
ture” in youth work in the United Kingdom (Cooper,
2018, p. 42) could also provide useful insights. Further-
more, a study of the existing power dynamics between
digital youth workers, and their impact on the validity
of the evaluation outcomes, could result in vital contri-
butions to both research and digital youth work prac-
tice applications.

The importance of youth participation in the design
and social impact evaluation should not be underesti-
mated in the context of digital literacy youth projects.
Participatory youth-centred approaches to digital liter-
acy projects design and its assessment may not only pro-
vide reliable evaluation data, but may reveal unique in-
sights about young people’s digital literacy needs and as-
pirations (Pawluczuk et al., 2018).

The analysis presented in this article suggests that
digital youth workers should be provided with a degree
of flexibility and freedom when analysing the social im-
pact of their work. Funding organisations ought to “move
beyond narrowly conceived ideas of performance mea-
surement and target setting” (Belfiore & Bennett, 2007,
p. 32). As Thomas and Percy-Smith argue, youth project
workers should be encouraged not merely to examine
their “success and failure”, nor to ask whether or not
a project “got participation right”, but to think reflec-
tively about the journey and the process (Percy-Smith &
Thomas, 2009, p. 32). To understand the impact of dig-
ital youth work, it is essential not to “romanticize” the
emancipating qualities of the digital world (Buckingham,
2008), but to encourage social impact evaluation as a
critical process, encompassing positive and negative out-
comes and associated challenges.

Finally, it is vital to note that the roles of digital youth
workers have yet been largely unexamined by schol-
arly literature. More research is required to understand
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this emerging field of research and youth work practice.
As stated by Kiilakoskl, “to define who we are [as digi-
tal youth workers], what we do and why we do it has
never before more critical” (2017, p. 19). Thus, research
collaborations to further examine social impact evalua-
tion of digital youth might consider examining multiple-
stakeholders’ perspectives, including young people, digi-
tal youth workers, funding organisations, policy makers,
and researchers.

8. Conclusion

This article presents empirical research examining youth
workers’ perceptions and experiences of social impact
evaluation of digital youth work in the United Kingdom.
Through thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) of
twenty semi-structured interviews, two problems were
identified: (1) limited critical engagement with the social
impact evaluation process of digital youth work projects
and its outcomes, and (2) lack of consistent definition of
the evaluation process to measure the value of digital
youth work. Results of the study were examined within
a wider scholarly discourse including the evaluation of
youth digital participation, digital literacy, and social im-
pact. The evidence presented here suggests that further
research and youth worker evaluation training are re-
quired to obtain a holistic understanding of understand-
ing of the social impact (positive and negative) of digi-
tal youth engagement and young people’s digital needs.
The analysis presented here adds to the growing body
of literature on digital youth (Black et al., 2015), digital
youth evaluation (Lemke et al., 2015), and digital liter-
acy measurement (Covello, 2010; Helsper, 2016). Finally,
this study sheds light on the importance of the emerging
roles of digital youth workers and may provide basis for
future scholarly investigations in this area.
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1. Introduction: Beyond Digital Literacies as Technical
Skills

Despite different definitions and understandings of dig-
ital literacy, most frameworks used in the educational
technology field consider it multi-dimensional, and al-
most all consider information literacy a critical compo-
nent of it (Alexander, Adams Becker, Cummins, & Hall
Giesinger, 2017); one can consider information, media
and digital literacy as belonging to a family of literacies,
but with different foci (Hobbs, 2010). However, the land-
scape of digital literacy has evolved beyond the tradi-
tional understanding of information literacy because of
the proliferation of social media as a new source of dis-
semination of information, influencing which informa-
tion we see and how, and our ability to widely share in-
formation generated by users (Alexander et al., 2017; El
Rayess, Chebl, Mhanna, & Hage, 2018), information with
no clear accountability to establish credibility. A key dif-
ference between critical media literacy and critical digi-
tal literacy is that, in social media, “meaning-making oc-
curs through diverse sources connected in multiple ways

or networks. This draws attention to the kind of agency
and “distributed expertise” (2010, p. 21) thatmay be gen-
erated through these “dynamic systems” (Hartley, 2010,
p. 21, as cited in Burnett & Merchant, 2011, p. 49) and
therefore approaches to critical media literacy that em-
phasize macro power structures need to be newly imag-
ined and nuanced in the digital literacy sphere.

Digital literacy therefore intersects with both infor-
mation and media literacies, but also involves compo-
nents unique to the digital, such as understanding of how
social media collects data and how search algorithms
work, concerns about privacy and surveillance online,
and understanding and experience of how multimodal
content can be created and shared. An understanding of
the interplay of all of these is needed, for example, when
examining the credibility of fake news.

In this article, I argue that digital literacies should not
be taught as a technical skill, but should be seen as a part
of cultivating critical citizenship (Hobbs, 2010; Pangrazio,
2016). As such, knowing how to assess the credibility
of information, knowing how platforms collect our data,
and knowing how algorithms control what we see online,
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should not be taught as instrumental decontextualized
skills and knowledge. We need to emphasize the ways in
which misinformation, privacy violation and oppressive
algorithms work together to create systems that distort
our views of the world, and thus our political and civic
action in the world, and we need to work towards rais-
ing consciousness of these power structures (Jenkins &
Joll, 2014; Pangrazio, 2016), and nurturing agency to re-
sist them using participatory approaches influenced by
the work of Paulo Freire and John Dewey (Burnett &
Merchant, 2011; Jenkins & Joll, 2014; Pangrazio, 2016).
This involves building awareness of how bias towards dif-
ferent others, lack of awareness of context, and blind-
ness to inequities creates an environment where digital
platforms can expose us to more and more ideologically
extreme content and manipulate our worldview (Noble,
2018) if we are not careful as communities and not just as
individuals (Hobbs, 2010). These ends often promote in-
justice towardsmarginal groups such as immigrant popu-
lations, for example, influencing how people treat them
and vote politically on issues related to them. Learners
also need to know the roles they can play in exacerbating
such problems when they share non-credible, partially-
falsified or biased information to audiences on social me-
dia, even when taken lightly. They need to collectively
develop attitudes, habits and mechanisms to resist, and
therefore teaching digital literacies should include collec-
tive learning outcomes as Ito and her colleagues propose
(Ito et al., 2013), recognize how social mediamakes “new
forms of sociality possible” (Rheingold, 2012, p. 251) and
approach critical digital literacy as a “social skill” (Jenkins
& Joll, 2014). While much literature on critical media lit-
eracy touches upon these attitudes (to be discussed in
Section 2), the majority of mainstream digital literacy lit-
erature used by educational technologists (e.g., the re-
port comparing variousmodels by Alexander et al., 2017)
does not build on this feminist-inspired work, and the
work of critical digital literacy that does build on critical
media literacy literature does not, for the most part, fo-
cus on what is distinctly digital such as the specifics I out-
lined above (Pangrazio, 2016).

Rather than simply aiming to help students follow a
set of steps to detect fake news, as an antagonistic, in-
dividual endeavor that builds a disposition of skepticism,
we need to build students’ awareness of how their own
contextual knowledge and biases lead them to believe
or disbelieve in the first place, an awareness of how and
why information is created and shared online, and how
their understanding and empathy towards the “other”
can influence their disposition to believe and share nega-
tive things about those with whom they disagree, for ex-
ample. Knowing how to assess the credibility of a source
is useless unless the person develops a sensitivity and dis-
position to question what reasonably warrants question-
ing. And it is insufficient for individuals to do this, if col-
lectively we do not find ways to do this together and for
each other, because the influence of finding something
widely shared tends to create an illusion of believability.

A larger awareness of systemic inequalities and so-
cial injustice is needed to raise consciousness about
how digital platforms can reproduce these inequalities
and further distort our views (Hobbs, 2010; Ito et al.,
2013; Noble, 2018). And as we learn about these, we
should not simply promote individualistic reactions such
as “leave Facebook” but rather collective action such as
gathering to advocate for government and platforms to
modify the laws and policies related to data (as Europe
has been doing).

I teach a course I designed a few years ago entitled
“Digital identities and digital literacies in an intercultural
context” at the American University in Cairo in Egypt,
and the majority of my students are Egyptian (a few
are cultural hybrids). As a postcolonial scholar teaching
postcolonial students at a hybrid American/Egyptian in-
stitution, my approach to teaching digital literacies fore-
grounds reflections on identity and hybridity, a question-
ing of our own and others’ biases while promoting em-
pathy for “the other”, and an exploration of equity is-
sues in real life and in the digital realm, before delving
into digital literacies and topics such as fake news, pri-
vacy, data and algorithms. And all of these topics are tack-
led in a contextual manner. When I say “postcolonial”
here, I am referring to a country and individuals “that
have histories of colonial oppression and anti-colonial,
post-colonial and de-colonizing struggles…[one among
many] regions of the world that continue to live with
the consequences of colonial legacy in culture, subjec-
tivity and knowledge” (Takayama, Heimans, Amazan, &
Vegneskumar, 2016, p. 5). It is also important to recog-
nize the context of Egypt and Egyptians after the 2011
revolution and the ensuing political conflicts, and how
this influences young people’s approaches to citizenship
and digital citizenship, given the important role of so-
cial media in the 2011 revolution (Bali et al., 2019). The
context of the American University in Cairo as a hybrid
institution, and students’ own educational backgrounds
(which often entail some form of European education in
their schooling) tends to reinforce neocolonialism and
its impact on students’ culture, in terms of their expo-
sure to Western academic sources and approaches and
Western (particularly Anglo and American) popular me-
dia; the digital context only reinforces this as many of
the technologies are designed in the West and enhance
exposure to Western content and approaches to knowl-
edge. Postcolonialism as a field of inquiry focuses on “the
aftermath of European colonialism, including issues of
representation, otherness, diaspora, hybridity and voice”
(Asgharzadeh, 2008, p. 338) and emphasizes the “con-
temporary ramifications” of colonial history on “borders,
multiple identities, interdependent economies, and hy-
brid cultures” (p. 338). These are all realities in my life
and my students’ lives, and I cannot imagine approach-
ing digital literacies without addressing these issues.

Studying and teaching digital literacy can be seen as
a neutral, rational undertaking, meant to develop work-
place skills, but as shown in Section 2, it is not. The im-
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perialist dimension of technology in general also needs
to be recognized: “Coloniality can be understood as a
system that defines the organization and dissemination
of epistemic, material, and aesthetic resources in ways
that reproduce modernity’s imperial project”, which in-
volves aspects such as seamless progress, democracy,
and universalism (Andreotti, Stein, Ahenakew, & Hunt,
2015, p. 23), dimensions often associated with technol-
ogy and discourses surrounding it. Therefore, teaching
digital literacy in critical waysmust entail questioning the
modernist discourses we are exposed to on a daily basis.

I would argue that wemight dowell to considermore
feminist approaches to criticality, that center context,
creativity, intuition, empathy and a social justice orien-
tation, and apply them to our teaching of digital literacy,
particularly in the Egyptian context where this is needed
for constructive critical citizenship in a country where
schooling does not promote critical thinking (Bali et al.,
2019) nor does it provide any introduction to informa-
tion, media or digital literacy beyond some basic tech-
nological skills. The next section explains the theoretical
underpinnings of my approach.

2. Alternative Conceptions of Criticality

2.1. Parallels with Alternative Understandings of Critical
Thinking

Teaching critical digital literacies involves encouraging
students to be critical while consuming, producing and
communicating using digital technologies, and to de-
velop judgment of which tools to use, when to use them,
and to reflect on their purpose for using them, and how
this influences their choices.

The ideas behind the approach to digital literacies
I use is inspired by the multiple conflicting understand-
ings of “critical thinking” (CT; Bali, 2013) and how cul-
tured and gendered they are. Broadly speaking, “first
wave” CT (Walters, 1994) draws on the dominant North
American CT movement, referring to CT as reasoning,
logic, skepticism and argumentation (see Facione’s, 1990,
Expert Consensus), and this is most commonly used by
universities (Brodin, 2007). This approach for the most
part treats CT as a technical skill. On the other hand, “sec-
ond wave” CT (Walters, 1994) is inspired by Marxist and
feminist perspectives and often involves social justice
and critical action, and valuing things like intuition and
creativity (key figures include Brookfield, 1987; Benesch,
1999, 2001; Freire 1970/1993; Barnett, 1997; Belenky,
Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986). An important dis-
tinction between first and second CT is that first wave is
often individualistic and cognitive, whereas secondwave
emphasizes collective and communal (Johnson &Morris,
2010) action with reflection (Barnett, Giroux). First wave
CT often leads to pedagogies that promote antagonistic
debate and argument, which many women and minori-
ties and some men find uncomfortable, and thus a hin-
drance to learning (Belenky et al., 1986).

For most faculty members at my institution, there
is a lay understanding of what “critical thinking” means,
which is not often influenced by feminist theory nor
critical pedagogy (unless this is common within their
academic field), and therefore, if and when they at-
tempt to infuse information or digital literacies in their
courses, they are unlikely to use a feminist or critical ped-
agogy approach.

Inwhat follows, I first share the theoretical influences
on my own thinking about approaching the teaching of
critical thinking, givenmy background in studying CT and
education, and my work experience as a faculty devel-
oper where educational technology is one of my areas
of expertise; however, I later describe literature in the
critical media literacy field which intersects with many of
the values I mention, but which I only learned about af-
ter teaching the course several times. I hope to highlight
that different understandings of what “criticality” entails
influences all areas of teaching.

2.2. Contextual Digital Literacy?

A key debate within the CT movement relates to teach-
ing CT as a generic technical skill in a separate course
versus teaching it as subject-specific and via immersion
(led by McPeck, 1990). This can be applied to teaching
digital literacies as well. Consider specifically the case of
investigating fake news. An individual is unlikely to inves-
tigate the credibility of something unless they have suf-
ficient knowledge about the subject matter and context
to make them sufficiently skeptical.

One of the main findings of Belenky et al. (1986),
is that many women in particular and some men have
a natural disposition and preference towards believing
and understanding what they are exposed to first (what
Elbow 1994 calls the “believing game”) rather than what
traditional approaches to CT expect, which is a more
skeptical disposition (what Elbow 1994 calls “the doubt-
ing game”). If we consistently teach CT out of context
and only emphasize skepticism, many students (particu-
larly females) may follow our steps or rules within the
classroom but not develop the habit to apply them out-
side the classroom because of their innate resistance to
it. Belenky et al. (1986) call these women “connected
knowers” versus traditional CT which promotes “sepa-
rate knowing”. Connected knowers learn more by trying
to empathize and learn about the other (person or ob-
ject) before doubting them. Their path to becoming crit-
ical thinkers differs from traditional CT and as they ma-
ture, they become what Belenky et al. call “constructive
knowers” who are comfortable with the complexity of
the world, with ambiguity and uncertainty, and are char-
acterized by “the opening of the mind and the heart to
embrace the world” (p. 141). They are able to connect
their own experience with external knowledge, merging
both rationality and empathy—whereas separate know-
ers mostly work on divorcing their own feelings and ex-
perience from their interaction with knowledge, where
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rationality completely suppresses emotion and empathy.
Also among the findings of Belenky et al. is that teach-
ing that does not show the processes of thinking of the
teacher, or allow students to find their own path towards
knowledge, can be intimidating for women who are at
the connected knowing phase (a phase less mature than
the more confident constructive knower). These women
need affirmation of the value of their own experiences in
constructing knowledge, versus external authorities and
external rules to follow. It is also important to recognize
the potential negative impact of “institutionalization of
critique”, where it risks young people treating critique as
attitudes authority figures favor, or even correct and in-
correct answers, “which are unlikely to hold any transfor-
mative power as theywill weigh unfavourably against the
situatedmeaningswithwhich learners identify” (Burnett
& Merchant, 2011, p. 45).

These approaches seem more important for me in
the postcolonial context of Egypt, since students are
taught early on to value Western knowledge over lo-
cal, and academic knowledge over personal experience.
One way to empower these students to have voice is
to encourage them to build on local knowledge and
personal experience as valid and important sources of
learning. One can also support students in making con-
nections between their own personal experiences and
understanding broader ideologies and power structures
(Pangrazio, 2016).

Interestingly, the vocabulary of connection has been
used in the digital context of the “connected learn-
ing” model (see Ito et al., 2013) which “advocates for
broadened access to learning that is socially embedded,
interest-driven, and oriented toward educational, eco-
nomic, or political opportunity” and emphasizes the pur-
suit of “a personal interest or passion with the support
of friends and caring adults” involving “individual inter-
est as well as social support to overcome adversity and
provide recognition” (Ito et al., 2013, p. 4). Connected
learning is also explicitly against instrumental and com-
petitive approaches to learning, and instead is centered
“on equity, full participation and collective contribution”
(Ito et al., 2013, p. 33).

Whenwe teach digital literacy in context, we have op-
portunities to highlight for students how their own back-
ground knowledge about a topic influences their intu-
itive response towhether a source is credible or deserves
further scrutiny. Rather than teaching students how to
doubt a source as a first step, we are affirming their own
background knowledge about a topic, and helping them
build on and explore their own intuition, in order to help
them reach a conclusion. This gives students the opportu-
nity to consider what they believe before they delve into
the trickier portion of doubt, and hopes to enable them
to continue doing this outside the classroom as it builds
on what they would naturally do as a starting point.

Thayer-Bacon (1998) stresses the contextuality of CT,
something which contradicts the CT movement’s more
abstract notions of CT. Thayer-Bacon (1998) uses the

term “constructive thinking”, building upon Women’s
Ways of Knowing, and suggests a “dialectical relation-
ship between social beings and ideas that is dynamic,
flexible, and reciprocal”, while also “addressing cultural
influences and political power in theories about think-
ing” (p. 143). Therefore, when we teach about assess-
ing credibility of a source of news, we need to also ex-
plore with students issues of confirmation bias and how
we are more likely to believe information that agrees
with what we already believe, how exposure to multiple
perspectives and sources of news broadens our baseline
knowledge of different worldviews, and how social me-
dia platforms, algorithms and external power structures
of knowledge distortwhatwe becomeexposed to. Teach-
ing in this way encourages students to assume agency to
overcome the ways in which these technologies can nar-
row their view of the world.

2.3. A Feminist Approach to Teaching Digital Literacies

If I were to describe my approach to applying Belenky
et al.’s (1986) work to the teaching of digital literacies,
I would summarize it as follows:

1. Exploration and discussions of identities, empa-
thy, bias and equity before delving into specifics
of digital literacies. This enables students to self-
reflect and question how their own and oth-
ers’ biases, feelings and knowledge influence how
they approach a matter—and also to possibly
understand why certain people choose to un-
dertake particular actions. For some insight into
my open curriculum, please see Equity Unbound
website which I co-developed (http://unboundeq.
creativitycourse.org). Equity Unbound is an equity-
focused, open, connected, intercultural learning
curriculum, influenced by the connected learning
model which embodies “values of equity, social be-
longing, and participation” (Ito et al., 2013, p. 8).

2. Embrace digital literacies in a holistic manner that
highlights the interplay between digital platforms,
their collection of data, their algorithms, and what
we know about how media can be manipulated,
how news can be falsified and how false informa-
tion can spread.

3. We explore context and what we already know,
feel and believe about something before we inves-
tigate it. We build on existing knowledge and ex-
perience, and also bring forward awareness of our
own biases and biases of others.

4. Being explicit about process in the classroom. Not
every news item we investigate in class is one
where I already have a conclusion. We go through
the process of investigation individually then share
with the group and explore nuances of “most likely
true” or “false with a grain of truth” or “possibly
true but biased” rather than simply real or fake.
We also explore why someone might spread false
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information and our roles in spreading or prevent-
ing such fake information.

5. Being explicit about an overarching goal of striving
towards social justice and better understanding in
the world, rather than gaining a skill to argue bet-
ter or detect lies. An understanding that theremay
be sinister underpinnings as part of larger systems
of power in the world, but that we have agency as
individuals and as a society to resist.

2.4. Intersections with Feminist Approaches to Critical
Media Literacy

While I developed my own approach to teaching criti-
cal digital literacy from a feminist perspective, I later dis-
covered literature in critical media literacy that also fol-
lows feminist approaches, and a number of approaches
to critical digital literacies that are not often mentioned
in reports on digital literacy frameworks such as Alexan-
der et al. (2017). Much of the seminal work came before
the advent of social media (e.g., Kellner & Share, 2005;
Luke, 1994; Luke, 2000, as cited in Pangrazio, 2016) but
has much to offer that can be useful for digital literacy
(Pangrazio, 2016).

For example, this quote from bell hooks (1996, p. 3,
as cited in Kellner & Share, 2005, p. 375) when the inter-
netwas still in its infancy can be applied to digital literacy:
“While audiences are clearly not passive and are able to
pick and choose, it is simultaneously true that there are
certain ‘received’ messages that are rarely mediated by
the will of the audience”. It is important for teaching of
digital literacy to unpack how algorithms and technologi-
cal platforms have a role in this despite each individual’s
agency as a user of technology. In Egypt’s postcolonial
context, it is also important to recognize how much of
this messaging comes from a different culture than their
own, which attempts to dominate their thinking in subtle
and explicit ways.

Luke (1994) proposes that teaching of critical me-
dia literacy begin with exploration of student identities
(also emphasized by Burnett & Merchant, 2011, in the
more current context of social media) which is some-
thing I foreground in my course title and especially in
the beginning of teaching my course. Luke also suggests
the use of “open-ended and collaborative, not compet-
itive, learning experiences” (p. 44), which is something
I try to emphasize as inspired by the work of Belenky and
her colleagues. She also emphasizes how feminist peda-
gogy should challenge hierarchy and student-teacher re-
lationships and traditional forms of knowledge, and ex-
plore intersectionality of power and privilege, which also
entails diverse content choices and teaching and assess-
ment methods. These are things I do in my class by often
not placing myself as the authoritative source of knowl-
edge, and learning out loud with my students, as well
as inviting them to contribute resources and alternative
ways of addressing issues we discuss in class. This is par-
ticularly important in Egypt where questioning author-

ity is strongly discouraged in schooling and in life in gen-
eral (the January 2011 revolution notwithstanding, and,
as suggested by Bali et al. (2019) not necessarily repre-
senting deep criticality). Luke also emphasizes the im-
portance of encouraging students to not only question
popular media, but also more academic sources teach-
ers use—some of the examples I share in future sections
will highlight how I attempted to do this in my teaching.

Addressing intersectionality is particularly relevant
to my context because in many ways my students are
privileged: they are studying at a private non-profit Amer-
ican institution in Egypt, arguably one of the better uni-
versities in Egypt and the region. The majority are from
privileged backgrounds and have received international
schooling. But in other ways they are marginalized, be-
cause of their Egyptian (versus Western) identity. Most
of them are Muslim, the majority religion in their coun-
try, but one which is attacked in the Western media be-
cause of so-called Islamic terrorism. In many ways, they
feel marginalized and misunderstood, even as they rec-
ognize their local privilege. Some of them are cultural
hybrids due to parenting or birthplace, but almost all of
them are culturally hybrid because of their Western edu-
cation even if those who have lived in Egypt all their lives.

Kellner and Share (2005) emphasize the importance
of integrating multicultural and social difference within
media literacy studies and the ways critical media liter-
acy as a field has been influenced by critical pedagogy
and feminist theory. This intersects with my own course
design that interweaves intercultural learning with dig-
ital identities and digital literacies from the get-go and
is influenced by feminist pedagogy. Integrating these in-
volves understanding and questioning the processes of
knowledge construction and issues of equity and social
justice in media representation and the ways they can re-
produce marginalization of already marginalized groups
(Kellner & Share, 2005), and these are dimensions I ad-
dress directly in my classes.

There are models of critical digital literacy influenced
by critical media literacy, but there is a lack of engage-
ment with the uniquely digital aspects of digital literacy
(Pangrazio, 2016), such as the fact that “fluidity and insta-
bility, multiple meanings, readings and interpretations
are a feature of digital environments and notions of posi-
tionality and ideology becomemuch harder to pin down”
(Burnett & Merchant, 2011). There are two approaches
to digital literacy that are often in opposition: “either crit-
ical consumption or creative production; and builds ei-
ther the technical skills of design or the more general,
theoretical skills of critique. Such binary opposition has
fragmented critical digital literacy along theoretical lines”
(Pangrazio, 2016, p. 168). Pangrazio therefore proposes
an approach that merges both:

Unpacking and understanding how ideology is made
affective and personal could therefore become a pow-
erful method of critique in the digital context. In
this way the individual is the axial point; however,
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their personal experiencesmight be a ‘portal’ through
which to explore the deeper ideologies that struc-
ture the reality of the digital context. (Pangrazio,
2016, p. 168)

One approach would be to teach about social media cri-
tique by accounting “for the ways in which individuals’
meaning-making practices help them to perform identi-
ties within relational networks and how these networks
contribute (or not) to that sense of belonging” online
(Burnett & Merchant, 2011, p. 50).

Hobbs (2010) makes connections between media
and digital literacies as involving social and ethical dimen-
sions: “When people have digital andmedia literacy com-
petencies, they recognize personal, corporate and politi-
cal agendas and are empowered to speak out on behalf
of the missing voices and omitted perspectives in our
communities” (p. 17). These are goals I strive for my stu-
dents to achieve in my course. In a country where social
mediawas used to support a revolution in 2011, students
need to think critically about how this happened but also
be aware of the strengths and limitations of social me-
dia, and its potential for connecting with others and for
being critical citizens, but also the risks of cyberbullying
and corporate and state surveillance.

3. In Practice: Culturally Contextual Teaching of Critical
Digital Literacies

In what follows, I share several examples of culturally
contextual teaching of critical digital literacy from my
own course. Throughout the course, I intentionally se-
lect content that comes from the global South when-
ever possible, and attempt to provide examples relevant
to student lives. Students’ public blogs from the course
are aggregated over several semesters and can be found
at http://diglit.creativitycourse.org. Quotes by students,
unless otherwise specified, are from their blogs, which
are listed in the reference section of this article.

3.1. Trump/Mecca Video: Teaching about How Context
Influences Our Skepticism

It is important to encourage students to be aware of
their own biases when they attempt to evaluate the
credibility of online sources. To make them ask them-
selves, “what made me feel skeptical about this, and
made me search to check its credibility” and “is there
anything inside me that automatically biases me to be-
lieve or disbelieve something, and why” (confirmation
bias). As such, it is important when teaching students
to evaluate credibility that it is a spectrum, that some
of the things we are evaluating are either mostly true,
or have elements of truth, so students do not assume
they should be equally skeptical of every single thing, or
that everything is equally non-credible. Overemphasiz-
ing skepticism can result in students losing faith in the
existence of any truth at all, and this is dangerous (Bali,

2018; El Rayess et al., 2018). It is also important to recog-
nize how previous information and biases we have influ-
ence howwe look at a new piece of information—and to
remind students that they may already have such knowl-
edge, and be able to bring it to new situations. These
are not technical skills or steps you learn and follow, but
more nuanced constructed knowledge that each student
will have developed over time. Aside from teaching stu-
dents’ skills about detecting fake news, we need to also
discuss with them questions of bias, and how confirma-
tion bias may mean our ideologies influence what we
choose to believe or disbelieve.

For example, in the first few weeks of teaching, be-
fore we ever discuss fake news, I show students a video
on YouTube of Donald Trump in the White House being
interviewed for an American news show. In the video,
Trump points to a large picture up on the wall and calls it
“a sea of love” and talks about how people have come
from all over the country, maybe the world, and it’s a
“sea of love”. The picture is one of the Kaaba in Mecca
and Muslims performing the pilgrimage (Hajj). I have
shown this video to adults and students in Egypt and out-
side Egypt. Outside of Egypt, if people do not knowwhat
the Kaaba is, or that it is a Muslim pilgrimage, they have
a neutral reaction to it. They don’t see any particular dis-
sonance. However, people who know Islam and recog-
nize what the image is, start to express surprise. Among
those are two camps: one camp believes the video is real,
but express skepticism over why Trump might be talking
about Islam in such a positive way. Some suggest he is
trying to impress Saudi Arabia, or that he does not un-
derstand what he is looking at. This perspective is based
on an understanding of American politics and relations
with Saudi Arabia, and on the knowledge that Trump in
general does not speak positively about Islam. A few peo-
ple suggest that perhaps Trump has changed his perspec-
tive, or has a balanced perspective on “good” Islam ver-
sus terrorist Islam. Others, particularly younger students,
start wondering if the video is fake and immediately
start searching for alternatives. Quite quickly, they real-
ize that the picture in the video was switched from one
of Trump’s inauguration (that’s the “Sea of love” of peo-
ple traveling for his inauguration) to one ofMecca. Three
important things we discuss after we do this exercise are:
first of all, you can question the authority of the profes-
sor; just because the professor is showing something in
class, does not necessarily mean you should believe it;
and second, it is OK and acceptable to try to first imag-
ine why something that seems so unbelievable might be
true (i.e. it is not naive to assume the video might be
true; it shows empathy and a willingness to understand
a perspective different fromwhat your biases expect you
to see); and the third thing is to question the agenda of
someone who creates such a video. I don’t know who
created the video or why, but we discuss whether it was
meant as a joke, or to improve Trump’s image among
Muslims, or something else, andwhether it has potential
to cause damage. We also discuss the impact of sharing
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such videos andmemes, andwhat itmeanswhen they go
viral, and each of our own roles in spreading material on
social media when we are unsure of its credibility. Impor-
tantly, students learn that they already have some knowl-
edge to bring to the classroom, that they are not learning
about digital literacy in a vacuum, but that they can bring
previous knowledge to the table and build upon it.

This resonates with Belenky et al.’s (1986) concep-
tion of the teacher as “midwife”, coaching and support-
ing the student to bring their own knowledge to the fore,
constructing new knowledge by building on what they
already know and believe, rather than fostering skepti-
cism and doubt as a priori valued attitudes. In the end,
the students recognize that they are watching a falsified
video. But they reach this knowledge by affirming what
they already know to be true, and letting it lead them
to this conclusion that the video must be fake because
of other information they have which is true. Later in
the course, students learn about Caulfield’s (2017) “Four
Moves and a Habit approach”, but they are still free to ex-
plore other approaches to constructing their knowledge
besides these steps. Caulfield’s approach basically sug-
gests that someone fact-checking a source should do this
via a habit of checking their own emotions first when ap-
proaching this exercise, and applying these four moves:
checking for previous work (that has fact-checked the
source), going upstream to the source (i.e., finding the
original source of the information used in the source
you’re looking at), reading laterally (finding out what oth-
ers say about the reputation and credibility of the web-
site, author, etc.) and circling back (i.e., start over again
but using different search terms and pathways).

Blogging in hindsight about this activity, some stu-
dents felt it was natural for them to be skeptical of the
video immediately, because they “knew” Trump hates
Muslims. But one student, Nermeen, demonstrated the
Women’s Ways of Knowing thought process:

If I was skeptical for a second I could have definitely
known that it is fake but actually it didn’t even cross
my mind that it is fake because I though[t] “Why
would the professor show us something that is not
real?” and this taught me a lesson that I should al-
ways be skeptical about the knowledge I get from any-
one and anyplace and alwaysmake sure that it is REAL.
(Nabil, 2018a)

Another student, Hana El-Sherbiny (2018), also talks
about the authority of the professor:

When seeing the video, I didn’t think twice and
that was because of the credibility of my professor,
I thought that she would never show us something
fake and it was also a video with trump’s voice so how
could it be?

Of course, students eventually learned to be skeptical
of what they saw—not just as a knee-jerk reaction, but

based on knowledge they already had. The same stu-
dent, Hana, talks about how later in the course studying
how fake news is created (via some games we played on
the topic) helped her understand how fake news comes
about, and that helped her skepticism.

In one class, a student recommended we watch a
video about the “NASA Girl” (for English coverage of this,
see Egypt Independent, 2018), an AUC student who cre-
ated a viral fake news campaign claiming she would work
with NASA to create a barbecue party underneath rock-
ets as they launched. This started off originally as a joke,
but people believed her and she kept getting more ex-
treme and it became more and more viral. This was an
example from our local context, and watching this girl
relay her story, and discussing students’ reactions to it
was eye-opening. Some students who knew this girl in
person said they did not believe her because they knew
what kind of person she was and that she was always
joking; others talked about how at first they did not be-
lieve, but as she postedmore things on socialmedia, they
started to believe it. Some of us were hearing about it for
the first time. In discussing this, students were building
on what we knew of NASA in general, what we knew of
this girl in specific (for those who knew her) and we dis-
cussed how knowledge of how someone can edit an im-
age and make a post viral would influence howmuch we
believed something.

3.2. Empathy and Equity First

As part of the course, students participate in intercultural
web-based video dialogue via a program called Soliya
Connect several times in the semester. Soliya Connect
is a cross-cultural web-based video dialogue program,
where a group of students from all over the world meet
for two-hour sessions outside of class time but with a
trained facilitator, to discuss cross-cultural issues in semi-
structured dialogues (see www.soliya.net). This experi-
ence helps promote both digital literacies and intercul-
tural learning, but can also have inherent power dynam-
ics and inequities (Bali, 2014). But before we enter into
this experience of dialoguing online with culturally differ-
ent others, we learn a lot about bias, empathy and equity.
We play some narrative choose-your-own-path games
that are meant to nurture empathy, and students then
create their own games to promote awareness and em-
pathy for populations and causes they care about, and
post them on their blogs for other students and anyone
else to play and give feedback (these are often educa-
tors inmy network and their students). Games have been
identified as one of the pedagogical methods that can
nurture critical digital literacy (Hobbs, 2010), and while
a game played in a few minutes is no substitute for the
lifelong pursuit of gaining empathy for others, it is a form
of digital storytelling that can provide a spark for under-
standing different worldviews that other forms of story-
telling may not achieve. For example, student voices in
Bali et al. (2019) include the following:

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 69–81 75



The Spent digital narrative made me feel really em-
pathetic towards those living in a constant finan-
cial struggle as it highlighted extremely tough and
heartbreaking decisions that these individuals would
have to make. (Autoethnographic account by student
Fatma, p. 164)

The narrative games that we played and designed
made me experience feelings of conflict, and I strug-
gled to make decisions, ethical ones too, as if I were
the person going through this….I think this aspect of
the course, as subtle as it might have been, changed
my apathetic side….I learned to use my digital skills to
raise awareness through all different media about so-
cial justicewhether it was through blogging, designing
a game, or even ranting on social media. (Autoethno-
graphic account by student Fayrouz, pp. 164–165)

When we were asked to design our own digital nar-
rative games…even though I have never experienced
domestic abuse,when designing this game I really had
to put myself in the shoes of those who are and have
experienced domestic abuse. (Autoethnographic ac-
count by student Jana, p. 165)

Creating our digital narrative games had the great-
est impact on me…we obviously had to do some
research about our topics. I chose to speak about
street-sweepers in Egypt, which taughtme a lot about
their horrible living and working conditions, essen-
tially making me feel extreme empathy towards them
and therefore long for social justice for them and ev-
eryone I learnt about through the different narrative
games found online and made by my classmates. (Au-
toethnographic account by student Fadila, p. 165)

We also conduct several activities to heighten awareness
of inequity. By doing so before the Soliya intercultural di-
alogue (which take place outside class time, and students
do themat different timeswithout the instructor present
but with a trained facilitator), they are better able to un-
derstand their place in the intercultural setting, how to
listen well but also note inequalities related to use of
language, technical infrastructure, and who holds power
to control these online conversations. Students become
aware of how their own hybridity (as Western-educated
Egyptians) facilitates their interaction online with Amer-
icans, Europeans and other Arab students. They also
sometimes see their own roles as bridges to help facili-
tate those conversations and move them forward. This
also feeds into how they approach more digital literacy
focused topics such as fake news, privacy and algorithms.

In their final reflections, many students talked about
how important it was for them to learn through dig-
ital games that promoted empathy towards refugees,
people with limited income, and others, and to create
their own, and generally to question bias and appreci-
ate empathy. Examples of games created by students

include games to promote awareness of illiteracy in
Egypt, child marriage, gender issues, drug addiction,
being under the influence of alcohol, domestic abuse,
and single motherhood (see links to examples of stu-
dent work here: https://diglit.creativitycourse.org/class-
resources/digital-narrative-games). As previously re-
ported (Bali et al., 2019), the activity of creating these
games in itself has a strong influence on students’ de-
velopment of empathy as they research the topics and
attempt to retell the stories in a choose-your-own-path
format, as well as other readings and videos promoting
empathy. One particularly striking reflection came from
a male student, Karim:

I had always thought that I had some kind of weak
side in myself as I always felt empathy towards peo-
ple that are put in bad life situations and experiences.
I have learned that empathy is a feeling that more
or less everyone felt when we heard about some
other person that is passing [by] atrocious events. The
difference is only that some people show empathy
more than others. In our society, people tend to be
raised with a set idea that women have more empa-
thy than men. 	In this class I have learnt that this is
simply amyth. Themyth of the strong wreck-less man
the cute puppy hearted woman. I have learned that
this was absolutely not what was actually happening.
(Habashi, 2018)

3.3. Teaching about Privacy and Surveillance from Our
Context

Much of the discussion on privacy of data is familiar to
our students, but the real dangers of privacy and surveil-
lance are quite different in an Egyptian context than in
an American or European context. Students are aware of
how corporations mine their data (some more than oth-
ers), but what is truly worrying for them is the way orga-
nizations and governments surveil their data for political
purposes and with potentially high political risks such as
imprisonment or worse. As such, I try to focus my teach-
ing on this topic on the work of Zeynep Tufecki, a Turk-
ish scholar whose context is familiar to our students, and
who makes connections between the 2011 Egyptian rev-
olution in Tahrir Square and the more recent events of
the election of Donald Trump (e.g., Tufecki, 2018). They
therefore build a complex perspective on the social me-
dia that can be used for good, for communication, mobi-
lization and liberation, but also for bad, for polarization,
oppression and distortion.

3.4. Questioning HowWe Understand Credibility

Quite often, the criteria we use for assessing credibility
can be imperial and colonizing. In my class, we discuss
what it means to find information online, and which in-
formation is available online and in which languages and
to whom it is accessible. One stark example of how the
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world online looks different to different populations is to
look at Wikipedia. I discuss with students howWikipedia
is not actually a poor quality source of information as a
“first stop” encyclopedia, and we discuss how informa-
tion is edited onWikipedia by anyone, but that there are
editors and discussions in the background that attempt
to ensure a minimum level of credibility. We also some-
times edit some Wikipedia pages during the course.

The example I give is the page on the October 1973
war and how the story is told on Wikipedia. The October
1973 war is seen in Egypt as a major victory, and there
is a city and a bridge in Egypt named after 6th of
October, which is a national holiday. The Arabic version
of Wikipedia calls this event a victory for Egypt. The En-
glish version of Wikipedia uses almost the same facts
as the Arabic version, but concludes that Israel eventu-
ally won that war. If someone were able to only read
in one of those languages, they would only get one ver-
sion of history. Now, granted, multiple versions of his-
tory have always existed and will always exist, but it is
also important to note that my students come from a va-
riety of disciplines, e.g. engineering, in which they do not
normally discuss complexity and bias of historical knowl-
edge with students, nor does the Egyptian education sys-
tem promote this criticality at any point. But it is danger-
ous to assume that the supposedly democratic nature
of the web, including Wikipedia and Google, means that
anyone searching online will have access to a balanced
perspective or all the possible views on a topic; on the
contrary, there are dominant views that more easily vis-
ible via Wikipedia (English). We talk about Chimamanda
Ngozi Adichie’s (2009) “Danger of a Single Story” and
who controls which story is told about a people (partic-
ularly postcolonial people), which stories we hear about
ourselves online and how they influence howwe see our-
selves and others. Whose knowledge is privileged in the
world and online?

We also talk about how Google’s and YouTube’s
search algorithms and recommendations build on the
popularity of searches of other people, what Google
learns about our own searches, and often recommend
more radical sites and videos to visit, in order to keep
people online.We also learn about how these algorithms
reproduce bias in the real world. These algorithms that
were originally conceived as “value-neutral”, in practice,
never are.

3.5. Limitations to This Approach in Practice

There are several limitations to this approach in practice.
Oneof themost difficult aspects of teaching this course is
that the student population comes fromdifferentmajors.
I have students who are studying mass communication
and therefore may have some understanding of digital
literacy. At the same time, I have engineering and busi-
ness students who probably have no such background.
I also have political science and psychology students who
may have familiarity with some of the messages of this

course but not others. This course also draws students
from computer science, who think they have more digi-
tal skills than everyone else but are unaware of their (fre-
quent) lack of digital literacies. This means that there is
no common foundation upon which to start the course,
and outcomes for different students will differ (which
I am comfortable with, as they have different goals com-
ing into the course as well).

One major limitation is that approaches to teaching
that decenter teacher authority run twomajor risks: first,
that democratic classroom dialogue may end up creat-
ing space in the classroom for more dominant voices
over quieter voices; this does indeed occur sometimes in
class, where a particular student (sometimes, but not al-
ways, male) takes up large amounts of time during class
discussions. It can also lead to views that do not align
with social justice and equity to be heard, or for students
to think “anything goes” as the teacher allows different
viewpoints to be presented. This may result in some stu-
dents listening but not changing their minds in any signif-
icant way if their original standpoints were strongly not
social justice focused. A second risk this approach poses
is that students who are more used to authority of the
teacher end up confused: the teacher does not tell them
about one correctmethod to applying digital literacy, but
instead models a messy process of self-exploration, and
in the end, they may not know for sure what worked and
what did not, and how to transfer this to other contexts.
We must consider that whereasWomen’s Ways of Know-
ing may work better for most female and minority stu-
dents, it is still unfamiliar to most people in the class and
may seem uncomfortable to most males and some stu-
dents who have previously succeeded academically by
using more traditional approaches to thinking critically.

It is also worth noting that nurturing these ap-
proaches for students may not help them in other aca-
demic endeavors where they are expected to demon-
strate skepticism and perform antagonistic debate,
for example.

4. Considerations for Further Research

This article, initially intended as a thought piece, did not
follow a social science research methodology, unlike pre-
viously published collaborative autoethnography about
the same course (Bali et al., 2019), but rather represents
the instructor’s own personal account, similar to an au-
thoethnographic approach, and uses quotes from stu-
dent public blogs as supporting evidence.

One possible direction for deepening this research in
the future would be to analyze student reflective writing
several times in the semester using particular prompts in
order to gleanwhere they stand on Belenky et al.’s frame-
work, or to analyze it using Baxter Magolda’s (2004)
framework that sees parallels and pathways between
Perry’s model of intellectual development and Belenky
et al.’s, so that we may see to what extent different stu-
dents feel more comfortable thinking about digital lit-
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eracy with Perry’s more masculine model or Belenky et
al.’s model, and whether the course influences their ap-
proaches. This may also be achieved via class observa-
tions by an objective outsider, or via interviews as stu-
dents think aloud about their approaches to digital liter-
acy questions. This idea for future research is inspired by
the paper by Fields (2001) applying Belenky et al.’smodel
to assessing women’s epistemological development in
student approaches to information literacy.

5. Conclusions

There are existing digital literacy frameworks that touch
upon elements of what I mention here. The majority
of models outlined and compared in Alexander et al.’s
(2017) report on digital literacies do not take up critical
or feminist conceptions of digital literacy in higher educa-
tion. For example, Belshaw’s approach includes a cultural
and civic element to digital literacies, but “critical” here
is not in the critical pedagogy sense; the Teaching Toler-
ance Digital Literacy Framework (2017) is one I recently
discovered and includes elements of empathy and bias.
Also, the well-known Information literacy framework,
Association for College and Research Libraries ([ACRL],
2015), has a strong emphasis on understanding author-
ity as constructed and contextual, and of working with
process and conversation—but this framework centers
mainly on information and not digital literacy per se.
There are also critical feminist media literacy approaches
as outlined by Luke (1994) and Kellner & Share (2005)
that build feminist approaches into teaching media lit-
eracy, emphasizing critique of power structures in me-
dia and also suggesting teaching practices that challenge
student-teacher power relationships; however, I feel like
these models intersect with but do not directly apply
to the unique aspects of the digital (Pangrazio, 2016).
While the work of Ito et al. (2013), Jenkins and Joll
(2014) and Rheingold (2012) is uniquely digital and em-
phasizes sociality and networked aspects of the digital,
focuses on equity, and alludes to Freire’s work, they do
not delve deeply into these issues from a feminist per-
spective. Pangrazio’s (2016) model lays out a good theo-
retical foundation to conceive of a critical digital literacy,
but to me, does not specify how to apply this in practice.
I hope that my framing of digital literacy teaching prac-
tice as drawing its criticality from feminist conceptions
of criticality provides a different route to teaching digital
literacy that may both better support female and minor-
ity students, and more intentionally cultivate an empa-
thetic and engaged citizenry in the postcolonial context
of Egypt, but also in similar contexts beyond.

Reviewing my approach versus literature and results
of applying it in practice:

1. An exploration and discussion of identities, empa-
thy, bias and equity before delving into specifics of
digital literacies. This approach intersects with val-
ues related to equity and participation mentioned

by Ito et al. (2013, p. 8) and emphasis on identities
by Luke (1994) andBurnet andMerchant (2011). In
practice, students come in with varying conscious-
ness of equity and empathy, and some develop it
better than others over the course. There was also
one student who suggested we should speak in-
stead about “othering” as a more systemic form of
social bias, rather than bias and empathy on the
more personal level. This is something I will con-
sider in future semesters, and we showed a video
this student recommended in class.

2. Embrace digital literacies in a holistic manner that
highlights the interplay between digital platforms,
their collection of data, their algorithms, and what
we know about how media can be manipulated,
how news can be falsified and how false informa-
tion can spread. This takes the work of critical me-
dia literacy into the uniquely digital in the way de-
scribed by Pangrazio (2016). Students often come
in with an already skeptical mindset about how
their privacy is violated by social media, but not
necessarily practicing caution. They are often not
completely surprised about how algorithms work,
especially in terms of perpetuating existing power
structures. The delicate balance here is between
reaching a point of “social media is bad, let’s dis-
connect completely”, which many students start
considering after watching TED Talks by Sherry
Turkle, and a more constructive approach to be-
coming more critical consumers and producers of
digital media, and becoming critical digital citizens
(Hobbs, 2010).

3. We explore context and what we already know,
feel and believe about something before we inves-
tigate it. We build on existing knowledge and ex-
perience, and also bring forward awareness of our
own biases and biases of others. This has been
working well for me in class, but some students
have misunderstood “we are all biased” to mean
“it is OK forme tobebiased, and to act on it”, rather
than to mean “I need to recognize my biases and
work towards consciously not acting on them and
changing them”.

4. Being explicit about process in the classroom. Not
every news item we investigate in class is one
where I already have a conclusion. We go through
the process of investigation individually then share
with the group and explore nuances of “most likely
true” or “false with a grain of truth” or “possibly
true but biased” rather than simple real or fake.
This builds on the work of Belenky et al. (1986),
and intersects with notions by others (Kellner &
Share, 2005; Luke, 1994) regarding decentering
teacher power in the classroom and empowering
students to construct their own knowledge. We
also explore why someone might spread false in-
formation and our roles in spreading or prevent-
ing such fake information. This has the dangerous
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consequence of possibly giving students ideas of
how to spread more fake news. This has not ex-
plicitly happened, but one student suggested a
future assignment to be for students to create a
fake news item and spread it on social media as
a social experiment, like “NASA girl” mentioned
earlier. Fortunately, other students rejected this
idea as they felt it went against the values of the
course, and instead, collectively, we decided to do
an assignment within the classroom itself or in per-
son with others outside the class, where some-
one brought one piece of real news, one of decep-
tive/fake news, and we all guessed which was real
and which was fake. That way, the person present-
ing the news could immediately correct anymisun-
derstandings before something fake went viral.

5. Being explicit about an overarching goal of striving
towards social justice and better understanding in
the world, rather than gaining a skill to argue bet-
ter or detect lies. An understanding that theremay
be sinister underpinnings as part of larger systems
of power in the world, but that we have agency
as individuals and as a society to resist. I am un-
sure if I provided an assessment as evidence that
students have developed this, and I hope to do so
in future.

From my students’ final reflections this semester, I have
chosen some quotes. They were asked to blog about the
three most important things they learned in the class,
and what helped them learn the most.

Two students, Nermeen and Yasmine created a game
in the class to encourage people not to judge others and
to empathize, building onwhat we had been doing in the
course. For Nermeen, this was her natural disposition:

To be honest, I’ve always tried to give people reasons
for who they are and what they do; and tried to put
myself in their shoes but never actually have been
through the experience of having to take decisions
on their behalf and think of their situations as if they
were my own situation. (Nabil, 2018b)

For Yasmine, this was something she developed during
the course:

I learnt not to be judgmental. Although this might
seem strange since the course is about digital litera-
cies, still we got to learn about understanding and tol-
erating different perspectives of various topics in life.
(Abdelghany, 2018)

In Pansee’s final reflection, she shows similar behavior to
Belenky et al.’s (1986) findings about women feeling torn
between believing and disbelieving, and then maturing
to see the complexity and a degree of self-awareness of
what makes her more likely to believe:

I’ve always been very skeptical of things I read online
and almost never believe them; however, I tend to
slightly start believing online news when they start
spreading across social media and everyone is talk-
ing about them or when the content is being said by
someone in a video. (Moussa, 2018)

Hanan, a journalism student, shared how the Fake It to
Make It game (which puts the player in the position of
someone intentionally creating fake news) helped her
understand how this works as a process not just as some-
thing we consume:

I had never been put in a practical situation to deal
with fake news or need to understand how the fake
news business operates. The game called Fake It to
Make It put this idea into perspective, showing the im-
pact that this news has on us and the people around
us. (Rashwan, 2018)

On the course’s larger goal to nurture more empathetic
critical citizens, Mahmoud Yehia’s (2018) final reflection
included this: “I have learned a lot about becomingmore
of a human integrated in the world society than anything
else”. In his blogpost, he describes how he took what
he was learning in his class and talked to his family and
friends about how to assess credibility of information
they find on social media so that more of us are aware
and fewer people share fake news.

Another student, Karim Habashi wrote:

Going into a class and discussing the topic decided by
the doctor with the other students in the class made
me learn that there is a way easier way of memoriz-
ing information then writing them down and reading
them back and forth. I have also learned from this
class that students…always have something to add to
what the doctor has to say. Most of the time the ad-
ditions that students have are what we end up [re-
membering]. This automatically lead me to learn that
one often learns more while having a dialogue than
by attending a lesson and taking notes. I noticed I was
learning from dialogues. (Habashi, 2018)

Student final reflections overall show that students ap-
proached the topic of digital literacies from a dimension
of empathy and understanding of the other, and through
a contextual, reasonable doubting, rather than through
antagonistic and exaggerated skepticism. Over several
semesters, in their written and oral reflections, students
have said they valued the in-class discussions and felt
heard by the teacher and other students. While this can
happen in classes without a feminist pedagogy, it is es-
sential that feminist pedagogy provides such an environ-
ment, but the important dimension to keepworking on is
to ensure that dominant voices do not take over the dis-
cussions to the extent that they silence other voices, and
that students for whom discussions result in confusion
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find a way to navigate these and distill their learning in
order to transfer it to other contexts. At the end of such a
course, one cannot know the depth of its impact on stu-
dents, and if I had the opportunity to follow students a
few years later, after graduation, to see howmuch of the
course still remained with them, I would be interested
to see if they changed their digital literacy practices, but
also if they retained some of the values of empathy and
social justice we explored in the course, especially if they
majored in engineering or business where such topics
are rarely, if ever, explored.
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Video making needs to trickle down into the younger
grades because it is how we are communicating now.
(Teacher candidate)

1. Introduction

The nature of reading, writing, and video communica-
tion have fundamentally transformed due to the Inter-
net. The literacy practices needed to function fully in
the world today continuously expand as technologies
advance. Teachers, teacher educators, and literacy re-
searchers are struggling to keep pace. Even though dig-
ital literacy is mandated in every Canadian province,
change in the classroom has tended to be slow (Brown,
2017; Daniels, Jacobsen, Varnhagen, & Friesen, 2013;

Hoechsmann & DeWaard, 2015; Lotherington, Fisher,
Jenson, & Lindo, 2016). This may be understandable
given the enormity of the task. Some of the challenges
to integration include: a lack of technology in class-
rooms, inadequate teacher education and in-service pro-
fessional learning, teacher attitudes and beliefs (Hagood,
2013), an enduring adherence to traditional notions of lit-
eracy, and a persistent view of technologies as an “add-
on” rather than a central component of literacy today
(Daniels et al., 2013; Hoechsmann & DeWaard, 2015).

At the same time, children and youth are often inno-
vators of New Literacy practices as they engagewith tech-
nologies outside school hours (Ito et al., 2009; Sanford,
Rogers, & Kendrick, 2014; Watt, Abdulqadir, Hujaleh, &
Siyad, 2019; Watt, Abdulqadir, Siyad & Hujaleh, 2019).
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There is generally a gap between the literacies practices
students encounter in school and those they engagewith
on their own time, which puts schools at risk of becom-
ing less engaging and relevant. We have entered into a
new era of literacies, and New Literacies (Leu, Kinzer,
Coiro, Castek, & Henry, 2013) theory, research, and prac-
tices are needed to negotiate this terrain. The current
study focuses on how preservice teacher understandings
of what counts as literacy dramatically shift after a brief
hands-on video making workshop, followed by collabo-
ratively designing an instructional plan that integrates
student video production. This research takes place at a
large Canadian university in the province of Ontario, but
findings may be relevant for techer education programs
across Canada and beyond.

2. From Critical Literacies to Critical Digital Literacies

Proponents of new and multiliteracies studies regard lit-
eracy as a collection of emerging practices for communi-
cating in diverse andmultiple social and cultural contexts
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Lankshear & Knobel, 2011; New
London Group, 1996). “New Literacies” (Leu et al., 2013)
has been proposed as an umbrella term to bring together
diverse areas of research, theory, and practice within
the ever-expanding field. Alongside traditional print text,
New Literacies theory and pedagogies embrace different
modes of meaning making (i.e., multimodal)—including
visual, audio, spatial, and gestural (Kress, 2010). This
broadened notion of literacy accounts for the expanded
role digital technologies play in everyday life, including in-
creased contact with difference both online and face-to-
face. Multiliteracies pedagogy in teacher education has
always been based on principles of social justice and eq-
uity, and critical literacies are also an important compo-
nent of New Literacies theory and practice.

Definitions of digital literacy also encompass a broad
and evolving range of topics and issues related to Inter-
net use. As Spires (2018) suggests, there is no consen-
sus on a framework for digital literacies that adequately
meets the demands of our contemporary global soci-
ety. Digital literacies are shaped and defined according
to the sociocultural contexts in which they occur, and
are continuously expanding as new technologies are in-
troduced. According to a recent survey, those of most
concern to Canadian educators include: online safety,
appropriate online behaviour, dealing with cyberbully-
ing, privacy issues, and the accuracy of online informa-
tion (Johnson, Riel, & Froese-Germain, 2016), and educa-
tional resources are being developed to address these ar-
eas (e.g., Common Sense Education, 2018;Media Smarts,
2016). However, this study looks at the potential of creat-
ing and communicating digital content to engage curricu-
lum and critical perspectives in the Freirian sense (Freire,
2000) of critical literacy. Traditionally, the focus has been
on the skills, dispositions, and knowledges needed to crit-
ically examine power relations through texts. The term,
“critical digital literacies” marks a shift to include digi-

tal spaces and tools. In this study, video production is
thus conceptualized as a critical digital literacy practice.
Video technologies allow individuals to “engage with, re-
spond to, and create both text-based and multimodal
forms of literacy” (Ávila & Zacher Pandya, 2013, p. 3).
Video production is an increasingly significant, yet under-
appreciated means to foster critical literacies in educa-
tional contexts.

Vasquez’s (2013) perspectives on critical literacy are
also relevant for both the elementary educational con-
text and the teacher education classroom. She does not
view critical literacy as an add-on, “but a frame through
which to participate in the world” (p. 82). It is not a topic
to be taken up, but a lens for teaching across the cur-
riculum. For Vasquez, this implies that “issues and topics
that capture students’ interests as they participate in the
world around them should be used as text to build a cur-
riculum that has significance in their lives” (p. 82). She ar-
gues students’ cultural identities, lived experiences, and
digital literacy practices should be engaged to construct
meaningful curriculum. This view resonates stronglywith
the assumptions underlying the current study.

3. Making the Case for Video

Everyday life, learning, and citizenship today require chil-
dren and youth to not only be critical consumers of
information, but also collaborators in the production
of knowledge (Jenkins, Purushotma, Weigel, Clinton, &
Robinson, 2006; OntarioMinistry of Education, 2006). Al-
though digital technologies have become an integral part
of the social, economic, and political landscape, their use
in classrooms remains underdeveloped (Brown, 2017;
Johnson et al., 2016; Lotherington et al., 2016; Miller,
2013; Watt, 2017). Lotherington et al. (2016) point out
most teacher education programs in Ontario continue to
offer only “cursory and superficial” (p. 72), rather than
systematic, approaches to the integration of digital tech-
nologies. The focus tends to be on technology instruc-
tion rather than on how technologies facilitate multi-
modal learning processes. Brown (2017) similarly finds
that the infusion of digital technologies into lesson de-
sign is largely lacking in pre-service teacher education
across Canada.

Mobile devices and editing software now make it
possible to shoot and edit video anywhere, and more
needs to be done with video to engage both familiar
and new forms of student learning processes (Miller,
2013; Steeves, 2014). Traditional beliefs about what
counts as literacy are a key impediment to integrating
other modalities such as video into classroom pedagogy
(Miller, 2013). A focus on teachers’ attitudes toward lit-
eracy and learning, however, may lead to change. Hands-
on workshops with technologies combined with reflec-
tion onmultimodal forms of learningmaymove teachers
beyond the belief in a single mode—traditional print lit-
eracy. Such experiences help teachers adopt what Bailey
(2006) refers to as, “a New Literacies stance.” This con-
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ceptualization accommodates print literacy beliefs and
values, while viewing literacy as dynamic and able to
changewith new social realities, such as the “digital turn”
(Mills, 2010) taking place in literacies research. A New Lit-
eracies stance means developing new attitudes regard-
ing the nature, significance, and value of multimodal
texts, while recognizing that students who grow up with
technology may be quite adept at collaborative learning.
To bring critical digital literacy practices into the class-
room thus implies challenging teacher attitudes toward,
and beliefs about, multimodal literacies, how students
learn using technologies outside of school, and what
counts as knowing in the digital age (Miller, 2013 p. 404).

In addition, although children and youth are com-
fortable with these techonologies, they are not using
them to full educational advantage (Miller, 2013). This is
confirmed by a national survey (Steeves, 2014) of 5,426
students in grades 4 to 11, that considers the role of
networked technologies in the lives of Canadian youth.
They are “confident and enthusiastic users” (p. 3) of net-
worked technologies, but do not use them to their full
potential. For example, although 75% of respondants
share videos on YouTube, fully 67% report that they do
not creatively use digital media such as posting home-
made videos online. This suggests students are major
consumers of digital video texts, but seldom utilize this
influential medium to create their ownmessages. Digital
and media literacy require students to have the capacity
to both critically read and produce digital texts.

Research also indicates students are more likely to
succeed academically if they see themselves represented
in the school curriculum (Dei, James, James-Wilson,
Karumanchery, & Zine, 2000; Ontario Ministry of Educa-
tion, 2009b). Even in less culturally diverse classrooms
students need to be exposed to awide range of identities
and perspectives to develop the ability to negotiate dif-
ference in their daily lives, both face-to-face and online.
Canada is a multicultural society where respect for diver-
sity and equity are core values even if this will always
be an ongoing process. While making videos and design-
ing instructional plans during the video production work-
shops, teacher candidates also have the opportunity to
work with two Muslim female YouTubers from the local
Somali-Canadian community. Their very prescence in the
classroom as guest speakers and workshop leaders pro-
vokes an unsettling of assumptions, for Muslim women
are often the subject of media representations rather
than producers of knowledge (Watt, 2011a, 2011b, 2012,
2016b). Power relations are disrupted by having racial-
ized black, Muslim, female, youth YouTubers from a com-
munity at risk of marginalization, as media experts.

Although a recent study (Johnson et al., 2016) in-
dicates a majority of Canadian teachers are starting to
make fuller use of digital technologies in the classroom,
many still feel uneasy and ill-prepared to work with
students who have grown up with these technologies
(Lotherington et al., 2016). Research suggests experi-
enced teachers—who are often assumed to be less tech-

nologically adept—may be actually more likely to intro-
duce digital technologies into the classroom, possibly be-
cause they are not as concerned about classroom man-
agement. They are more willing and better equiped to
take risks (Johnson et al., 2016; Johnson, personal com-
munication, 2018). With so much to learn about curricu-
lum, pedagogy, and how to meet the needs of a diverse
student population, it is understandable that teacher
candidates new to the field might not consider video
production a priority. They are also unlikely to experi-
ence video making in their teacher education courses or
during practicum experiences in the schools. Research
confirms teacher education programs are not providing
all pre-service teachers with relevant opportunities to
learn in technology rich, collaborative environments, and
practicum may similarly offer relatively few tech sup-
ports for candidates (Brown, 2017; Lotherington et al.,
2016). Faculty members who teach in teacher education
programs are often, themselves, ill-prepared to integrate
digital technologies into teaching and learning. In short,
Brown suggests teacher education programs are strug-
gling to keep up with societal needs.

At the same time, even very young children are dis-
covering the power of video to engage and communicate
meanings beyondwhat print text allows. They create and
share songs, stories, and drawings privately and with on-
line audiences (Hobbs, 2017; Lange, 2014; Vasquez &
Branigan Felderman, 2013). They take photos and make
videos as a form of play (Lange, 2014; Wohlwend, 2013).
Althoughmedia production ismandated in provincial cur-
ricula across Canada (Media Smarts, 2018), and students
find it highly motivating (Miller, 2010; Mills, 2010; Spires,
Hervey,Morris, & Stelpflug, 2012), few studies have been
conducted on the use of video production in elemen-
tary teacher education programs. This may be due to
the fact that video has not been part of the elementary
school learning experience until recently, as technolo-
gies have become more widely available and easier to
use. This research therefore inquires into how teacher
candidates (and in-service teachers) can be supported
in their efforts to engage curriculum expectations, di-
verse identities, and critical perspectives through the cre-
ation and sharing of digital content using video technolo-
gies. This is about much more than acquiring technologi-
cal expertise.

4. Background to the Study

My previous collaborative research conducted with
three YouTubers—Kayf Abdulqadir, Fartousa Siyad, and
Hodan Hujaleh—provided the impetus for the current
study (Watt, Abdulqadir, Hujaleh et al., 2019; Watt,
Abdulqadir, Siyad et al., 2019). That project inquires into
the content of their videos, their media making pro-
cesses, and how their work influenced their sense of
identity as media activists from a community at risk of
marginalization. Their videos powerfully speak back to
dominant representations of Somali andMuslim women
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in the mainstream mass media (Watt, 2011a, 2011b,
2012). They are the first females in the Somali diaspora,
and among the first Muslim woman, to create and share
comedic content online, based on their lived experiences
as racialized, Somali-Canadian, Muslim, female youth.
Over the course of our collaboration I followed Kayf,
Fartousa and Hodan around; listened to stories of their
high schooling experiences and growing up in Ontario;
discussed their videos and the production process; and
co-produced a documentary to bring their work to edu-
cators and community audiences. I witnessed their grow-
ing awareness of themselves as media activists making a
difference in the world. During this time, I was also in-
spired by the work of educators who create opportuni-
ties for youth to make videos to inquire into their own
lived experience and promote social justice and intercul-
tural understanding (e.g., Goodman, 2003, 2018; Ratner
& Friesem, 2018). Since video technologies have become
widely available, relatively inexpensive, and increasingly
easy to use, it is long past time that all students expe-
rience the transformative potential of meaning making
and sharing with this medium.

Teacher education programs are potentially impor-
tant sites to bring about educational reform. New teach-
ers are exposed to research, theory, and pedagogies in
their courses. Even if practicumexperiences don’t always
mirror the most recent innovations, it is hoped recent
graduates will be better able to negotiate these complex
challenges. I have led video making workshops with nu-
merous students in our teacher education program, both
withmy own students and at the request of other profes-
sors. However, my own areas of expertise is in literacies
and curriculum studies, not digital technologies. Could a
professorwithout a background in video production help
student teachers learn to make videos? My work with
three YouTubers convincedme of the importance of initi-
ating videoworkshopswith teacher candidates. I learned
valuable technical skills working with Kayf, Fartousa, and
Hodan. Much more importantly, they taught me new
ways to approach teaching and learning in the digital age.
As YouTubers, they understand the importance of col-
laboration, distributed knowledge, learning in real-time,
persistence, asking for help when you need it, and a will-
ingness to take risks.

My first effort to have student teachers make videos
to engage curriculum and critical perspectives was four
years ago in a course on the social contexts of school-
ing, with teacher candidates at the primary grade (K to 3)
level. This was an opportunity to test out my ideas on
how to introduce teacher candidates to video produc-
tion as a critical digital literacy practice. During the term
we took up a range of social justice issues, including
how to negotiate homophobia, racisms, sexism, inequal-
ity and priviledge; culturally appropriate pedagogies; is-
sues around representation; and the consequences of
absence in the curriculum. Course content provided stu-
dents with a number of critical lenses through which to
consider curriculum. For the final assignment, teacher

candidates were asked to create an integrated unit plan
in their subject area specializations that involved primary
grade students making videos. The class worked in col-
laborative teams of three or four, and in spite of initial
anxieties, together we negotiated technical, curricular,
critical, and pedagogical challenges. The videos and in-
structional plans were inspiring. This is a sampling of
the comments teacher candidates made on an anony-
mous questionnaire:

• We had a lot of fun doing this, and that’s what we
want for students.

• It’s much simpler to make a video than people
think.

• Kids who aren’t strong writers can express them-
selves by making a video.

• You can get parents involved with a project like
this.

• I can’t believe how empowering it felt to make a
video. Kids will love this!

• Nobody is an expert....We are all learning all the
time.

• We all expressed our unique perspectives in our
videos.

The response from teacher candidates at the screening
and sharing session was transformative for everyone in
the room. Student teacherswere deeply inspired by their
videos, and by the creative, critical, collaborative, and
curricular possibilities offered by multimodal meaning
making. It was clear that learning processes involved in
videomakingwere unique.Most students articulated the
intention to make videos with their own primary stu-
dents in the future. At this point, it was obvious that
video production was worth pursuing with other teacher
candidates, especially since few professors involved in
teacher education were doing it.

5. The Research Context

This inquiry involves 40 pre-service elementary teachers
in an integrated Language Arts/Arts course taught by the
researcher, in a two-year teacher education program, at
a large Canadian university. This small sample size and
the fact that research was conducted in my own class-
room might be considered limitations. However, it was
important to work with students in depth for the dura-
tion of one semester to integrate critical video making
into existing required course content. It would have been
difficult for another professor to dedicate so much class
time for research purposes as I would essentially have
had to teach their course.

The elementary Language Arts/Arts course at my in-
sitution prepares candidates to teach the four strands of
the Ontario Language Arts Curriculum (Ontario Ministry
of Education, 2006) at the Grade 4 to 6 level. These
strands include reading, writing, oral communication,
and media literacy. The Arts (Ontario Ministry of Educa-
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tion, 2009a) components integrated into the course are:
dance, drama, fine arts, and music. It is taught frommul-
tiliteracies perspectives, with an emphais on the role of
student backgrounds and identities in the development
of literacy. Classes took place over one semester, meet-
ing for twelve, three-hour sessions. Teacher candidates
were in the second semester of a four semester certifi-
cation program. This was the only literacy course they
had taken so far in their program, and they would com-
plete a second course at the primary (grades 1 to 3) level
in year two. Student teachers could opt to take the one
available stand-alone technology course during their fi-
nal semester in the program. They had no other technol-
ogy experiences in any of their course work up until this
point. Two research questions guide this inquiry:

RQ1: How can video production be integrated into el-
ementary teacher education to engage curriculum, di-
verse student identities, and critical perspectives?
RQ2: What insights can be gained into how to pre-
pare pre-service teachers to navigate the 21st century
classroom in relation to critical digital literacies?

The primary task involved teacher candidates collaborat-
ing in teams of three or four to design a multimodal in-
structional plan to engage cross-curricular expectations
(in Language Arts, The Arts, and optionally in other cur-
riculum areas), diverse student identites, and/or critical
perspectives. The plan had to be designed as a teacher
resource for other educators and posted to the course
Wikispace in order to expand the audience for their unit
plan beyond the professor. The content of the instruc-
tional unit was open-ended to permit students to choose
areas of personal interest, and it had to involve students
making videos. Each team was asked to produce a short
mentor video they could share with their students as ex-
emplars. Thementor videoswere screened in class when
students shared their instructional plans. Although all
teacher candidates indicated theywere active on various
social media, only two had ever produced a video and
shared it online (in a non-educational context), before
doing this assignment.

6. Data Collection and Analysis

Visual ethnographic methods are used to collect data
and respond to the research questions (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2011; Pink, 2007; Rose, 2012), since the teacher-
produced videos are a central component of this study.
As Pink points out, visual studies usually also incorpo-
rate traditional data sources, which is the case with
this project. The final product and processes involved
in making the videos are inextricably tied up with
teacher candidate knowledge, identity, lived experience,
and assumptions about teaching and learning litera-
cies. Visual ethnography is therefore appropriate to un-
derstand their assumptions and changing conceptions
of literacies.

In addition to the student mentor videos, a num-
ber of documents were collected and analyzed. These
include the multimodal instructional plans created by
teacher candidates and a reflective essay to justify the
plan, analyze the collaborative video making process,
and outline perecived challenges and possiblities of mul-
timodal curriculum design with video. Participants also
completed two anonymous questionnaires—one at the
beginning of the video workshop and the other on the
day the instructional plans were handed in. These were
designed primarily to capture understandings of liter-
acy, past experience with video making, and attitudes to-
wards making videos with students before and after the
workshops. The researcher and two doctoral candidate
research assistants also took photographs and recorded
field notes during the video production workshop. One
focus group session was held after the end of the term,
which was video recorded and transcribed. Participants
were asked about their experiences completing the video
and the multimodal instructional plan, as well as about
their understandings of literacy.

Qualitative data analysis and writing were ongoing
before, during, and after the course. Content analysis
was conducted on the mentor videos to look for themes,
critical perspectives, curriculum connections, and techni-
cal aspects. The videos, instructional plans, and reflective
essays were independently coded by the researcher and
two graduate student research assistants, for emergent
themes related to the research questions. We were par-
ticularly interested in identifying language and themes
related to the process of video making, critical perspec-
tives, and literacies. Interpretation considers evidence
from these numerous sources in relation to a New Lit-
eracies theoretical and pedagogical framework. The re-
searcher did not know who had agreed to participate in
the study, and no data analysis was conducted until fi-
nal marks were submitted after the course. The video
workshop process is transferable to other contexts, but
results cannont be generalized based on one example.
Tri-council ethics approval involving human subjects was
granted from the researcher’s university.

7. The Multimodal Curriculum Design Process

A number of experiences during the semester lead up
to completion of this final assignment, in which teacher
candidates were expected to apply theory and pedago-
gies they had learned during the course. The sequence
of activities was designed to increase knowledge and un-
derstanding of curriculum content, in addition to the-
ory and pedagogies related to both traditional print lit-
eracies and New Literacies. The Arts component is also
treated as an important form of meaning-making, or lit-
eracy. Working with an understanding of Arts practices
as literacy reinforces an expansive notion of literacies,
and helps students to understand the concept of multi-
modality. Teacher candidates are exposed to print and
New Literacies simultaneously and thus experience how
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they are not separate, but interrelated and dependent
upon one another. Evidence from their multimodal in-
structional plans suggests a strong appreciation of the
synergy that emerges when print and digital texts are in-
tegrated throughout the curriculum design process.

Early in the term, student teachers are introduced to
the content of Language Arts (Ontario Ministry of Edu-
cation, 2006) and The Arts (Ontario Ministry of Educa-
tion, 2009a) curricula, as well as to historic and current
understandings of literacies teaching and learning. Criti-
cal literacies follow soon after, to underline their signif-
icance. It is stressed that teaching children how to read
andwrite is, of course, central to their classroompractice.
However, they should never lose sight of the fact that it
is what students do with literacy that is most important,
even at the elementary school level (Willinsky, 2001).

To get teacher candidates thinking about how crit-
ical perspectives may be enacted through the use of
video technologies, Kayf and Fartousa are invited as
guest speakers. They share their YouTube videos and
lived experiences as racialized youth from a community
at risk of marginalization. After screening their work,
they talk about how their videos are inspired by their
family experiences and cultural background as Somali-
Canadians. They also discuss their experience of absence
in the Ontario Curriculum, and how they had to nego-
tiate stereotypical representations of Muslim women in
the mass media as high school students in the years fol-
lowing 9/11. Through the use of humor—both in person
and in their videos—Kayf and Fartousa open up critical
conversations in a less threatening way. By laughing at
themselves, they make others feel at ease, which leads
to difficult conversations around difference.

This guest speaker session serves a number of pur-
poses: 1) teacher candidates have an opportunity to
meet and talk with racialized, Muslim female youth,
who, for virutally all members of the class, are from
a different religious and cultural background; 2) having
Somali-Canadian, Muslim females talking about making
videos instead of being the subject of media portray-
als, disrupts power relations; 3) personal narratives of
the potential transformative power of representing one-
self through making and sharing YouTube videos legit-
imizes New Literacies practices children and youth are
involved in outside the classroom and highlights their sig-
nificance; and 4) student teachers become curious about
how video productionmight fit into their own school con-
texts. In other words, this session performs video mak-
ing and sharing as critical digital literacy practice. By be-
ing part of this face-to-face conversation on YouTube
videos, teacher candidates are invited to participate in a
meaningful conversation on difference. Screening and re-
sponding to videos is an engagingway to involve students
in critical reflection and discussion on difficult topics.

The final assignment is introduced the following
week, mid-way through the semester. Teacher candi-
dates then participate in a three-hour video produc-
tion workshop as preparation for completion of the mul-

timodal instructional plan. Students complete a short
questionnaire to identify their previous experience with,
and attitudes towards, video production. A short reading
introducing student filmmaking (Hutchison, 2012) and
simple video making resources are posted to the class
Wikispace before this session as resources for anyone
interested (e.g., shot sheets, blank storyboards, a chart
with steps in the video making process, cross-curricular
suggestions for video projects, and ideas for different ap-
proaches to representation such as puppets). Students
are asked to form groups of 3 or 4 before the work-
shop. One member of each team must have a device
with a camera. All of the videos end up being shot on
mobile phones.

8. The Video Production Workshop

To set the stage on the day of the workshop, the class
begins by having teacher candidates respond to the
following question: What do you consider to be the
benefits and challenges of having elementary students
make videos in the classroom? The answers are posted
anonymously on a screen at the front of the class using
Padlet, an online bulletin board. The responses appear in
Table 1.

Over the past three years, I have asked the same
question to more than 500 teacher candidates at the
beginning of video production workshops, and the pat-
tern of answers has been similar for each group. There
are generallymore concerns than posssible benefits, sug-
gesting resistance or lack of awareness about the po-
tential of video. Before teachers have the experience of
making a video, themselves, it’s potential for multimodal
meaning making tends to be vastly underappreciated.
Most teacher candidates have had no experience with
video production during their own schooling.

My research team and I then briefly review steps in
the video making process, offer basic tips such as the im-
portance of paying attention to sound quality, and pro-
vide storyboards. Students are prompted to plan, shoot,
and publish a 30 second one-shot video, to be screened
during the last 20 minutes of class. They are expected
to create a student mentor video that could be shown
to their elementary students as an exemplar (as part
of their instructional unit). In terms of subject matter,
groups choose a topic from any curricular area, but there
must be strong links to the Language Arts Curriculum,
with connections to The Arts. At this point, teacher candi-
dates are also encouraged to think about how they could
make their video critical and we discuss some examples.

Editing is not required, but most groups choose to
undertake simple editing. Kayf, Fartousa and two grad-
uate students are on hand to help out with any techni-
cal or creative issues that arise. We purposely avoid ex-
plicit teaching of technical skills. Students are expected
to learn in their collaborative groups and get help from
our team, if needed. This makes them feel support is
available, but they soon realize they are capable of cop-

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 82–99 87



Table 1. Challenges and benefits of making videos in the elementary classroom.

Challenges of having elementary students make videos in the classroom

• I don’t know anything about video or editing.
• I have never made a video before.
• There are so many other more important things we need to learn in our teacher education program.
• Access to technology is limited in schools. Is it expensive?
• It takes too much class time and effort for students to make a polished video.
• Privacy and safety issues with kids filming one another and sharing online.
• Video may be too distracting and kids might fool around too much. It might be hard to manage.
• Need for parental consent.
• It’s too risky.
• I would only do it after I had the proper training and ongoing support.
• We already have so many responsiblities. It’s too much.
• I haven’t seen any teachers in my school doing this. Is it even allowed?
• There could be tech failures and I wouldn’t know what to do.
• I worry kids could damage the equipment.
• How would you evaluate a video?
• Is it in the curriculum?
• Kids already spend too much time on screens.
• Students might be overstimulated.
• Some kids might not want to be filmed.

Benefits of having elementary students make videos in the classroom

• It engages many types of learners.
• Students who struggle with traditional literacies might excel making a video.
• We need to keep up with new technologies.
• Kids would find it fun.
• It encourages creativity.
• Videos could be shared with many audiences, including families and other classes.
• It is another way to demonstrate learning.
• It would be good to use with students who are anxious about public speaking.
• It’s a platform where students could raise important issues.
• Kids need to learn to use different technologies.

ingwithin their teams. Seldomdo teacher candidates ask
for assistance at this stage. Once they are convinced of
the value of videomaking as a significant literacy practice
they can pursue other opportunities to develop technical
expertise if they are interested, but this is not necessary.

As the professor, it is important to decenter as
“knower” to disrupt the notion that a teacher must know
more than students, and to model a collaborative ap-
proach to teaching and learning. Everyone is expected to
learn with, and from, one another and to access readily
available online resources if needed. By the end of this
session teacher candidates have a better appreciation of
the concept of distributed expertise and the benefits of
sharing knowledge, skills, and powerwith students in the
digital classroom. Along with experiencing the power of
collaboration and learning-as-you-go, this is one of the
main goals of the workshop. The de-emphasis on tech-
nological skills and time pressure create the conditions in
which collaboration is necessary to get their video ready
in time for screening. Some studentswill have some tech-
nical expertise, others will write the script, while others
will be willing to act in the video. I first witnessed this

approach to video making during a workshop for Israeli
and Palestinian youth, led by Dr. Yonty Friesem at the
Summer Institute in Digital Literacy at the University of
Rhode Island. Teammembers had to rely on one another
to get their videos made in time for public screening.
Rather than focus on technological skills, the emphasis is
on teamwork and comprehensible content. There have
only been two groups over the years who did not meet
the screening deadline at the end of a workshop. This
was because they had members with video experience
and their projects became too complex to finish in the
time allotted, so their screeningwas delayed until the fol-
lowing class.

Some of the student teachers were anxious at the
start of the workshop. Most had never made a video
before and imagined it to be difficult. After instructions
were given, everyone got to work quickly and focused
intensely on the task. There was soon a high level of
engagement, with much talk and laughter in the class-
room and hallway where students were working. Some
groups used puppets from the resource center and oth-
ers acted in their videos. Once everything was posted to
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YouTube it was time for the screening. Teams were visi-
bly relieved they were able to meet the deadline. They
were proud and many were surprised to be able to pro-
duce a video to share with classmates. Each group intro-
duced and screened their work, and the class response
was overwhelmingly positive. Everyone seemed to feel
the excitement and a sense of accomplishment. Teacher
candidates are also surprised at how easy it is to make
a video, which opens up thinking about what is possible
with students.

9. Results and Discussion

9.1. Elementary Pre-Service Teachers Make Videos:
Attitudinal Shifts

Survey responses on the pre-workshop questionnaire
and interview data from the focus group session indicate
that at first themajority of teacher candidates were posi-
tive, even if somewhat uncertain, about the value ofmak-
ing videos with elementary students. It may be thatmost
thought this seemed a good pedagogical strategy, but
they did not know what that might look like. They were
concerned about a lack of technical skills, questioned the
relevance of using student-made videos to engage cur-
riculum expectations, and did not consider video mak-
ing a practical classroom activity due to time constraints
and technological requirements. Many also wondered if
video production could be too distracting or difficult for
students in the elementary grades.

This was the first time video had been introduced
in their teacher education program, and none of the
teacher candidates had seen student-produced videos
during practicum or in their own schooling experiences.
However, questionnaire data collected after the instruc-
tional plans were finished indicate that participation in
the collaborative process of multimodal curriculum de-
sign led to postitive attitudinal changes. Table 2 provides
a summary of this shift.

The most significant result according to the final
questionnaire was that 100%—all teacher candidates
in the class—indicated they plan to have their future
students make videos to engage curriculum and digi-
tal literacies.

Candidates were surprised making a video was much
easier than they had anticipated, and most found it en-

joyable and engaging. Student teacher reflections on the
process from the focus group discussion suggest a high
level of enthusiasm after the hands-on experience mak-
ing videos themselves, followed by having to incorporate
video making into an instructional plan:

I’m very inexperienced with video and technology.
I find technology very daunting and I don’t really like
videos onmy phone or anything like that. I don’t know
how to upload or edit them, so I really have no expe-
rience. This project stressed me out in the beginning
because I didn’t really know what we were going to
have to do. When Dianementioned video production,
I was like, “Oh, my God!” [laughter], but it wasn’t that
hard after we did it. It was the collaborative part that
made it work. You had support from your colleagues.

I was so impressed with how much everyone got out
of making videos in this course.

You could see how excited many people were making
their video. I would never have thought of bringing
video into my teaching before this. It was such a new
idea to me.

These comments coincide with our team’s observations
of teacher candidates during the video workshop. There
was doubt at first, but by the time the videos were
screened at the end of class, trepidation shifted to en-
thusiasm. Participants recognize video making is new in
most classrooms and understand they are being initiated
into a practice that has a great deal of potential.

After the workshop, student teachers view the tech-
nical aspects of video making as within their reach, and
they recognize the benefits of collaboration on a techni-
cal task most assumed was beyond their level of knowl-
edge and technical expertise. A number of students
noted that they benefited not only from learning how
to make and share a video with other members of their
team, but also from viewing the videos other groups
had created:

This experience made me more comfortable bringing
video into the classroom. I think I was still a little ten-
tative about the assignment after we were done. We
weren’t sure thatwewent into enough depthwith the

Table 2. Teacher candidate attitudes to video production in the elementary classroom before and after designing a multi-
modal instructional plan.

Before Completing the Video Workshop and After Completing the Video Workshop and
Multimodal Instructional Plan Multimodal Instructional Plan

73% of teacher candidates did not feel confident integrating 93% of teacher candidates felt confident integrating
video into instruction to engage curriculum and video into instruction to engage curriculum and
critical perspectives. critical perspectives.

64% believed students could benefit from making videos 100% believed students could benefit from making videos
in the classroom. in the classroom.
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critical part. During the screening, when we sawwhat
all the other groups had produced we got a much bet-
ter idea of what it means to be critical and how we
could bring that into the classroom using video. It was
very helpful to watch other people’s videos.

I got so many great ideas from watching the videos
made by my classmates. I really want to get the kids
to make a video on my next practicum placement.

It was so great to see so much engagement in our
class. We aren’t always that excited by what we do
in teacher education. Even though students in our
class didn’t have much experience making videos, we
forged ahead together. I think its important to take
risks, ourselves, because we are asking kids to take
risks. You don’t always understand an assignment or
a technology, but you have to struggle through it and
I think this helps you grow.

Student teachers articulate the benefits of collaborat-
ing on a curriculum design project and of sharing work
with other educators. With so many demands on teach-
ers today—including the need to integrate digital tech-
nologies into the curriculum—collaboration on curricu-
lum planning has become essential, and also enriching in
terms of professional learning (Knobel & Kalman, 2016).
Unfortunately, although collaboration is often promoted
in teacher education programs, these programs tend
to require students to complete assignments indepen-
dently for fear that gradesmay not accurately reflect indi-
vidual achievement. This is one of of the issues we need
to work through as educational paradigms shift. If collab-
oration is truly valued, how must assessment and evalu-
ation transform?

9.2. The Multimodal Curriculum Design Projects:
Engaging Curriculum and Critical Digital Literacies

In addition to a more “can-do” attitude regarding the
technical aspects of video production, and a stronger un-
derstanding of the benefits of collaboration in the digital
classroom, focus group data and content analysis of the
instructional plans also indicate student teachers had a
good grasp of how to use videomaking to integrate cross-
curricular expectations and critical literacies into instruc-
tion. My research team analyzed the unit plans and ac-
companying studentmentor videos the teams of teacher
candidates completed collaboratively as the final assign-
ment in the course. Content and themes were identified
to look for evidence student teachers were able to ap-
ply new skills and understanding by integrating student
video production into a unit of study in Language Arts
(with the option of including other subject areas), to en-
gage curriculum expectations and critical perspectives.
We also sought evidence that understandings of literacy
had expanded, which is discussed further below. In total,
10 assignments were analyzed. All groups successfully

integrated traditional print and New Literacies perspec-
tives into a Language Arts unit plan, and engaged curricu-
lum expectations and critical perspectives.

Teacher candidates chose critical content they were
familiar and/or comfortable with, with some groups go-
ing further than others. Students come to teacher educa-
tion fromvarious academic backgrounds, and those from
disciplines more focused on critical perspectives found
the task easier. A number of critical issues are taken up in
the instructional plans, including environmental sustain-
ability, identity and difference, intercultural understand-
ing, and gender. In several of the unit plans, students de-
construct representations to identify who is portrayed
and who is left out. After a unit of study, most of the
videos involved students sharing their research, knowl-
edge, understanding, and/or identities with audiences
beyond the classroom to inform and to inspire change.
For example, in one instructional plan students are asked
to create a news broadcast to think critically about en-
dangered animals and the impact humans have on their
habitat and community. The unit plans describe the pur-
pose and audience for the student videos:

Students will direct their videos to the school com-
munity and encourage their peers to make con-
scious choices when in a natural environment. The
student’s videos will capture the attention of their
school community by using real-life facts on their
chosen endangered animal and ways in which we
can change our lifestyles to promote healthy habitats
and communities.

Other topics taken up in the instructional plans include:
an anti-bullying awareness campaign; creating non-
stereotypical news stories; challenging gender stereo-
typing in advertisements for children’s products; telling
a fairy tale from a different perspective; writing a per-
sonal anthem based on student identities and interests;
a novel study that focuses on critical thinking; creat-
ing a public service announcement on endangered an-
imal species; and a critical approach to exploring iden-
tity through dance. Critical digital literacy practices of-
fer opportunities for students to become designers of
powerful texts (Kress, 2010). As Ávila and Zacher Pandya
(2013) remind us, in the context of participatory culture
(Burgess & Green, 2009; Jenkins et al., 2006), they of-
fer alternative methods of teaching and learning that po-
tentially disrupt traditional banking systems of education
(Freire, 2000).

Critical pedagogical strategies used in the unit plans
include: discussion, writing tasks, reflection, question-
ning, deconstructingmedia representations, and produc-
ing digital/media messages. A number of the unit plans
have students viewing and critiquing videos before they
create their own. This is a key strategy, for students
need experience analyzing how multimodal texts make
meaning in order to produce digital texts that communi-
cate effectively. Student teachers also built in opportuni-
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ties for critical feedback from various audiences during
screenings of rough cut videos and during final screen-
ings, which opens up additional spaces for critical con-
versations. One group explains:

Students will screen their videos in the library as part
of a film festival. Classeswill be invited to view student
films at their individual tables and students will have
the opportunity to explain their video, the production,
and their critical examination of news stories.

Given their limited knowledge of video production at this
point, most groups chose not to formally evaluate tech-
nical aspects of the student videos, but instead focused
on effectiveness of communicating the message, organi-
zation, and evidence of knowledge and understanding of
curriculum expectations. Of course, technical choices af-
fectmeaningmaking, but teachers recognized this would
gradually become more sophisticated as they and their
students gained more experience with video. Some of
the unit plans also evaluate collaborative skills, which,
again, illustrates the degree to which teacher candidates
considered community building to be one of the most
significant benefits of video production.

Following is a closer examination of three of the mul-
timodal instructional plans. These were chosen to illus-
trate the broad range of cross-curricular topics and ped-
agogies taken up by teacher candidates. The first, de-
signed for Grade 6, engages gender roles through a study
of advertising directed at children. The authors demon-
strate how video production can be used to engage cross-
curricular expectations and critical perspectives. The sec-
ond unit plan has Grade 4 students critically evaluate
whose point of view is presented in a text and identify
missing or alternative points of view, through rereadings
of traditional fairy tales. The studentmentor video repre-
sents thewolf’s point of view in the story, The Three Little
Pigs. In the third instructional plan, designed for Grade
5, students take up a critical perspective on traditional
dances from around theworld. The focus on intercultural
understanding opens up a space to bring diverse student
identities and cultures into the classroom and is thus an
important example of how video can engage multilitera-
cies perspectives.

9.2.1. Example 1: Gender Roles and Stereotypes in
Advertisements for Children’s Products

As one team notes in the introduction to their instruc-
tional plan, “video making is a wonderful way to inte-
grate curriculumexpectations.” All groups successfully in-
tegrated Arts and Language Arts curriculum expectations
into their plans. However,most wentwell beyond this ba-
sic requirement to include other curriculum areas such
as Science, Social Studies, and Health. This unit on gen-
der roles and stereotypes in advertisments for children’s
products integrates cross-curriculuar expectations while
taking up critical perspectives on gender. Students at the

Grade 6 level can relate to the topic of gender roles and
advertising, making this a developmentally-appropriate
means to engage these key areas of critical literacy. The
unit is summarized in the introduction:

During the unit students critically analyze the impli-
cations of gender roles and stereotypes. They be-
gin by comparing two commercials advertising the
same product, but each has a significantly different
intended target audience, based on gender. The class
analyzes and discusses how this product is presented
differently to girls and boys. They will aquire a work-
ing understanding of how stereotypes about gender
and gender roles impact the human development and
self concept of others. Theywill also learn appropriate
ways to deal with and modify these assumptions and
stereotypes by creating their own media texts. Stu-
dents work in teams to apply their understandings by
designing and filming a commercial for the same prod-
uct that is gender neutral.

The authors of the unit plan explain how it integrates
cross-curricular expectations from Language Arts (read-
ing, writing, and media literacy), The Arts (drama), and
Health and Physical Education (human development and
sexual health). They describe how it engages critical lit-
eracy skills to evaluate gender roles and stereotypes
in advertising (although they do not critique binary
gender identities), and that New Literacies are devel-
oped as students create videos to apply and then share
their understandings.

The student mentor video depicts people playing
with the product, which is a play dough. Only hands
and arms are filmed, and subjects wear black, so no ex-
plicit allusions are made to gender. The use of a variety
of colours also disrupts a particular colour being associ-
ated with being female or male, also opening a space for
the existence of other gender identities (Figure 1). This
contrasts with the two advertisements students critique
together, which specifically target girls and boys using
colour and themes. This student mentor video provides
a comprehensible alternative to the product’s stereotyp-
ical ads, scaffolding student learning.

In their reflective essay, these teacher candidates
draw upon concepts taken up during the course in class
activities and readings to justify their curriculum design
choices. This is an opportunity to apply what they have
been learning all semester. For example, they reference
a number course readings related to literacies and eq-
uity, including Ontario Ministry of Education policy doc-
uments. This excerpt from the unit plan describes how
power circulates in media representations, and explains
how a child’s gender identity is formed gradually, with
media being an influential site:

Watching little girls play with dolls, and little boys play
with trucks can have a huge impact on shaping the
identity of a child. It could also be an issue when an in-
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Figure 1. Student mentor video depicting neutral gender roles in advertising for children.

dividual child doesn’t fit into the roles on offer in the
media. This unit gives students the opportunity to crit-
ically analyze factors that may have shaped their own
sense of identity.

This team also mentions the power of video making to
encourage creativity and facilitate the learning process.
They argue assignments that ask students tomake videos
to demonstrate understanding and share their perspec-
tives are also likely to foster a love of learning given that
many students find video enjoyable and motivating. The
final student videos are assessed on curriculum and crit-
ical content as well as depth of understanding of stereo-
typical gender roles.

This multimodal instructional plan thus provides an
example of how video production as a critical digital lit-
eracy practice can be integrated into the Grade 6 cur-
riculum. With no previous experience or available exem-
plars, these teacher candidates engage the topic of gen-
der stereotyping, and bring together numerous curricu-
lar areas of inquiry by focusing on critically reading and
producing digital video advertisements.

9.2.2. Example 2: A Fractured Fairy Tale: The Three Pigs
and the Big Sick Wolf

This second instructional plan for Grade 3 or 4 stu-
dents contributes to understandings of how to engage
critical literacy with younger children (Vasquez, 2013;
Wohlwend, 2013). The unit invites students to reread tra-
ditional fairy tales from an alternative point of view. Frac-
tured fairy tales are not new to the literacy field, but the
practice of rereading is only one half of the critical liter-
acy process. Students also need to be able to create their
own meanings, which is where video production can be
introduced. As the authors of this unit contend, “it is im-
portant for students to understand the various ways they
can create meaning without pen and paper.” Like other
groups, the designers of this unit note:

Students will demonstrate their ability to express
their thoughts and ideas in a new format. By using a
multimedia platform and creating a short video, stu-
dents will be involved in traditional print literacy prac-
tices before they even begin the filming process. They
will complete lessons and activities that include brain-
storming and planning; and rewriting scripts by mod-
ifying the plot, setting and/or characters. Students
will critique and offer peer assessments of their class-
mates’ videos and written work.

Again, video (Figure 2) greatly expands opportunities
for sharing and critique, which makes it an appropritate
medium to engage not only disciplinary knowledge, but
critical digital literacies.

This group draws from Harste (2014) to emphasize
the importance of transmediation in the classroom. They
explain that “oving across sign systems (from language to
art, for example) has been shown to generate new ideas
and new insights” (p. 91). In the introduction to the unit,
teacher candidates lay out that during this unit of study,
through video production “students are able to portray a
variety of emotions and sensations that would often be
lacking in a written piece.” They write that “by offering
students the opportunity to express themselves using a
variety of multimedia forms we are creating a dynamic
and engaging learning space.” Throughout the course the
importance of student engagement was stressed, and
based on their own experiences during the video produc-
tion workshop, student teachers came to view video as a
meaningful way to motivate and engage their students.

These teacher candidates go on to justify their cur-
riculum design by emphasizing links between traditional
print literacies, digital literacies, critical literacies, and
transmediation:

Transmediation is an overarching feature of our lessons
in which students listen, interpret, and perceive fairy
tales in a certain manner and are asked to reimagine
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Figure 2. Screenshot of student mentor video: The dramatization of Three Little Pigs from the wolf’s perspective, using
stick puppets.

this tale from another point of view….They are then
asked to express it using digital video technology.

This team also articulates the need to bring critical liter-
acy into the elementary curriculum to help students iden-
tify, reflect on, and analyze power relationships in texts.
Their focus on how print and digital stories can be inter-
preted from different perspectives is an important com-
ponent of a strong critical digital literacy practice.

9.2.3. Example 3: A Critical Approach to Inquiring into
Identity Through Dance

This group inquires into identities and cultures through
dance during the video production workshop (Figure 3).
Their student mentor video consists of a series of short
dance clips found online that represent their own cul-
tural backgrounds. To make their video, they taught
themselves how to import short clips from YouTube into

an iMovie template. During the screening, it was inspir-
ing to hear their account of learning about one another
during the process of making their video in the work-
shop. These pre-service teachers explained how the cura-
tion and sharing of cultural texts to include in their short
student mentor video lead to better understanding of
one another’s identities and cultures. They were also sur-
prised at how the act of collaborating on a short video
helped them get to know one another, and now viewed
video making a powerful community-building strategy.
Multiliteracies theory stresses the importance of com-
munity and bringing student identities into the curricu-
lum to promote literacy development. If learners do not
feel like valued members of the class and/or do not
see themselves represented in the curriculum, they risk
marginalization (Dei et al., 2000; Watt, 2011a, 2011b).

This team’s multimodal instructional plan mirrors
their lived intercultural experiences during the initial
video workshop. In the introduction, the authors explain

Figure 3. Screen shot of student mentor video on critically inquiring into identity and culture through dance.
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their unit promotes critical literacy by encouraging stu-
dents to ask questions and reflect as they create their
own video and read the videos that other students make.
They underline what they consider most significant in
their Language Arts/Arts unit of study:

This dance activity promotes diversity and accep-
tance among students and awareness of other cul-
tures. Students are able to learn through collabora-
tion with peers.

One of the activities in the unit involves a critical dis-
cussion of the issue of representation in the media and
whose voices are excluded. The main assignment re-
quires students towork in groups to create a dance video
that represents their own families and cultural back-
grounds. Students use YouTube as a resource and must
include a voice over that explains meanings represented
in the dances. Through this process, it is hoped students
will challenge assumptions by learningmore about them-
selves and others. The unit integrates expectations from
the dance strand of The Arts Curriculum (Ontario Min-
istry of Education, 2009a), which madates that students
at the Grade 5 level demonstrate and understanding of
a variety of dance forms, traditions, and styles from past
and present, and their sociocultural and historical con-
texts. In addition, all four strands of the Language Arts
Curriculum (2006) are engaged in this unit, including oral
communication, reading, writing, and media literacy.

This example highlights that there is much more go-
ing on during the three-hour video production workshop
than the acquisition of technological expertise. Here,
teacher candidates focus on critical content and curricu-
lum expectations from The Arts and Language Arts. The
process of making a video collaboratively becomes the
site where students (and teacher candidates) actively en-
gage with curriculum, critical literacy, and colleagues to
co-construct new understandings of identities and cul-
tures. As this unit plan demonstrates, the multidimen-
sional aspect of video production as both process and
product opens up new venues for teaching and learning
in the digital classroom.

9.3. Expanded Understandings of Literacy

There is also evidence to suggest that participating in
a simple hands-on video production workshop followed
by a curriculum assignment requiring the integration of
video production into a Language Arts instructional plan,
expands teacher candidates’ understandings of what
counts as literacy. In their unit plans and reflective essays,
student teachers integrate literacies theory and pedago-
gies introduced during the term. The instructional plans
as a whole demonstrate that participants’ understand-
ing of video as a different form of meaning making was
strong. Although not every student teacher explicitly
mentions multimodality as an key feature of meaning
making with digital video, it was often implied in the unit

plans, the reflective essays, the focus group session, and
the questionnaire responses. Teacher candidates made
the following insightful observations about the signifi-
cance of video making:

Constructing meaning with video is unique because
it’s your whole body. You experience it through all
of your senses when making it, but when screening
it, too! To watch the images and see someone in ac-
tion, themovement, it adds another layer of meaning.
I think a lot of kids at the elementary level have an eas-
ier time expressing themselves through acting ormov-
ing. Some kids can’t write down an idea on paper, but
they could act it out. Some kids would be more com-
fortable making a video over writing a poem.

In this course I have come to appreciate digital literacy
more than I did before. I now appreciate how much
video can add to the Language Curriculum. There is
so much you can do with it.

Evenwith getting kids tomake identity texts...it’s such
an important way for people to be able to express
themselves.

I think about literacy differently now. Video can help
me communicate with the world. It is so complex. You
have to think about movement, the use of colour,
body positions. It’s all those little things that you
might not think about reading a book or a print text.
Video lets you share experience differently.

With our world immersed in social media platforms
such as Facebook and Instagram, our youth grow up
in a digital world that they need to understand and be
able to apply to their everyday ives….Youth and chil-
dren can use these to find a voice for themselves, so
educating students on the benefits and proper use of
these technologies is important….Incorporating video
production into our teaching allows for students to ex-
press themselves in ways that pen and paper simply
cannot. This is a very different, yet interesting and fun
way for students to learn.

I see the importance of bringing in video now. We
didn’t do much media literacy on my practicum. I am
much more excited about taking this into the class-
room and helping young kids learn to use video tech-
nology. I have a degree in English, so have always been
into books. I’m very old fashioned, but now I’m seeing
the benefits of incorporating new technologies and
new media into the classroom.

These teacher candidates appreciate the affordances of
video, and recognize meaning making using this tech-
nology as complex. They see that video (and other digi-
tal technologies) does not replace traditional print litera-
cies, but reinforces and extends them. Even an English
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specialist who loves books and admits to being “very
old fashioned” concludes that video should not be ig-
nored by teachers.Manymake connections between the
ubiquitous use of digital technologies outside the class-
room and what is happening, or not happening, in our
elementary schools. Conceptions of literacy greatly ex-
panded when these teacher candidates had the oppor-
tunity to experience the affordances of video production
first hand and then design their own multimodal instruc-
tional plans. Teacher candidates no longer viewed tradi-
tional print literacies and New Literacies as separate. In
all of the multimodal unit plans, there was strong evi-
dence they understood the potential of combining tra-
ditional print literacies with New Literacies, through pre-
production activities such as researching, discussion, sto-
ryboarding, script writing, and planning. They also sug-
gested opportunities to engage traditional forms of lit-
eracy post-production through follow-up activities, in-
cluding oral and written feedback and critique to other
groups, reflective writing, and discussion sessions with
various audiences. The possibilities are endless.

Every group in this study went beyond what was ex-
pectedwith this assignment, because they foundmaking
videos engaging and relevant for their students. A num-
ber reported this as their favourite assignment in the pro-
gram. They were impressed by how making videos fos-
ters collaborative skills and a sense of community. Hav-
ing students make videos is also a powerful way to en-
gage cross-curricular expectations. Significantly, all par-
ticipants stated that they plan to have future elementary
students make their own videos.

10. Implications for Teacher Education

Returning to the research question on how video pro-
duction can be integrated into elementary teacher edu-
cation to engage curriculum, diverse student identities,
and critical perspectives, the short answer is that it may
be easier than onemight expect. As this research demon-
strates, a single collaborative hands-on experience work-
ing with video technology followed by an opportunity to
integrate that technology into an instructional plan, led
to significant changes in teacher candidates’ attitudes
and perspectives on literacies, curriculum integration,
and the importance of new communication technologies.
This one experience with video making and curriculum
design convinced teacher candidates of the significance
of video to promote traditional and new forms of learn-
ing, even with students in the elementary grades. They
left the course more confident about introducing video
production into the classroom by rethinking their own
assumptions about teaching, learning, student-teacher
roles, and expertise in a participatory culture. By grap-
pling, themselves, with the technical challenges and cur-
ricular possibilities related to video production, they be-
come convinced of its unique qualities and value. They
experienced the potential of expansive and unique forms
of meaning making now available to students through

the combination of traditional print literacies, critical per-
spectives, and digital technologies.

With regards to how to prepare pre-service teach-
ers to navigate the 21st century classroom in relation
to critical digital literacies, this study demonstrates that
it begins with teacher educators and their willingness
to take risks. Like student teachers, they also need to
be convinced that advanced technological expertise is
no longer required to introduce video production (and
other digital technologies) into their courses. It is much
more important to create space in a given course for
teacher candidates to inquire into how video produc-
tion represents a different way of learning that engages
new forms of knowledge construction essential for crit-
ical literacy in the digital age. Teacher educators need
to decenter their own authority to disrupt traditional
student-teacher roles,which are no longer appropriate in
the information age. Teacher education programs should
model collaboration and power-sharing between teach-
ers and students, where everyone learns from everyone
(Hobbs & Coiro, 2016). This implies that teacher educa-
tors acknowledge that given rapid and continuous tech-
nological advances, they are also always learners.

11. Recommendations

This inquiry demonstrates that teacher candidates’ learn-
ing in this course was transformational. Integrating video
production into elementary teacher education not only
greatly impacted teacher candidates’ understandings of
what counts as literacy.When integrated into the curricu-
lum design process, it is an effective means to engage
cross-curricular content, diverse student identities, and
critical perspectives. The multidimensional attibutes of
digital video make it the ideal technology to introduce
into teacher education programs to help pre-service
teachers gain the perspectives, dispositions, and confi-
dence they need to navigate the 21st century classroom.
Most importantly, video production facilitates the devel-
opment of critical digital literacies, which are essential
for life, learning, and citizenship today.

A number of observations and recommendations
emerge from these findings, which may inform teacher
education programs as well as professional learning for
in-service teachers:

1. Video making promotes multidimensional learn-
ing. It can be the focal point of student inquiry. During
the process of making a video students develop valuable
collaborative and community-building skills and dispo-
sitions that are transferable to other contexts. In addi-
tion, print literacies and oral communication skills are en-
gaged and reinforced, promoting these all-important tra-
ditional literacies alongside digital literacies. Videos also
become products that can be shared face-to-face or on-
line, opening up access to broader audiences and feed-
back. Having teacher candidates make their own videos
in teams exposes them to the many the affordances of
video production.
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2. Making and sharing a video is not difficult. Al-
thoughmany educators assume video is difficult to learn,
time-consuming, and too challenging for elementary stu-
dents, this research and my work with numerous teach-
ers (Canadian Institute for Digital Literacies Learning,
2017; Critical Digital Literacy Project, 2018), students,
and teacher candidates dispells this notion. More ad-
vanced technological learning can come later, if and
when it is required. The point is to be willing to get
started by learning with and from colleagues and stu-
dents, for we learn by doing (Knobel & Kalman, 2016).

Teacher educators do not need to be technology spe-
cialists. In fact, it is good practice to decenter one’s au-
thority, share power with teacher candidates, andmodel
risk-taking. New teachers need to experience what this
looks and feels like, so they will be more likely to take
similar risks in their own classrooms.

This research demonstratesmaking a single video col-
laboratively is enough to instill confidence, and because
it is enjoyable to make and see the final product, peo-
ple get hooked and want to do more. It is enough to
create a space in the classroom that invites experimen-
tation, while providing whatever support one has access
to, such as articles, website resources, YouTube tutorials,
and/or youthmediamakers or colleagueswilling to share
their work and offer support. Once teacher candidates
have made a video, follow up by having them integrate
video production into a curriculumdesign project related
to course content. This is where much of the deep learn-
ing occurs.

3. The experience of video making expands teacher
candidates’ understanding of of what counts as literacy.
Research has shown that teacher attitudes are key to
change in the classroom. The teacher candidates in this
study no longer viewed collaborative multimodal mean-
ing making with video technologies as optional. After
completing this project, they understood the uniqueness
of multimodal meaning making as complex learning and
powerful communication. They also considered digital lit-
eracies to be as important as traditional print literacies.

4. There is no need to drastically changewhat you are
already doing. The sequence of activities teacher candi-
dates completed in order to create their multimodal in-
structional plans was not novel or complicated. The only
new element was the video making. This means that any
teacher educator could potentially make this one addi-
tion to their course to open up vast new possibilities for
teaching and learning.

5. Teacher candidates should be invited to take the
lead. By the end of the semester—even though they had
never done it before and had few exemplars to follow—
all of the participants in this study were able tomake and
share a video, and then meaningfully integrate student
video making into a cross-curricular instructional plan to
engage curriculum expectations and critical perspectives.
Positioning pre-service teachers as knowledge genera-
tors (Simon, 2013) and classroom innovators may be key
to their development as critical digital literacy practition-

ers. In a course on integrating technology across the cur-
riculum, I ask teacher candidates to work in groups to de-
velop and lead aworkshop on integrating digital technolo-
gies for future colleagues they will work with after they
are hired on as certified teachers. They either draw upon
current skills and knowledge, or they may choose to re-
search a technology they are interested in for a particular
curricular purpose. Through this activity they experience
what learning looks like in the information age where ex-
pertise is one click away. By teaching colleagues, candi-
dates gain confidence as they develop a DIY ethic (Knobel
& Lankshear, 2010; Ratto & Boler, 2014), which is needed
to navigate our networked classrooms and societies.

6. Video making is an exemplary critical digital
litearcy practice. The teacher candidates in this study suc-
cessfully designed instructional plans that engaged crit-
ical perspectives in the elementary classroom. Making
and sharing videos potentially lends itself to classroom
inquiry projects that focus on important social justice is-
sues of interest to students when students are simulta-
neously introduced to critical perspectives. Video also
expands possibilities for student voice to reach commu-
nities beyond the classroom and the school, potentially
making learning more relevant and authentic. Students
find sharing their identities, lived experiences, and per-
spectives with others through video production repre-
sents engaging and empowering learning.

12. Scholarly Significance

This research contributes to New Literacies theory and
practice, curriculum studies, and teacher education by
offering insights into how to shift teachers’ understand-
ings of literacies and critical perspectives through the
integration of video production into the curriculum. In
broad terms, this investigation contributes to under-
standings of what knowledge and skills are required to
thrive in an interconnected, evolving global landscape.
Research, policy, and practice must take into account
the transformed nature of literacies in the digital age.
The process of teaching and learning New Literacies is
new to many educators and involves more than just ac-
cess to technology. Curriculum, pedagogy, and teacher
education must be reimagined. This research takes up
this pressing challenge. As Williamson (2013) reminds
us, “[a] paradox of teacher education is that we must
prepare teachers for the schools we have while at the
same time we must prepare them for the schools we
want” (p. 2). In our diverse, networked societies, new
technologies are introduced continously, and elemen-
tary school educators need to contend with this shifting
reality (Leu et al., 2015). Our schools must adapt to con-
tinuous change, and teacher education has an important
role to play in this transformation (Watt, 2016a). The in-
tegration of video production as a critical digital litearcy
practice into our teacher education programs may repre-
sent a simple, but effective means to negotiate many of
these current challenges.

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 82–99 96



Acknowledgments

Funding for this research has been provided by the Social
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada
through an Insight Development Grant. Thank you to
my research team for their valuable contributions to
this project: Jamilee Baroud and Genevieve Cloutier
(Doctoral Candidates at the University of Ottawa);
Fartousa Siyad, Kayf Abdulqadir, and Hodan Hujaleh
(YouTubers and Youth Media Activists).

Conflict of Interests

The author declares no conflict of interests.

References

Ávila, J., & Zacher Pandya, J. (2013). Traveling, textual au-
thority, and transformation: An introduction to crit-
ical digital literacies. In J. Ávila & J. Zacher Pandya
(Eds.), Critical digital literacies as social praxis: Inter-
sections and challenges (pp. 1–12). New York, NY: Pe-
ter Lang.

Bailey, N. (2006). Designing social futures: Adolescent lit-
eracy in and for new times (Unpublished doctoral dis-
sertation). Buffalo State University of New York, New
York, NY.

Brown, E. (2017). Exploring the design of technology
enabled learning experiences in teacher education
that translate into classroom practice (Unpublished
doctoral dissertation). University of Calgary, Calgary,
Canada.

Burgess, J., & Green, J. (2009). YouTube: Online video and
participatory culture. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Canadian Institute for Digital Literacies Learning. (2017).
Canadian institute for digital literacies learning.
Retrieved from http://www.digitalliteracies.ca/
welcome-2

Common Sense Education. (2018). Educator resources
for digital literacy. Retrieved from https://www.
commonsense.org/education

Cope, B., & Kalantzis, M. (2000). Multiliteracies: Liter-
acy learning and the design of social futures. London:
Routledge.

Critical Digital Literacy Project. (2018). Critical Digital
Literacy Project. Retrieved from https://thecritical
digitalliteracyproject.com

Daniels, J., Jacobsen, A., Varnhagen, C., & Friesen, S.
(2013). Barriers to systemic, effective, and sustain-
able technology use in high school classrooms. Cana-
dian Journal of Learning and Technology, 39(4), 1–14.

Dei, G., James, I., James-Wilson, S., Karumanchery, L., &
Zine, J. (2000).Removing themargins: The challenges
and possibilities of inclusive schooling. Toronto: Cana-
dian Scholar’s Press.

Denzin, N., & Lincoln, Y. (2011). The Sage handbook of qual-
itative research (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Dwyer, B. (2016). Teaching and learning in the global vil-

lage: Connect, create, collaborate, and communicate.
The Reading Teacher, 70(1), 131–136.

Freire, P. (2000). Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York,
NY: Continuum Press.

Goodman, S. (2003). Teaching youthmedia: A guide to lit-
eracy, video production and social change. New York,
NY: Teachers College Press.

Goodman, S. (2018). It’s not about grit: Trauma, inequal-
ity, and the power of transformative teaching. New
York, NY: Teachers College Press.

Hagood, M. (2013). So now you know. What are you go-
ing to do about it? In J. Ávila & J. Zacher Pandya (Eds.),
Critical literacies as social praxis: Intersections and
challenges (pp. 219–224). New York, NY: Peter Lang.

Harste, J. (2014). The art of learning to be critically liter-
ate. Language Arts, 92, 90–102.

Hobbs, R. (2017). Create to learn: Introduction to digital
literacy. Malden, MA: Wiley Blackwell.

Hobbs, R., & Coiro, J. (2016). Everyone learns from every-
one: Collaborative and interdisciplinary professional
development in digital literacy. Journal of Adult and
Adolescent Literacy, 59(6), 623–629.

Hoechsmann,M., &DeWaard, H. (2015).Mapping digital
literacy policy and practice in the Canadian education
landscape. Ottawa: Media Smarts. Retrieved from
http://mediasmarts.ca/teacherresources/digital-
literacy-framework/mapping-digital-literacy-policy-
practice-canadian-educationlandscape

Hutchison, D. (2012). The student filmmaker. What
works? Research into Practice. Toronto: Ontario Min-
istry of Education.

Ito, M., Horst, H. A., Bittanti, M., Boyd, D., Herr-
Stevenson, B., & Lange, P. (2008).White paper. Living
and learning with new media: Summary of findings
from the digital youth project. Chicago, IL: The John
P. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation.

Jenkins, H., Purushotma, R., Weigel, M., Clinton, K., & Ro-
bison, A. (2006). Confronting the challenges of partic-
ipatory culture: Media education for the 21st century.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Johnson, M., Riel, R., & Froese-Germain, B. (2016).
Connected to learn: Teachers’ experiences with net-
worked technologies in the classroom. Ottawa: Me-
dia Smarts & The Canadian Teacher’s Federation.

Knobel, M., & Kalman, J. (2016). Teacher learning, digi-
tal technologies, and new literacies. In M. Knobel &
J. Kalman (Eds), New literacies and teacher learning:
Professional development and the digital turn (pp.
1–20). New York, NY: Peter Lang.

Knoble, M., & Lankshear, C. (2010). DIY media: Creating,
sharing and learning with new media. New York, NY:
Peter Lang.

Kress, G. (2010). Multimodality: A social semiotic ap-
proach to contemporary communication. New York,
NY: Routledge.

Lange, P. (2014). Kids on YouTube: Technical identities
and digital literacies. Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast
Press.

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 82–99 97

http://www.digitalliteracies.ca/welcome-2
http://www.digitalliteracies.ca/welcome-2
https://www.commonsense.org/education
https://www.commonsense.org/education
https://thecriticaldigitalliteracyproject.com
https://thecriticaldigitalliteracyproject.com
http://mediasmarts.ca/teacherresources/digital-literacy-framework/mapping-digital-literacy-policy-practice-canadian-educationlandscape
http://mediasmarts.ca/teacherresources/digital-literacy-framework/mapping-digital-literacy-policy-practice-canadian-educationlandscape
http://mediasmarts.ca/teacherresources/digital-literacy-framework/mapping-digital-literacy-policy-practice-canadian-educationlandscape


Lankshear, C., & Knobel, M. (2011). The new literacies:
Everyday practices and social learning (3rd ed.). Berk-
shire: McGraw Hill.

Leu, D., Kinzer, C., Coiro, J., Castek, J., & Henry, L. (2013).
New literacies: A dual-level theory of the changing
nature of literacy, instruction, and assessment. In
D. Alvermann, N. Unrau, & R. Ruddell (Eds.), The-
oretical models and processes of reading (6th ed.,
pp. 1150–1181). Newark, NJ: International Reading
Association.

Leu, D., Forzani, E., Timbrell, N., & Maykel, C. (2015).
Seeing the forest, not the trees: Essential technolo-
gies for literacy in the primary-grade and upper
elementary-grade classroom. Journal of Adolescent
and Adult Literacy, 69(2), 139–145.

Lotherington, H., Fisher, S., Jenson, J., & Lindo, L. (2016).
Professional development from the inside out: Re-
designing learning through collaborative action re-
search. In M. Knobel & J. Kalman (Eds.), New litera-
cies and teacher learning: Professional development
and the digital turn (pp. 65–87). New York, NY: Peter
Lang.

Manjou, F. (2018, February 14). Welcome to the post-
text future. The New York Times. Retrieved from
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/02/09/
technology/the-rise-of-avisual-internet.html

Media Smarts. (2016). Use, understand & create: A digi-
tal literacy framework for Canadian schools, K-12. Ot-
tawa: MediaSmarts.

Media Smarts. (2018). Digital and media literacy out-
comes by province and territory. Retrieved from
http://mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/digital-
and-media-literacy-outcomes-province-territory

Miller, S. (2010). Towards a multimodal literacy ped-
agogy: Digital video composing as 21st century
literacy. In P. Albers & J. Sanders (Eds.), Litera-
cies, art, and multimodality (pp. 254–281). Urbana-
Champaign, IL: National Council of Teachers of
English.

Miller, S. (2013). A research metasynthesis on digital
video composing in classrooms: An evidence-based
framework toward a pedagogy for embodied learn-
ing, Journal of Literacy Research, 45(4), 386–430.

Miller, S., & McVee, M. (2012). Multimodal composing:
The essential 21st century literacy. In S. Miller & M.
McVee (Eds.), Multimodal composing in classrooms:
Learning and teaching for the digital world. NewYork,
NY: Routledge.

Mills, K. (2010). A reviewof the ‘digital turn’ in the new lit-
eracy studies. Review of Educational Research, 80(2),
246–271.

New London Group. (1996). A pedagogy of multilitera-
cies: Designing social futures. Harvard Educational
Review, 66(1), 60–93.

Ontario Ministry of Education. (2006). The Ontario cur-
riculum, k-8 language arts. Toronto: Ontario Ministry
of Education.

Ontario Ministry of Education. (2009a). The Ontario cur-

riculum, grades 1-8 the arts. Toronto: Ontario Min-
istry of Education.

Ontario Ministry of Education. (2009b). Ontario’s equity
and inclusive education strategy. Toronto: Ontario
Ministry of Education.

Ontario Ministry of Education. (2015). Literacy for a
connected world. Capacity building K-12 monograph.
Toronto: Ontario Ministry of Education.

Ontario Ministry of Education. (2016). 21st century
competencies: Foundation document for discussion.
Toronto: Ontario Ministry of Education.

Pink, S. (2007).Doing visual ethnography (2nd ed.). Thou-
sand Oaks, CA: Sage

Ratner, E., & Friesem, Y. (2018). Civic media as a cul-
tural dialogue: A professional development journey
of Arab and Jewish teachers via documentary film-
making in Israel. Journal of Media Literacy, 65(1/2),
13–18.

Ratto, M., & Boler, M. (2014). DIY citizenship: Critical
making and social media. Cambridge, MA: The MIT
Press.

Rose, G. (2012).Visualmethodologies: An introduction to
researchingwith visual materials (3rd ed.). Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Sanford, K., Rogers, T., & Kendrick, M. (2014). An intro-
duction to everyday youth literacies: Critical perspec-
tives in new times. In K. Sanford, T. Rogers, & M.
Kendrick (Eds.), Everyday youth literacies: Critical per-
spectives for new times (pp. 1–13). New York, NY:
Springer.

Simon, R. (2013). Literacy teacher education as critical in-
quiry. In C. Kosnik, J. Rowsell, P. Williamson, R. Simon,
& C. Beck (Eds.), Literacy teacher educators: Prepar-
ing teachers for a changing world (pp. 135–148). Rot-
terdam: Sense Publishers.

Spires, H. (2018). Call for papers. Critical perspectives
on digital literacies: Creating a path forward. Media
and Communication. Retrieved from https://www.
cogitatiopress.com/mediaandcommunication

Spires, H, Hervey, L., Morris, G., & Stelpflug, C. (2012).
Engergizing project-based inquiry: Middle grade stu-
dents read, write, and create videos. Journal of Ado-
lescent and Adult Literacy, 55(6), 483–493.

Spires, H., Paul, C., Himes, M., & Yuan, C. (2018). Cross-
cultural collaborative inquiry: A collective case study
with students from China and the US. International
Journal of Educational Research, 91, 28–40.

Steeves, V. (2014). Young Canadians in a wired world,
phase III: Life online. Ottawa: Media Smarts.

Vasquez, V. (2013). Living and learning critical literacy
in the university classroom. In C. Kosnik, J. Rowsell,
P. Williamson, R. Simon, & C. Beck (Eds.), Literacy
teacher educators: Preparing teachers for a changing
world (pp. 79–92). Rotterdam: Sense Publishers.

Vasquez, V., & Branigan Felderman, C. (2013). Technol-
ogy and critical literacy in early childhood. New York,
NY: Routledge.

Watt, D. (2011a). From the streets of Peshawar to the

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 82–99 98

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/02/09/technology/the-rise-of-avisual-internet.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/02/09/technology/the-rise-of-avisual-internet.html
http://mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/digital-and-media-literacy-outcomes-province-territory
http://mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/digital-and-media-literacy-outcomes-province-territory
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/mediaandcommunication
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/mediaandcommunication


cover of Maclean’s Magazine: Reading images of
Muslim women as ‘currere’ to interrupt gendered Is-
lamophobia. Journal of Curriculum Theorizing, 27(1),
64–86.

Watt, D. (2011b). Juxtaposing ‘sonare’ and ‘videre’ midst
curricular spaces: Negotiating Muslim, female identi-
ties in the discursive spaces of schooling and visual
media cultures (Unpublished doctoral dissertation).
University of Ottawa, Ottawa, Canada.

Watt, D. (2012). The urgency of visual media literacy
in our post-9/11 world: Reading images of Muslim
women in the print newsmedia. Journal of Media Lit-
eracy Education, 4(1), 32–41.

Watt, D. (2016a). Toward the internationalization of
teacher education for social justice: Interrogating our
relation to difference in-between here and there. In S.
Sharma & J. Phillion (Eds.), Internationalizing teacher
education for social justice: Theory, research, and
practice. Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing.

Watt, D. (2016b). Muslim female students assert their
identities in-between family, schooling, and themass
media. Journal of Family Diversity in Education, 1(1),
21–36.

Watt, D. (2017). New literacies and global education:
Video production in teacher education as a critical
digital literacy practice. Paper presented at theworld
education research association annual meeting, The
Education University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong.

Watt, D. (2018). Video production in teacher education:
Negotiating New Literacies practices in-between the
classroom and our networked world. Paper pre-
sented at the international conference on education
and global studies, Osaka, Japan.

Watt, D., Abdulqadir, K., Hujaleh, H., & Siyad, F. (2019).
“Three things you should know about my hijab”: The
art of youth media activism on YouTube. Journal of
Literacy and Technology, 20(1), 252–271.

Watt, D., Abdulqadir, K., Siyad, F., & Hujaleh, H. (2019).
Engaging difference in the digital age: Learning
with/from three Somali-Canadian, Muslim, female
YouTubers. In S. Sharma & A. Lazar (Eds.), Rethink-
ing 21st century diversity in teacher preparation,
K-12 education, and school policy: Theory, research,
and practice (pp. 221–239). New York, NY: Springer
Publishing.

Williamson, P. (2013). Introduction. In C. Kosnik, J.
Rowsell, P. Williamson, R. Simon, & C. Beck (Eds.),
Literacy teacher educators: Preparing teachers for
a changing world (pp. 1–4). Rotterdam: Sense
Publishers.

Willinksy, J. (2001). After literacy: Essays. New York, NY:
Peter Lang.

Wohlwend, K. (2013). Litearcy playshop: New literacies,
popular media, and play in the early childhood class-
room. New York, NY: Teachers College Columbia
University.

About the Author

DianeWatt is an Adjunct Professor in the Faculty of Education at the University of Ottawa. She teaches
graduate and undergraduate courses in literacies, digital technologies, curriculum, global education,
feminist perspectives, social contexts of education, and qualitative inquiry.Watt has also held positions
as a visiting scholar at the Institute for Feminist and Gender Studies at the University of Ottawa, and
a Postdoctoral Scholar at the Werklund School of Education at the University of Calgary.

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 82–99 99



Media and Communication (ISSN: 2183–2439)
2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 100–114

DOI: 10.17645/mac.v7i2.1899

Article

Digital Literacy Through Digital Citizenship: Online Civic Participation and
Public Opinion Evaluation of Youth Minorities in Southeast Asia

Audrey Yue *, Elmie Nekmat and Annisa R. Beta

Communications and New Media, National University of Singapore, 117416 Singapore; E-Mails: audrey.yue@nus.edu.sg
(A.Y.), elmie@nus.edu.sg (E.N.), annisa.beta@nus.edu.sg (A.R.B.)

* Corresponding author

Submitted: 14 December 2018 | Accepted: 19 February 2019 | Published: 11 June 2019

Abstract
The field of critical digital literacy studies has burgeoned in recent years as a result of the increased cultural consumption
of digital media as well as the turn to the production of digital media forms. This article extends extant digital literacy stud-
ies by focusing on its subfield of digital citizenship. Proposing that digital citizenship is not another dimension or axis of
citizenship, but a practice through which civic activities in the various dimensions of citizenship are conducted, this article
critically considers how the concept of digital citizenship can furnish further insight into the quality of online civic participa-
tion that results in claims to and acts of citizenship. Through interdisciplinary scholarship, drawing from critical media and
cultural theory, and media psychology, and deriving new empirical data from qualitative digital ethnography and quantita-
tive focus group and survey studies, it presents original case studies with young people in Southeast Asia, including young
Muslimwomen’s groups in Indonesia and youth public opinion on LGBTs in Singapore. It argues that Southeast Asian youth
digital citizenship foregrounds civic participation as emergent acts that not only serve to make society a better place, but
also enacts alternative publics that characterise new modes of civic-making in more conservative, collectivistic Southeast
Asian societies.

Keywords
digital citizenship; digital literacy; Indonesia; online civic participation; Singapore; Southeast Asia

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Critical Perspectives on Digital Literacies: Creating a Path Forward”, edited by Hiller A. Spires
(North Carolina State University, USA).

© 2019 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

This article extends digital literacy through its critical sub-
field of digital citizenship. Digital literacy studies have
burgeoned in recent years consequent of the increased
cultural consumption of digital media and the turn to the
production of digital media forms. The term can refer
in general to individual knowledge about an activity me-
diated by digital media, as well as in particular to mas-
tery in operation and proficiency in negotiating the af-
fordances of digital platforms. This article extends cur-
rent scholarship which addresses these competencies in
terms of information and skills, to consider how the con-

cept of digital citizenship can furnish new insights into
the quality of online civic participation that results in
claims to and acts of citizenship.

Digital citizenship is broadly defined as the ability to
participate online and as an extension of social inclusion.
It is not another dimension or axis of citizenship, but a
practice through which civic activities in the various di-
mensions of citizenship are conducted. It thus refers to
the capacity and use of ICTs to plan, organize or con-
duct activities in the citizenship domains of the social,
political, economic and cultural. The Internet may be a
space for civic activities and engagement or may sim-
ply be a planning tool to enable these activities to oc-
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cur. In this article, we theorise digital citizenship as a sub-
field of digital literacy, and demonstrate this focus by ex-
tending the emphasis on online competencies to civic
participation. We examine original case studies draw-
ing from empirical fieldwork with young people’s use
of social networking platforms in Southeast Asia, includ-
ing the collective organizing of young Muslim women’s
groups in Indonesia and youth evaluation of public opin-
ion on LGBTs in Singapore. We highlight the formation
of civic skills such as how young people recognize, fil-
ter and use online information to make decisions about
public discourses of homosexuality; how they appropri-
ate gendered forms of public expressions, and; how they
support new modes of affiliation with peer networks
to create alternate publics and entrepreneurship. We
present interdisciplinary scholarship drawing from criti-
cal media and cultural theory as well as media psychol-
ogy, to derive new empirical data from qualitative digi-
tal ethnography and focus group studies. This article ar-
gues that for young people, ways of engagement in civic
life are impacted by, and to some extent, reliant on the
Internet and social media. Southeast Asian youth digital
citizenship foregrounds civic participation as emergent
acts that not only serve to make society a better place,
but also enacts alternative publics that characterize new
modes of civic-making in more conservative, collectivis-
tic Southeast Asian societies.

2. From Digital Literacy to Digital Citizenship of Youths

The term ‘digital literacy’ describes the skills and capa-
bilities that are required by individuals to participate in
a digitally-enabled society. Gilster (1997) first coined the
concept to refer to “the ability to both understand and
use digitised information” (p. 2). Central here is Gilster’s
emphasis on the mastery of ideas rather than technical
skills. The former highlights its conceptual definitionwhile
the latter draws on its standardized operational definition
(Lankshear & Knobel, 2006). Gilster’s emphasis on the for-
mer draws attention to how digital literacy requires not
just socio-cognitive competencies to evaluate, analyze
and synthesize information, but that such information can
enable individuals to mediate action and engage in the
world. It draws attention to literacy not simply as the abil-
ity to read and write, but the capacity to understand and
shape how information is consumed and presented. This
emphasis prompts Lankshear and Knobel (2008) to sug-
gest digital literacy as a social practice concerned with
makingmeanings out of texts that are produced, received,
distributed, and exchanged via the digital. For them, a so-
cial practice is not simply concerned with the way people
read texts, but the ways people talk about, use, and en-
code beliefs and values about them, as well as the ways
these texts socially connect them to others in different
contexts. The framework of ‘digital literacies’ is thusmore
cogent to refer to the multiple ways in which people use
and interpret the digital text, as well as the multitude of
digital media forms that are constantly evolving.

The expansive view of digital literacies attends to the
diverse practices that surround the digital society and
their attendant policy implications, as well as their ben-
efits to educational learning. More recently, Luke (2017)
draws this field together by encapsulating the debates
on digital literacies under the framework of critical liter-
acy. Critical literacy is not just about learning how to cri-
tique the government or corporations but knowing “how
texts attempt to do things to people and places, how they
can be contested and, ultimately, remade in construc-
tive ways that work in the interests of [sic] people and
their communities” (2017, p. 11). The author highlights
how affordances of digital tools such as multimodality,
interactivity, collaboration, intertextuality, and identity
construction are significant to fostering critical inquiry.
This development resonates with research on the digi-
tal divide that has also shifted the focus on material and
skills access (i.e., technical competencies) towardmental
and usage access (i.e., critical and cultural literacies) (e.g.
D’Haenens, Koeman, & Saeys, 2007; van Djik, 2004).

These scholarly developments suggest that digital lit-
eracy is a social practice as well as a form of critical lit-
eracy. They also share two common features. First, they
eschew the focus on learning for technical skills by treat-
ing technology and literacy as social practices enshrined
in critical inquiry. This emphasis enculturates competen-
cies that allow people to interrogate the relationship be-
tween language, technology, and power, and engage in
social action and justice. Second, they focus predomi-
nantly on literacy education in schools and the compe-
tencies of children and young people. This stems from
the theoretical influence in new literacy studies and ge-
nealogy in educational pedagogy, in particular on the
centrality of technology to the lives of digital natives and
the capacity of schools to prepare them with resources
and skills for meaningful participation.

The current article draws on and extends the above-
mentioned approaches to social practice and critical lit-
eracy in two ways. First, by advancing extant digital lit-
eracy studies with the subfield of digital citizenship and,
second, by expanding the scope of the school to that
of the social world inhabited by these people. The pur-
pose is to critically examine how digital literacy enables
young people to participate as civic actors and, in and
through these practices, allow them to make claims to
citizenship. Citizenship has become a significant site in
the current milieu of global mobility, technological dis-
ruption and youth precarity. Especially in Southeast Asia
where our case studies are located, a region where con-
servative states and smart city intelligent systems have
co-evolved in tandem, digital citizenship is a key arena
to identify the capacity of digital multiliteracies to em-
power young people’s rights to participate effectively
and belong. This alignment of digital literacy to citizen-
ship is already reflected in current European policy rec-
ommendations that call for digital citizenship to be em-
bedded in the school curriculum so young people are
not just provided opportunities to design, create, make,
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remix and share digital creative content, but also learn
the broader issues associatedwith the ownership of data,
privacy, and movement across different media platforms
and social networks (McGillivray, McPherson, Jones, &
McCandlish, 2016).

Digital citizenship is a relatively new and contested
concept. Its meanings and applications vary significantly.
The term is situated at the nexus of the pervasiveness of
digital technologies in a modern world with the promise
of new modes of participation and the threats and risks
associated with digital media. There are two contrasting
normative approaches to digital citizenship, especially
in relation to young people: the freedom approach and
the control approach. The following section critically dis-
cusses these approaches and forwards a more produc-
tive third approach centered on civic participation.

In the freedomapproach, digital citizenship is broadly
defined as “the ability to participate online” (Moss-
berger, Tolbert, & McNeal, 2008, p. 1). This approach
draws together issues surrounding access and social in-
clusion, namely digital participation and inclusion. Here,
the view is that online technologies have fundamen-
tally reshaped the meaning and function of citizenship.
Where normative understanding of citizenship is distin-
guished by traditional or analogue citizenship, where
communication tended to be linear and one-way (politi-
cians and authorities talk to the public and public either
responds or remains silent), digital citizenship assumes
multi-layered, open-ended political interactions where
individuals find ways to “recognize, contest and negoti-
atewith the powers that exist to control them” (Coleman,
2006, p. 259). Akin to the concept of the netizen as a po-
litical subject constituted in cyberspace, this approach
carries a transformative potential because of the simul-
taneous devotion to the nation, to the Internet, and to
the cosmopolitan political spaces that cyberspace inau-
gurates (Poster, 2002).

This approach resonates strongly with young people.
Studies show that young people find fewer opportuni-
ties and less satisfaction in traditional, formal forms of
civic engagement, and that many youths are resorting to
finding new ways of practicing citizenship online (Harris,
Wyn, & Younes, 2010; Rahim, Pawanteh, & Salman, 2011;
Ward, 2013). The contemporary young person is already
characterized as a ‘networked young citizen,’ one who
is likely to practice citizenship in digital spaces (Loader,
Vromen, & Xenos, 2014). They are more likely to avoid
more traditional forms of political or civic organizations
in favor of participating in horizontal, non-hierarchical
networks, to be project-oriented, reflexive and to engage
in lifestyle politics. In otherwords, young people are prac-
ticing citizenship online without conforming to the duti-
ful model of citizenship and mostly through social me-
dia platforms.

The second approach to digital citizenship is the con-
trol approach. Here, the young person is constructed as
a not-yet-adult within themainstream society, in need of
protection and guidance, and their digital practices of cit-

izenship portrayed as not-yet-citizenship (Bennett, Wells,
& Freelon, 2011; Jones & Mitchell, 2016; Livingstone &
Helsper, 2007). This framing of young people provides
adults with justification for managing youth digital citi-
zenship, evident in current national projects around digi-
tal media literacy, such as the Australian Government’s
(2018) Digital Citizenship Guide or the Government of
Canada’s (2018) Digital Citizenship Policy Development
Guide. Adults are granted agency to frame what is con-
sidered a good digital citizenship and young people are
framed as apprentice citizens who need to learn codes
of communication. Discussions focus on normative ideas
about dutiful citizenship—what should digital citizenship
be like, how should digital citizen behave, the neces-
sary discussions around appropriate use of technology,
the risks associated with digital media (especially when
users are children and young people), and issues of pri-
vacy, safety and media literacy (Ribble, 2011). Digital citi-
zenship is thus defined through the norms of appropri-
ate online behaviors, and digital citizenship education
is seen as a means to prepare young people into re-
sponsible adulthood and civic engagement (McGillivray,
McPherson, Jones, & McCandlish, 2016). The emphasis
here is on educating digital natives to be a ‘good citi-
zen’ by teaching them the appropriate codes of good be-
haviour in the same way that they are taught how to ‘be-
have properly’ in social settings.

This approach has been criticized as unbeneficial to
the young people it aims to protect because it stresses
the greater need to protect them from online risks over
their right to participate and be heard. As noted earlier,
arguably, their exclusion from formal participation in the
public sphere has led them to engage in political discus-
sions and learn about political and social issues in infor-
mal and familiar spaces availed to them by the Internet
and social media.

This article proposes a third approach that moves be-
yond the oppositional freedom and control approaches
to focus on civic participation. Here, digital citizens are
“those who technology frequently, who use technology
for for political information to fulfil their civic duty, and
at work for economic gain” (Mossberger et al., 2008,
p. 2). This understanding of digital citizenship is closely
aligned with Bennett et al.’s (2011) understanding of ‘ac-
tualizing citizenship’ that distinguishes between dutiful
citizenship (a traditional model of citizenship organized
around rights and responsibilities), and ‘actualizing citi-
zenship’ as a mode of civic engagement characterized by
personal engagement with peer networks that source in-
formation and organize civic action using social technolo-
gies that maximize individual expression (p. 834). While
online environments function as sites for learning and
practicing various forms of citizenship, ‘actualizing cit-
izenship’ flourishes in digital networked environments
through participatory media that blurs the line between
producers and consumers, non-hierarchical and multi-
directional sources of creative civic inputs, and user gen-
erated content that allows for self-expression and individ-
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ualization. As the capacity to practice political and eco-
nomic citizenship online relies on daily access to digi-
tal technologies as well as educational and technological
skills, digital citizenship is inseparable from the capacity
for wider participation in a society. Here digital citizen-
ship captures not only how people practice citizenship
online, but also how these practices interrelatewith their
offline lives (Bakardjieva, Svensson, & Skoric, 2012; Choi,
2016; Coleman, 2006; Couldry et al., 2014).

This approach considers digital citizenship as a com-
plex assemblage of technical, social, political, legal, and
commercial processes that cultivate fragmented, mul-
tiple and agonistic digital spaces and digital citizens
(McCosker, Vivienne, & Johns, 2016). Here, digital citizen-
ship is defined by “the acts of citizenship” rather than by
online participationwhere the “digital citizen is both a re-
sult and an effect of making claims about rights” regard-
less whether these rights exist or not yet (Isin & Ruppert,
2015, p. 62). This approach challenges dualisms that dis-
tinguishes between digital and real worlds, and rights
and responsibilities when thinking about citizenship. In
this way, the lines between private and public, online
and offline, local and global, become blurred while citi-
zenship becomes inseparable from other everyday prac-
tices. Digital citizenship is not seen as another dimen-
sion or axis of citizenship, but a practice through which
civic activities in the various dimensions of citizenship
are conducted.

In this article, we demonstrate the third approach to
digital citizenship as a subfield of digital literacy focussing
on the online practices and acts of citizenship by young
people in Southeast Asia, specifically in Singapore and In-
donesia. Young people in Asia make up more than 50%
of the world’s youth population, yet to date, discussions
on youth digital citizenship have predominantly focused
on theWest. This article aims to fill this gap. Additionally,
Asia’s global lead in terms of the rate of ICT adoption and
smart city innovations warrants more scholarship about
its young people’s technology use in the ambits of digi-
tal literacy and citizenship. This article will thus critically
show how young people in conservative Southeast Asian
societies have carved out new mediated practices that
support their right to participate and belong, and discuss
its significance in producing new ways of looking at digi-
tal literacy.

3. Singapore Case Study: Youth Civic Engagement and
the ‘Sensing’ of Public Opinion on LGBTs

To effectively ‘actualize’ citizenship and engage in civic
action, the young digital citizen needs to display the crit-
ical ability to accurately ‘sense’ the public opinion sur-
rounding socio-political issues debated in society. Digi-
tal citizens are no longer passive consumers of propri-
etary public information but play an active role in nego-
tiating the distribution and evaluation of public opinion
surrounding social issues on social media. In this section,
we interrogate how ubiquitous media and interpersonal

information sources on social media have problematized
young users’ ability to evaluate public opinion, forcing us
to rethink digital literacy as a set of critical literacies that
shape their social practice.

As a form of ‘public conscience’ or a ‘group state
of mind,’ public opinion is broadly defined as a reflec-
tion of the majority opinion of an issue at any point
in time in a given social context (Allport, 1937; Noelle-
Neumann, 1974). Actual public opinion, however, differs
from perceived public opinion. The latter deals with in-
dividual socio-cognitions processed at two levels where
information and attitudes are internalized (i.e., micro-
level processes) by deducing societal norms and pub-
lic attitudes (i.e., macro-level process; Glynn & Huge,
2008). In this perceptual process, citizensmake informed
conclusions about what others feel and think about an
issue in a less scientific and more imprecise manner
by ‘quasi-statistically sensing’ the issue opinion distri-
butions in society (Noelle-Neumann, 1993; Scheufele &
Moy, 2000). Three main indicators influence online opin-
ion deduction: mass media or proprietor content; user-
generated comments and opinions, and; aggregated rep-
resentations of user-content interactions (Neubaum &
Krämer, 2017).

To address cognitive demands needed to assess
online public opinion, individuals select informational
sources consistent with what they believe others in
society are feeling (Stroud, 2008), and heuristically
make judgments about what they perceive is the pub-
lic sentiment (Walther & Jang, 2012) and how credible
these group-based sentiments are (Metzger, Flanagin, &
Medders, 2010). This is especially challenging for young
people who also need to confront polarized ‘echo cham-
bers’ (Schulz & Roessler, 2012; Sunstein, 2001) and mul-
tiple layers of opinion climate indicators (i.e., offline–
online, internet–forum) (Nekmat & Gonzenbach, 2012;
Yun & Park, 2011) in social media. Our findings below
demonstrate how critical literacy and social practice are
needed to nurture an informed digital citizenry capable
of assessing online public opinion.

3.1. Method

Ten focus group discussions with Singaporean youths
were conducted to examine how users evaluate and uti-
lize mass media and interpersonal information cues on
social media to gauge the public opinion on LGBTs in
Singapore. In the context of Singapore, homosexuality is
sanctioned by Section 377A of the Penal Code and LGBT-
related issues tend to take media center stage when de-
bates surrounding LGBT policies and events related to
LGBT communities and activism take place in the country
(see, e.g., Ho, Chen, & Sim, 2013). These groups enabled
the study to better uncover the interconnected opinion-
formation processes, range of consensus, and diversity
of viewpoints among ideologically-similar user groups,
in order to analyze their ideological group similarities
and differences (Donsbach & Traugott, 2008). The relia-
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bility of this process is heightened as we take a periph-
eral and facilitative role in the group discussions as com-
pared to amore central ‘interrogative’ position in one-to-
one interviews (Nyumba, Wilson, Derrick, & Mukherjee,
2018). Additionally, grouping users according to similar
attitudes on a morally-loaded and contentious issue in
Singapore’s context reduces their fear of being socially
ostracized for expressing minority opinions during group
discussions. Instead, it produces more in-depth findings
on the opinion formation process bymaking participants
morewilling to link group discussions with their personal
issue positions and experiences.

3.2. Focus Group Procedure

A pre-study survey measured participants’ attitudinal
position toward homosexual communities and lifestyles
on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1= strongly disagree, 7 =
strongly agree) according to six statements that included,
homosexuality is perfectly acceptable, laws regulating
homosexuality should be loosened, and people should
accept homosexuals as part of society (e.g., Morrison &
Morrison, 2002). Participants were then grouped accord-
ing to similar attitudes on LGBTs—supportive (M > 4.01)
and unsupportive (M < 3.99). Overall, 46 participants—
of which 24 participants supportive toward LGBTs and 22
participants unsupportive toward LGBTs—participated in
the focus groups. Of these, 22 were males, 24 were fe-
males, 34were full-time students between the ages of 21
to 24, and 12 were between the ages of 23 and 30 years
and working full-time. Five focus group sessions com-
prised participants who held supportive attitudes and
the other five focus groups consisted of participants un-
supportive of LGBTs. Each focus group discussion lasted
between 50 to 65 minutes on average and comprised
four to six participants each.

3.3. Data Analysis and Findings

All sessions were audio-recorded for data analysis pur-
poses with anonymity ensured by the de-identification
of participants in the verbatim transcription process. The
constant comparison method for categorization of data
via frequency, specificity, extensiveness, and similarity
(e.g., Krueger & Casey, 2000) followed by selective cod-
ing to develop themes in each grouped category was car-
ried out to analyze and interpret findings (see Table 1 in
Appendix for an overview of the analytical framework
and themes guiding the focus group discussions and
data analysis).

3.4. Dependency on Interpersonal Cues for Opinion
Climate Formation

Overall, participants were able to clearly differentiate be-
tween informational cues from mass media and user-
generated comments in social media; citing differences
in the roles of the two types of cues to affect their eval-

uation of the public opinion on LGBTs. In this regard,
greater dependence on interpersonal sources of infor-
mation as cues affecting users’ perception of the opin-
ion climate on the issue was found, as evidenced by a
respondent’s frustration when s(he) claimed “I hate it
when they [news sources] disable comments because in
that way, you can’t really read what people are saying”
(respondent 41). At a greater level of interpersonal cues
dependency, respondents would rely solely on user com-
ments and reactions in social media to assess majority
opinion on the issue. This reliance can be attributed to
the way information is displayed on social networking
sites such as Facebook, where highly visible aggregation
of popular user comments and reactions (i.e., number of
Likes, Shares) attract users to read other users’ reactions
as a “proxy for public opinion,” which could ultimately
shape “participants’ beliefs about what other members
of the society think” (Lee, 2012, p. 41). To an even greater
extent, several respondents mentioned not being able
to determine the public opinion on the issue in the ab-
sence of such interpersonal opinion cues in social me-
dia. These findings echo prior studies that suggest the
influence of interpersonal sources of information to ver-
itably outweigh the effect of mass media on one’s per-
ception of public opinion (De Vreese & Boomgaarden,
2006; Watts & Dodds, 2007), and that a shift in the lo-
cus of power andmessage control from themedia to the
people is evident on socialmedia (Glynn, Herbst, Shapiro,
Lindeman, & O’Keefe, 2015).

3.5. Juxtaposition of Mass Media and Social Information
Cues: Source Ordering and Layering

Participants, ultimately, juxtapose mass media and so-
cial information cues against one another to gauge pub-
lic opinion on social media via two general processes:
source ordering and layering. The sequence in which
users noticed the two sources of information and the
immediate perception derived from a particular infor-
mational source—either from the news proprietor or
friend—influences their processing of the information
and, consequently, the perception of majority opinion
on the issue. Consistent with the two-step flow hypoth-
esis (e.g., Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955), participants gener-
ally encounter social informational cues before mass me-
dia content, and that most of the media content they
encounter on social media were “usually what [their]
friends share[d]” (respondent 8). Seeing social informa-
tional cues first provides a “halo effect” upon the propri-
etor information that follows (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977),
which stimulated increased attention to the media con-
tent. Mass media content were then referred mainly to
inform participants on why others are interested in this
issue or why they should pay attention to it.

Respondents described how attention was given to
news reports and other user comments “only when they
appear interesting enoughor has a lot of likes and shares”
(respondent 7). Such numerical aggregations of popu-
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larity, and plausibly importance, such as likes, shares,
and top comments, bestows an “endorsement heuristic”
(Metzger et al., 2010), which lead to the impression that
one should believe and pay attention to the media con-
tent or user comment because many others have done
likewise. As exemplified by respondent 2, “cause[sic] of
the number of likes. Like I would be wow(!) Somany likes
ah [sic], this definitely must see or important.” It was
further noted that when users perceived greater signif-
icance of the information from social cues that they had
seen first, mass media content were referenced for their
‘titles’ and ‘interesting headlines’ as respondents felt on-
line comments to be sufficient indicators, or ‘exemplars,’
of public sentiments on social issues (Zillman & Brosius,
2012). As iterated by respondent 17:

If you want to know how Singaporeans think—that’s
generally reflected on the comments section of the
news piece shared online. Likewhen The Straits Times
posts something...you get a general sensing of how
people feel about the topic by reading their com-
ments more than the news article.1

The first exposure order of user comments was also
found to create social informational reliance for opin-
ion climate perception, bypassing themedia information
that was shared but layering with other interpersonal
cues. So, basically, the attentional order became inter-
personal cue A → interpersonal cue B, instead of inter-
personal cue A→media cue A. On top of this, the use of
endorsement heuristics, as discussed earlier, were then
utilized to evaluate the relevance of interpersonal cue B
in perceiving the opinion climate on the issue. As shared
by respondent 39:

I will actually just scroll down to the comments—
I won’t look for or actively read the articles my friends
post related to LGBTs but I am interested in their com-
ments. In the comments sometimes there’ll be really
long posts and people will put the “sad” or “angry”
face and some people who will reply “you should just
go and live somewhere else” that kind of thing….Yeah,
so I get the idea of what people agree on.

These findings illuminate the subversion of the mass me-
dia’s role as agenda-setters in the formation of public
opinion in socialmedia. That said, as a second order infor-
mation, mass media sources acted to confirm users’ per-
ceptions of the opinion climate and helped participants
also navigate andmake sense of the multiple social infor-
mational cues online. As mentioned by respondent 21:

The news and videos that they share on the Pink
Dot tell me about what Singaporeans think....It made
me think whether a lot of other Singaporeans also
becoming more open (to homosexuality), because

it seems like my friends on social media also feel
that way.2

3.6. Trans-Border Mass-Interpersonal Blending of
Informational Cues

Notably, findings further suggest a trans-bordered mass-
interpersonal blending of foreign media with user com-
ments as users contextualize cues from social sources to
situate and interpret foreign news reports to local con-
text to gauge the opinion climate on the issue. As shared
by respondent 19:

Facebook shows news from other countries, and
other countries have movements that are more open
to LGBT people like the UK has this pride day and
the US has something similar, so when my friends on
Facebook see this sort of news, they will think like
‘yeah, these countries are much more supportive and
open than Singapore’ and that’s why maybe (Singa-
porean) teens nowadays are more open [on LGBT].

The issue in foreign countries as reported in foreign me-
dia then stems as a point of reference used to contrast
and reinforce their prevailing and local opinion climate
perception. As highlighted by respondent 4 who per-
ceived majority Singaporeans to be conservative:

When you compare like what was reported in the
BBC or even in Buzzfeed of how the people in USA
or Europe are increasingly becoming more open to
homosexuality…to the point of legalizing marriage be-
tween twomen or women or whatever…then you see
a lot of Singaporeans on Facebook, Twitter challeng-
ing (the news) makes you feel that it is a lost case.

3.7. Social Identity-Based Opinion Climate Evaluation

Users were also found to engage in social identity-based,
cognitive contrast processing (Tajfel & Turner, 2004)
when blending and evaluating the two informational in-
dicators to gauge public opinion on social media. In this
process, user’s ideological positioning due to his or her
perceived group membership was found to influence
their selection of evidence and groups to compare with
in bid to defend their perceived membership to ideo-
logical in-groups and reaffirm their preconceived atti-
tudes. Such cognitive processes were implicated in how
users evaluate and blend mass-interpersonal sources,
further showing evidence of extreme hostile exemplars
utilized among respondents in both LGBT-supportive
and non-supportive groups. Respondent 31, for instance,
declared how s(he) would disregard information from
recognized opinion leaders and sources who are non-
supportive toward LGBTs by mentioning how s(he) par-
ticularly disliked “Lawrence Kong….He’s the pastor that

1 The Straits Times is the leading government-owned national newspaper in the country.
2 Pink Dot is Singapore’s annual LGBT Pride Day held at Hong Lim Park. Attendees wear pink to show their solidarity and support.
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started the White Shirt movement and openly bashes
gay people”.3

On the flipside, respondents who were non-
supportive of LGBTs mentioned how they would dis-
count the news and opinions of users supporting ‘the
Wear White movement,’ a movement initiated by reli-
gious groups in Singapore mainly from the Muslim and
Christian communities and “wouldn’t read their stuff”
(respondent 16) if they were to show up in their so-
cial media feed.” Such ‘othering’ of information from
ideologically-dissonant groups are hostile exemplars of
public opinion, and its contrast processing can be seen
to encourage polarized ingroup-outgroup opinion cli-
mate perceptions.

3.8. Summary

This case study shows how social media in a conservative
environment like Singapore has enabled young people to
acquire information and formpublic opinion in decentral-
ized ways, including negotiating the global flows of infor-
mation as well as through shared peer information. In-
formation is evaluated and valued in ways that resonate
with users’ ideologies produced by their life worlds and
experiences. As digital citizens, they play an active role
in negotiating the distribution of issue opinions on social
media, and often evaluate mainstream media’s indica-
tions of public opinion through peer user’s perspectives
and experiences. Young people form online public opin-
ion and perform digital citizenship through these criti-
cal literacies that allow them to discern information con-
structively based on social identities that can potentially
subvert the role of mass media as agenda-setters. The
influence of peer information also illuminates digital cit-
izenship as a social practice in digital literacy that allows
users to reflect and act on the world around them, some-
times in ways that challenge mainstream ideologies.

4. Indonesia Case Study: Young Muslim Women’s
Groups

The number of Internet users in Indonesia has grown
rapidly from only 2 million in 2000 to 143 million in 2017.
Eighty-seven percent of the users are on social media (Yu-
niarni, 2018), and 30 million Internet users are children
and teenagers (Gayatri et al., 2015). Following this as-
cendency, youngMuslimwomen started gaining visibility
as ‘Internet celebrities’ (Abidin, 2016). Notably, they be-
gan to be more present in public discussions as they cre-
ate and participate in informal social-media-based young
Muslim women’s groups. This section focuses on these
young Muslim women’s groups as representatives of fe-
male youth digital citizenship, and with the potential to
create alternative publics in the usually male-dominated
public cultures. While their male counterpart gained
public attention for joining conservative Islamist groups

and doing ‘street politics’ (Hasan, 2015), young Muslim
women practise ‘quiet’ acts of citizenship, seemingly re-
volved only around mundane social practices. However,
as this section will demonstrate, young women’s digital
literacies allow them to engage peers and garner political
potential to participate in civic activities.

This section reports on an analysis of six popular
young Muslim women’s groups: Dunia Jilbab (DJ), Ukhti
Sally (US), Peduli Jilbab (PJ), Hijabers Community (HC),
Jogjakarta Muslimahpreneur (JMP), and Tasikmalaya
Hijabers (TH). These groups have more than a million
social-media followers combined. They are chosen be-
cause they represented the mushrooming of informal
collectives organized by young Muslim women facili-
tated by the increasing access to the Internet and mo-
bile phones. Started between 2010–2015, all the groups’
founders were friends looking for a sense of community
and expanded initially through young Muslim women
peer networks. The groups had distinct characteristics,
and some were critical of the others’ interpretation of Is-
lamic virtues. All of them, however, were committed to
promoting their version of pious subjectivity (Mahmood,
2005) based on their interpretations of Islamic teachings
for young Muslim women in Indonesia.

4.1. Method

This section draws data collected using the ‘ethnography
for the internet’ approach (Hine, 2019). The Internet is
understood here as multi-spatial, engaging users in dif-
ferent locations, temporalities, and mobility. Thus, the
groups studied here are seen as the ‘field’ itself, requir-
ing the ethnographer to follow their flexibility in using
different platforms, locations, and tools online and of-
fline. Specifically, it reports on the social media observa-
tion, participant observations of the groups’ gatherings,
and interviews with group members. Social media ob-
servation of the groups’ accounts on Instagram was con-
ducted from June 2015 to June 2016 and October 2016
to April 2017. Data collection also included participant
observations of 24 offline gatherings organized by the
young Muslim women’s groups and unstructured inter-
views with 21 young Muslim women, including the orga-
nizers, followers, and lurkers of the groups.

The data was treated as a set of discourses or “a cor-
pus of statements” (Kendall & Wickham, 1999, p. 42)
analysed using Foucauldian Discourse Analysis or FDA
(Kendall & Wickham, 1999; Worthman & Troiano, 2016).
FDA investigates: (1) the rules of production of the state-
ments; (2) the rules that determine the borders of the
sayable and the visible; (3) the rules that allow the pro-
duction of new statements, and; (4) the rules that ensure
a social practice is material and discursive at the same
time. The analysis below focuses on how youngwomen’s
pious subjectivity is constructed through the discourses
circulating online (social media accounts) and offline

3 The Wear White movement is a multi-faith anti-LGBT coalition group in Singapore. Attendees wear white on the day of the Pink Dot celebration and
gather around Hong Lim Park to protest LGBT pride.
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(gatherings) (see Table 2 in Appendix for an overview of
the young Muslim women’s groups studied, their social
media following, and the themes emerging from the anal-
ysis of their social media accounts).

4.2. Findings: Three Discourses on Young Muslim
Women’s Digital Citizenship

The analysis, following FDA, examines the ways dis-
courses surrounding young Muslim women as digital
citizens are constructed in their social media posts,
their gatherings, and the interviews. The following para-
graph explains three distinct discourses emerging in the
analysis: (1) young Muslim women as feminine, pious,
and obedient; (2) young Muslim women as ethical en-
trepreneurs; and (3) political young Muslim women. Be-
fore discussing these, it is necessary to briefly contextu-
alise Indonesia’s socio-political context that lays the foun-
dation of the production of these discourses.

Indonesia was under an authoritarian regime called
the New Order led by President Suharto for 32 years
from 1966 to 1998. The regime eliminated any form
of opposition to its patriarchal developmentalist project
of state-building. Women’s organizations critical of the
regime were banned, and women’s political expressions
were framed as dangerous. The regime installed a new
state programme called Guidance of Family Welfare
(PKK) which located women’s citizenship only in domes-
tic sphere and in their obedience to their husbands, fam-
ilies, and the state (Suryakusuma, 2011; Wieringa, 2002).
After the regime fell two decades ago, Islamic political
power became increasingly influential, marking a con-
servative turn (Hasan, 2009; van Bruinessen, 2013). De-
spite freedom from authoritarian regime, traces of the
New Order sexual politics remained and are now recon-
figured by the increasingly pious public (Wieringa, 2009,
2015), creating a path ofwomen’s citizenship that now in-
volves piety, as analysed below. In particular, they show
how social media use help these groups cultivate pi-
ous subjectivity as part of everyday self-representation
which allows the young Muslim women to make citi-
zenship claims in the domains of the social, cultural,
and economic.

4.3. Young Muslim Women as Feminine, Pious,
and Obedient

One similarity across the groups’ Instagram accounts
show they deploy tropes based on the young Muslim
women’s piety and obedience to religious values. This
is visually represented as stereotypically feminine, soft,
and sweet on their posts. A sample of Instagram posts by
PJ, DJ, US, TH, and HC on February 7, 2016, for instance,
reveals these tropes (see Figure 1).

Although the posts are on different topics, they share
similar visual language. TH and HC’s posts are event an-
nouncements. TH’s post (a) has a solid bright pink back-
ground announcing an event titled ‘Becoming an Inde-

pendent Muslimah,’ which promotes Muslim women’s
entrepreneurship. HC’s post (b) announces the ‘Inspiring
Love Stories’. PJ’s post (c) promotes an event the group
was organizing on the Valentine’s Day 2016. US’ post
(d) is on the theme of love and relationship, particularly
marriage proposal. The last image (e) is DJ’s post on re-
ligious commentary, specifically the issue of istiqomah
(the quality of being steadfast in one’s faith) while don-
ning the veil.

The posts demonstrate the imaginary of the ideal
Muslim womanhood and the groups’ strategies to main-
tain their following.With religious commentaries, discus-
sions on veiling, love and relationship, and event invita-
tions, these posts are important for their followers. One
participant of HC’s gathering, a fresh graduate, said: “It
was difficult for me to find religious gatherings for young
women. What [HC] discusses are interesting, and I get to
meet women my age.” Similarly, two university students
claimed that they joined DJ to be able to meet “people
with the same story.” In other words, the young women
are looking for a community that could help them learn
about Islamic teachings with their peers. Digital citizen-
ship is evident in the social practice of Instagram, first
through pious female self-representation, and second,
its attendant creation of online and offline communities.

4.4. Young Muslim Women as Ethical Entrepreneurs

These groups also use their social media accounts to pro-
mote entrepreneurship that does not focus only for eco-
nomic gain. As one of the groups’ chairwomen affirmed
in an interview, it was important followers were inter-
ested in becoming entrepreneurs, specifically in dakwah
(prosetylization) business (Nisa, 2018)—a kind of busi-
ness that is based on promoting Islamic teachings and
modesty. Two reasons support this emphasis. One is the
story of the early lives of Prophet Muhammad and his
wife, Khadijah, as merchants. This story had been used
in different Islamic movement to encourage Muslims to
become entrepreneurs (Hoesterey, 2016). Two is the eco-
nomic liberalization of Indonesia in combination with
the rise of Internet economy in the Southeast Asia re-
gion (Google & Temasek, 2017). In an interview in 2015,
the chairperson of HC described she wanted HC to fa-
cilitate its members in improving themselves as good
young Muslim women (by learning about Islamic virtu-
ous behaviours) and in becoming productive (by orga-
nizing events that encouraged the members to be en-
trepreneurs). Similarly, the founder of JMP admitted that
the group was created specifically to help fellow young
Muslim women learn to build businesses from each
other. The groups organized gatherings to teach the prin-
ciples of ethical entrepreneurialism, how to build brands,
and how to make use of online tools. The groups also
maintain that a young woman’s economic independence
does not mean she forgets her religious obligations as a
good (future) wife and mother. Digital citizenship is ev-
ident in the social practice of multiliteracies—cultural,
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(a) (b)

(c)

(e)

(d)

Figure 1. A set of images from the Instagram accounts of (a) Tasikmalaya Hijabers (TH), (b) Hijabers Community (HC),
(c) Peduli Jilbab (PJ), (d) Ukhti Sally (US), and (e) Dunia Jilbab (DJ), posted on 7 February 2016.
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social, economic—as young Muslim women gain better
economic status while also cultivate their piety.

4.5. Political Young Muslim Women

These groups materialise digital citizenship as a social
practice by creating alternative publics for civic activi-
ties. Evident is how the groups’ consistent promotion
of pious subjectivity has shaped the political leanings of
the organizers and followers. The event of 2017 guber-
natorial election in Jakarta, Indonesia’s capital, is exem-
plary. The election had the incumbent, Basuki Purnama,
in a tight race with another candidate, Anies Baswedan.
Before the election began, Purnama, who is a Chinese-
Indonesian and Christian—making him a double minor-
ity in Indonesia—was accused of religious blasphemy, a
criminal offence under Indonesian law. Purnama’s reli-
gious blasphemy case was made more intense as the Is-
lamist groups organized rallies and protests against him
in late 2016, called the ‘411’ (4November 2016) and ‘212’
(2 December 2016). Reacting to the event, the groups
use hashtag activism to actively promote #belaquran (de-
fend the Quran) to support the ‘411’ and ‘212’ rallies.
One of the groups, for instance, use terms such as ‘aksi’
(action), ‘people power’, ‘supremasi hukum’ (rule of law),
and ‘keadilan’ (justice). During the election, they also use
#muslimvotemuslim—alluding to the fact that Purnama
is a Christian and therefore not worthy of their followers’
votes. Although political discussion very rarely appear on
their Instagram feed, it could be argued that their con-
sistency in promoting Islamic teachings and cultivating
their followers’ piety serve to ground their political lean-
ing. Through hashtag activism, the space they carve on-
line and offline allows them to create alternative expres-
sions of civic concerns.

4.6. Summary

This section illustrates how digital citizenship can mani-
fest in different forms. As gender and religious identities
mark the political positioning of young Muslim women
in Indonesia, we should therefore see that digital citizen-
ship does not always require civic engagement as it is con-
servatively understood (participation in public debates
or consistent claim-making in pursuit of social change).
Rather, everyday self-representations on social media
platforms condition the participation of young Muslim
women as digital citizens, including their rise as female
entrepreneurs and political actants.

5. Conclusion

This article has examined digital citizenship as a subfield
of digital literacy research. It has drawn on digital liter-
acy’s features of critical literacy and social practice to
highlight how digital citizenship is actualized through on-
line engagement that results in civic participation. Fur-
ther demonstrating digital citizenship through original

empirical case studies with young people in Singapore
and Indonesia, this article has de-Westernized digital lit-
eracy studies and elucidated Southeast Asian youth dig-
ital citizenship as a new mode of civic-making in conser-
vative societies with high media and state controls.

In Singapore, social media such as Facebook has en-
abled young people to acquire information and form
public opinion in decentralized and informal ways. They
formed their perception of public opinion on LGBTs by
drawing on global and social sources of information.
Through sensing and sense-making, they evince a socially
and critically literate practice of valuing and trusting in-
formation based not solely on state’s agenda-setting, but
in ways that resonated with the ideologies produced by
their own life worlds and experiences.

In Indonesia where the political positioning of young
Muslim women is shaped by gender and religious norms,
digital citizenship is manifested in quotidian practices on
Instagram through the everyday online self-presentation
of a feminine and obedient form of pious subjectivity,
and its attendant creation of online and offline commu-
nities that have also supported new female collectivities
and entrepreneurship and women as political agents in
the creation of alternate publics. Rather than engage the
spectacle of activism and advocacy, these quiet acts of
citizenship have also become influential to civic change.

Both case studies share similarities and differences.
They show the ubiquity of social media platforms such as
Facebook and Instagram to evince diverse creative civic
inputs, ranging from the formation and reformation of
public opinions, individual and group identities, and ac-
tivism and commerce. These civic participations materi-
alize the actioning of critical literacies into social practice:
in Singapore, the ability to form public opinion by acquir-
ing, blending, juxtaposing and decoding diverse informa-
tion from multiple sources and via groups with shared
andopposing values and identities; in Indonesia, the pub-
lic visibility ofwomen through self-representation and so-
cial expression via religion, politics and business. These
practices, while collective in their public voices, further
demonstrate civic participation as singular acts of indi-
viduations produced by convergent media and peer plat-
forms. Central to both case studies is not just the spec-
trum of online participation, but how online participa-
tion is enculturated in embodiments that are physical,
socio-cognitive and corporeal. It is through these embod-
ied modes that literacy as the civic of citizen and city
takes its optimal form as a mode of acting in and on
the world.
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Appendix

Table 1. Themes and questions in focus group and data analysis.

Themes Questions

Ideological positioning • How important are issues related to LGBT to you personally?
• What do you the people you know in real life and on social media think about
the issue?

Opinion climate estimation • Do you feel most Singaporeans (in real life/on social media) are supportive
of LGBT?

Opinion climate indicators • Can you elaborate on the types of information in social media that give you an
idea of what majority of Singaporeans think about LGBT?

• Do you seek for such information on social media?
• How important are the different types of information to you when you are trying to
find out what majority of Singaporeans feel about LGBT?

Mass media cues • Can you elaborate on the types of information from mass media (e.g., news,
articles, pictures, etc.) that had enabled you to get an idea of what majority of
Singaporeans think about LGBT?

Interpersonal cues • On the overall, are the people in your social media networks generally supportive
or not supportive of LGBT?

• Can you elaborate on the types of information your social media networks
(e.g., comments, news, reactions, videos, etc.) that helped give you an idea of
whether Singaporeans are generally supportive of LGBT or not.

Opinion accuracy and evaluation • Based on the different types of information from mass media and social sources on
social media that you had mentioned earlier, please share how much do you trust
and believe the information coming from them.
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Table 2. Lists the young Muslim women’s groups studied, their popularity, and the themes emerging from their Instagram
posts.

Name of City Number Active Active Number of Average Themes of Instagram posts
group of local online offline followers on number

chaptersa Instagramb of posts
monthlyc

Dunia Jilbab Jakarta 0 Yes No 1,000,000 1,158 a) Religious commentary
(DJ) b) Productivity

c) News related to Muslims
d) Veiling
e) Love and relationship
f) Family
g) Announcement of events
h) Advertorial

Ukhti Sally Bekasi 0 Yes Rarely 400,000 143 a) Religious commentary
(US) b) Productivity

c) News related to Muslims
d) Veiling
e) Love and relationship
f) Family
g) Announcement of events
h) Advertorial

Peduli Jilbab Depok 44 Yes Yes 280,000 116 a) Religious commentary
(PJ) b) Productivity

c) News related to Muslims
d) Veiling
e) Love and relationship
f) Family
g) Announcement of events
h) Advertorial

Hijabers Jakarta 8 Yes Yes 100,000 42 a) Announcement of events
Community b) Religious commentary
(HC) c) Advertorial

d) News related to Muslims

Jogjakarta Yogyakarta 0 Yes Yes 7,000 27 a) Announcement of events
Muslimahpreneur b) Religious commentary
Community c) Advertorial
(JMP) d) News related to Muslims

Tasikmalaya Tasikmalaya 0 Yes Rarely 1,500 5 a) Announcement of events
Hijabers (TH) b) Advertorial

Notes: a) As of 2018. b) The count is approximate in 2018 based on each account’s profile page. c) Average of posts from 1 June to 31
December 2015.
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1. Introduction

The United Nations’ sustainable development agenda
(2015) focuses on seventeen fundamental and intercon-
nected goals that include the eradication of poverty and
hunger, gender equality, and environmental steward-
ship. Framed by ambitious action plans, the realization of
these sustainable development goals (SDGs) will mean a
safer, healthier, more equitable, and prosperous world
by 2030.

The SDGs inform priority development investments
by governments, NGOs, and development agencies in-
cluding Canada’s International Development Research
Centre (IDRC). Between 2016 and 2018, the IDRC sup-
ported research on more than forty initiatives that re-
spond to Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG4)—the
call for universal quality education.

Defined in the Education 2030 Incheon Declaration
and Framework for Action for the Implementation of
SDG 4 (UNESCO, 2016), quality education is understood
to be equitable, inclusive, and accessible by design. Ac-
cording to the IncheonDeclaration, quality education fos-

ters, “creativity and knowledge, and ensures the acquisi-
tion of the foundational skills of literacy and numeracy as
well as analytical, problem solving, and other high-level
cognitive, interpersonal and social skills” (UNESCO, 2016,
p. 8). The declaration describes the importance of digital
and information communication technology (ICT) litera-
cies for working and living in economies that are increas-
ingly “knowledge-based and technology driven” (p. 22)
and it advocates for systemsof schooling that serve these
fundamental needs. The declaration identifies the po-
tential for ICTs to strengthen education systems, and
encourages their use for knowledge dissemination, for
the provision of access to quality learning, and for effec-
tive service provision (p. 36). However, as Prinsloo and
Krause (in press) write, digital media should be viewed as
“translocal resources that operate in local contexts and
offer particular kinds of located agency and engagement
to young children in ways that are tied up with where
they are and who they are” (p. 2). Any evaluation of
digitally-mediated learning interventions, including digi-
tal literacies interventions, must therefore consider the
ways that context will shape meaning-making. A tablet
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computer placed in a refugee settlement in Jordan and
in a school in rural Cambodia will mean different things
and enable different meaning-making activities because,
as Prinsloo and Krause suggest, the context and the ex-
periences of the children also differ. This focus on the lo-
cal situatedness of technology use stands in tension with
broad concerns for access, efficiency, and scalability in
education development initiatives (Lim, Tinio, Smith, &
Bhowmik, 2018). To address the ambitious goals of SDG4
globally, solutions that give more and better access to
quality learning at scale are required. However, in a scop-
ing review of digital learning initiatives in seven devel-
oping countries, Gaible, Mayanja, and Michelazzi (2018)
question whether “standardised tools” are the answer,
given that roll-outs of software can “lead to unexpected
and unbudgeted costs” and require massive human re-
sources investment to manage and make sense of data
gathered with these tools (p. 50). In this research, I ques-
tion whether there is a middle ground rooted in the com-
plexities of local contexts and learning with technologies,
while also moving more youth toward the broader goals
of quality learning identified in the Incheon Declaration
(UNESCO, 2016).

Part of a larger thematic analysis of forty-four digital
learning reports funded by Canada’s IDRC (Hagerman &
Hagerman, in press) the current analysis focuses specif-
ically on the literacies-oriented research in this broader
agenda, and theways that digital literacies have and have
not been conceptualised, supported, and practiced in
five different global development contexts.

2. Conceptions of Digital Literacies

Literacies are ways of making, transforming, negotiating,
and communicatingmeaning (New LondonGroup, 1996).
Literacies are socially situated (Gee, 1992; Heath, 1983),
framed by purpose (Britt, Rouet, & Durik, 2018; RAND
Reading Study Group, 2002) and require the activation of
diverse and multiple skills, strategies, practices, and dis-
positions that are also shaped by the nature of the text
being read, created or shared (Cho & Afflerbach, 2017;
Leu, Kinzer, Coiro, Castek, & Henry, 2013; Mills, 2015).
Literacies practices, including digital literacies practices
such as blogging, social media participation, or digital
video production (Lankshear & Knobel, 2011) also de-
pend on students’ interests and motivations (Curwood,
Magnifico, & Lammers, 2013; Guthrie et al., 1996; Moje,
Overby, Tysvaer, & Morris, 2008).

Digital literacies, in particular, are situated in digi-
tal contexts—for example, the Internet—and as such,
include ways of making, transforming, negotiating, and
communicating meaning that are inherently multimodal
(Kress, 2003; Rowsell, 2013), deictic (Leu et al., 2013), and
require skills, strategies, and dispositions that both in-
clude and extend those required for reading and writing
print (Coiro, 2011; Spires, Bartlett, Garry, & Quick, 2012).

Increasingly, scholars recognize digital tools and lit-
eracies as placed resources (Prinsloo, 2005; Rowsell,

Saudelli, Scott, & Bishop, 2013) that take on and enable
the creation of meaning in relation to where they are
used, when they are used, how they are used, by whom
and for what situated purposes (Prinsloo & Rowsell,
2012). This view of digital tools and digital literacies
practices as situated or placed is a core theoretical as-
sumption underpinning the current analyses. In this way,
context is seen as central, and something to work with
rather than to work against or control (cf. Selwyn, 2010).
A “strong contextual analysis” has also been advanced as
a key recommendation by the World Bank (2016) for de-
signing use of ICTs to support learning among children liv-
ing in conflict in theMiddle East andNorth Africa (MENA)
region (p. 12).

3. Digital Literacies Teaching and Learning

Much of the theory and research on digital literacies
teaching in contexts of schooling has been generated
by scholars trained in, living, and working in advanced
global economies (e.g., Leu et al., 2013; Mills, 2015; New
London Group, 1996; Rowsell et al., 2016, Spires et al.,
2012). In very broad terms, this scholarship has empha-
sized the importance of disciplinary problem-based in-
quiry and digital media production in school as promis-
ing approaches for learning digital skills and for devel-
oping foundational critical and evaluative dispositions
for making media with, and from, digital texts (e.g.,
Coiro, Castek, & Quinn, 2016; Dwyer, 2016; Miller, 2013;
Spires, Kerkhoff, &Graham, 2016; Stornaiuolo& Thomas,
2018). Several studies suggest that projects driven by
students’ interests and experiences, that invite collab-
oration, and that incorporate the use of multimodal
digital composition and participatory practices can en-
able exploration of culture and identity, support stu-
dent agency development, and digital literacies learning
concomitantly (e.g., Garcia, Mirra, Morrell, Martinez, &
Scorza, 2015; Hughes, 2008; Kafai, Fields, & Searle, 2014;
Santoy, 2013). In sum, digital literacies instructional prac-
tices defined, developed, theorized, and researched in
the Global North centralize student voice, choice, and ac-
tion, while also supporting development of digital skills
for particular purposes that go beyond decoding and us-
ing information. Digital literacies include knowing how
to create digital texts, and how to participate in digi-
tal conversations (International Literacy Association Lit-
eracy Research Panel, 2018). Digital tools are rarely the
starting point for digital literacies instructional design.
Rather, teachers, who are also viewed as designers, facili-
tators, collaborators, and supporters, integrate technolo-
gies that advance learning goals, often in collaboration
with students (Bekker, Bakker, Douma, van der Poel, &
Scheltenaar, 2015; Hagerman, 2017; Spires et al., 2016).

In comparison, there is little published scholarship
documenting similar approaches taking root in schools
located in the Global South (Byrne & Burton, 2017;
Carlson & JBS International, 2013; Gaible et al., 2018).
Gaible and colleagues (2018) note that small educational
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technology interventions led by NGOs or private sec-
tor investors rarely include research, which limits under-
standing of the local conditions under which interven-
tions may or may not be successful (p. 49). Recent sur-
veys conducted by GlobalKidsOnline in Ghana (UNICEF
Ghana, 2017) and Montenegro (Logar, Anzelm, Lazic, &
Vujacic, 2016) show that children age 9–17, use the In-
ternet to search for information, to share photos and
videos, to chat online, and to play online games at
home, but at school, Internet use is mostly for practic-
ing skills or finding information. Blogging, video produc-
tion, or social media participation for learning are rarely
reported as school-based activities. There could be sev-
eral reasons for this, including infrastructure and teacher
training—issues that have been identified in reviews of
what works to support student learning more broadly in
contexts of development (e.g., Evans & Popova, 2016).
However, given the fundamental role that digital com-
position, creation, and participation are understood to
play in personal, social, economic, academic, and pro-
fessional activities today (e.g., International Literacy As-
sociation Literacy Research Panel, 2018; Jenkins, Ito, &
boyd, 2016) research on digital creation, digital partici-
pation, online inquiry, and communication in schools in
the Global South is urgently needed as a point of refer-
ence to inform the design of locally grounded digital lit-
eracies teaching interventions. As governments, NGOs,
and development agencies work toward universal edu-
cation for all, research is needed to inform the design of
effective, contextually-grounded, digital literacies learn-
ing that prepares learners for digitally-networked and
knowledge-oriented futures.

4. Research Questions

Given this need, the current study asks: How do digi-
tal learning interventions funded by the IDRC between
2016–2018 advance understandings of literacies learn-
ing, and in particular the digital literacies learning and
practices of children and youth in contexts of develop-
ment? To address this overarching question, the study is
framed by three subquestions:

a) How have literacies interventions been designed
in this set of studies?

b) How, if at all, have these interventions been shown
to support digital literacies practices such as partic-
ipation in social networks, composing digital texts,
finding information, or critically evaluating digital
information?

c) What markers of quality, as defined in the Incheon
Declaration, are evident in these interventions?

5. Method

This study uses methods of descriptive analysis and the-
matic analysis to respond to the research questions
(Braun& Clark, 2006;Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014).

5.1. Sample and Inclusion Criteria

Studies included for analysis in the current researchwere
selected from a corpus of 44 reports supported by the
IDRC between 2016–2018 (Hagerman & Hagerman, in
press). Studies included for the current analysis were
(a) empirical in their design and included primary data
collection, (b) conducted in a school or education centre,
(c) included children and youth as primary participants,
(d) focused on children’s literacies learning with digital
applications or through interactions with digital devices.
The six studies retained for analysis are summarized in
Table 1.

5.2. Data Analysis

Memoing framework. To answer each of the research
subquestions, I read the reports of research and used a
framework informed by the research questions to guide
my process of information gathering and open memoing
(Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). The criteria and def-
initions of markers of quality, in particular, align with the
Incheon Declaration (UNESCO, 2016) and its definitions
of quality education. I read for the following information
across the studies:

How are the interventions designed? (descriptions)

• Stated purpose of the instructional intervention?
• Literacies learning and teaching goals?
• What digital tools are used?
• What is the role of the teacher?
• Contextual challenges?

Whatmeasured impacts on literacies are reported? (sum-
mary of findings)

Markers of quality? (with definitions)

• Equitable? Do boys and girls participate and per-
form equally?

• Inclusive? Do all students, including those with
special learning needs, participate and benefit?

• Encourage creativity? Are children making mean-
ing through digital creation? Are they crafting or
producing new things or solving novel problems in
new ways?

• Content Knowledge acquisition? Does the inter-
vention focus on learning the core knowledges,
strategies, and skills of a discipline, such as how
to decode strings of letters for young learners, or
how to create a program using SCRATCH for older
youth?

• Analytical, problem-solving skills? Does the inter-
vention require application of disciplinary knowl-
edge to solve meaningful problems?

• Interpersonal and social skills? Does the interven-
tion enable learners to collaborate, share, negoti-
ate, work toward a common goal?
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Table 1. Summary of studies retained for analysis.

Authors Country & Context Participants Digital Tools

Cheung and Guo China (Hunan) Grades 1–3 Children ABRACADABRA (A Balanced Approach
(2018) for Reading Always Designed to Achieve

the Best Results for All) Early literacy
web-based application

Koval-Saifi and Plass Jordan Syrian children & Antura & the Letters early literacy
(2018a) (refugee camps) their parents mobile app

Koval-Saifi and Plass Jordan Syrian children & Feed the Monster early literacy
(2018b) (refugee camps) their parents mobile app

Metni (2018) Lebanon (Beirut and High School Students Raspberry Pi microcomputer, Python &
rural contexts) and their Teachers Scratch programming languages,

Internet, & physical materials for projects

Oakley, Pegrum, Kheang Cambodia in Primary Students Aan Khmer (Read Khmer) early literacy
and Seng (2018) Grades 1–3 mobile app

So, Shin, Wong Mongolia Grade 6 and Grade 10 Mobile phones, Facebook social
and Lee (2018) Students & their Teachers media platform

Once these data were curated, I read across memos to
identify common and divergent trends, to categorize the
design structures of the interventions, to identify themes
(Braun & Clarke, 2006), and judge markers of quality. In-
ductive thematic analysis was used to understand the
types of challenges reported in these studies. To visualize
and revise the challenge themes, I used aweb-based tool
called Mindup. For the markers of quality, I used the def-
initions listed above and a simple yes/no/not clear from
report framework, to evaluate each study. I discussed
my analyses with the co-author of a larger study (Chris
Hagerman), a historianwhose expertise in the fields of in-
ternational relations and education in colonial contexts,
surfaced a range of critical insights. He helped me to re-
vise and strengthen the thematic analyses so that they
closely aligned with our shared understandings of the
data. Together we settled on categories, themes, and
judgment of quality markers.

6. Results

6.1. Design of Literacies Interventions

Fixed interventions. Four studies focused on digital soft-
ware applications and their impact on young children’s
concepts of print and emergent reading skills (Cheung
& Guo, 2018; Koval-Saifi & Plass, 2018a, 2018b; Oakley
et al., 2018). Although digital in delivery, these interven-
tions did not intentionally support or develop digital lit-
eracies skills such as website navigation or information
finding. I characterized these interventions as fixed be-
cause the applications lead children through practice ac-
tivities in pre-determined sequences engineered to sup-
port the development of foundational literacies skills
such as memorizing letter names and learning letter
sounds. All applications include game-based elements

such as levels or rewards for particular learning achieve-
ments. There is some choice within these games; how-
ever, learners can not modify the substance of their
learning because it is bounded by the design constraints
of the applications and the devices used for access.

Role of the teacher. All fixed interventions were de-
signed to minimize or eliminate the need for a teacher
because in these contexts, class sizes can be large (e.g.,
Cambodia and China), teachers may have had limited
training in how to teach literacies (e.g., Cambodia and
China) or there are simply no teachers available (e.g.,
refugee camps).

In Table 2, I summarize the literacies learning pur-
poses of each application and the skills practiced by par-
ticipants in these four studies.

Open interventions. I characterize the studies con-
ducted by Metni (2018) in Lebanon and So et al. (2018)
in Mongolia as open interventions.

The Coder Maker project (Metni, 2018) was de-
signed to “improve the quality and accessibility of learn-
ing for refugees and host communities in and out-
side the classroom in Lebanon using digital innovations”
(p. 2). The influx of Syrian youth who have experi-
enced trauma and/or missed many years of schooling
has placed enormous pressures on Lebanese schools
and raised important questions about how to build co-
hesive school communities. According to the observa-
tions of teachers in this study, Syrian students tend to
lack confidence, often demonstrate violent behaviours,
and drop out of school to work (pp. 13–15). Students
in the study reported feeling disconnected and unmo-
tivated at school. This intervention builds on principles
of maker-centred learning for empowerment (Agency by
Design, 2018). Teachers and students learn to code us-
ing SCRATCH (scratch.mit.edu) or Python on Raspberry
Pi (https://www.raspberrypi.org). Then, as integrated
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Table 2. Summary of fixed design applications, their purposes and emergent literacies skills practiced.

Application Language Purpose Literacies Skills Practiced

Antura & the Letters Arabic Build foundational Letter recognition and naming
literacies skills in Arabic Letter sounds
and improve the Sound-letter matching
psychosocial well being of Sight word recognition
Syrian refugee children Sight word meanings

Feed the Monster Arabic Build foundational Letter recognition and naming
literacies skills in Arabic Letter sounds
and improve the Sound-letter matching
psychosocial well being of Sight word recognition
Syrian refugee children Sight word meanings

ABRACADABRA English To help the reading Letter recognition
literacy proficiency of Letter sound recognition
children Word segmenting

Modelled reading to support fluency
Writing event sequences
Listening comprehension
Reading comprehension

Aan Khmer Khmer Improve the reading Letter recognition and naming
competencies of early Letter sounds
grade children in Khmer Sound-letter matching

Sight word recognition
Sight word meanings
Listening/reading comprehension (mini-stories)

teams, Syrian and Lebanese students, with teacher sup-
port, collaborate to identify and solve a problemofmean-
ing in their community. One team, for example, designed
a pair of glasses with integrated sensors to help a visually
impaired girl move more safely in her world.

The mobile, gamified, participatory language learn-
ing intervention developed and tested in Mongolia (So
et al., 2018) aimed to “investigate how gamification and
social media can be incorporated into the design of an
effective mobile-assisted language learning program in
Mongolian public schools, in order to promote effective
contextualized learning experiences” (p. 3). Changing cli-
mate has forced significant migration from rural areas
to the capital city of Ulaanbaatar in Mongolia, putting
stress on public schools. Children often attend school for
half days so that two shifts of students can share the
same school buildings (So et al., p. 3). The mobile, hy-
brid nature of this learning intervention meant that stu-
dents with internet at home could continue learning En-
glish after hours. At school, and for homework, students
completed participatory activities for diverse purposes
on Facebook including creating videos, and role-playing
shopping for clothing as their teacher served as salesper-
son. One teacher said, “It definitely changedmy teaching
styles....I realized that I could use time outside of class for
student learning. I think that time should be used wisely,
so I am giving students some homework to do after class”
(p. 25). Digital literacies were not explicitly theorized in
this study but digital literacies practices such as digital

video creation and social media participation were lever-
aged to support English language learning.

As with the fixed interventions, the open interven-
tions were also designed in response to situated needs.
In the Lebanese context, the digital tools were placed to
support social cohesion and disciplinary learning in sci-
ence and computer science; in Mongolia, mobile phones
and Facebook were placed to make English language
learning and communication accessible beyond the very
short school day. Digital literacies practices such as on-
line reading and research, writing computer programs,
creating videos, and sharing posts on Facebook were
part of these intervention designs, although neither
study situated these practices in digital literacies theory
or research.

Role of teachers. Open interventions positioned
teachers as “co-designers” who supported their students
in meaningful, purposeful communication and problem-
solving. Unlike the fixed interventions, and more in line
with current conceptions of digital literacies teaching
(e.g., Coiro et al., 2016; Spires et al., 2016), open inter-
ventions positioned teachers as dynamic experts, able
to shift supports in response to learners’ needs, and in
ways that gradually moved learners toward complex dis-
ciplinary and digital literacies practices. For example, one
teacher in the Coder Maker study said:

Here, I am a learner too and I am discovering my
students and how they are thinking, how I can do
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things in a new way....It is a shift in thinking, before
I needed to control and tell students what to do in the
projects....I have followed their thinking progression.
It has given space for conversation, for listening, for
hearing for communication. There is so much more
I can and will do as a teacher. (Metni, 2018, p. 21)

Contextual challenges. Across all studies, I constructed
five cross-cutting themes from the contextual challenges
reported. Presented in Table 3, these themes offer a
more nuanced framework for understanding the situat-

edness of digital literacies interventions in contexts of
development. As placed resources (Prinsloo, 2005) dig-
ital tools and interventions designed for these complex
realities may offer more promising pathways to learning.

Design Summary. Although fixed and open interven-
tions were all designed to address complex constella-
tions of local challenges in contexts of development, they
were built for learners of different ages and develop-
mental stages, and on different assumptions about tech-
nologies, teachers, and methods of supporting literacies
learning. In fixed interventions, technologies were used

Table 3. Thematic analysis of contextual challenges.

Theme Subthemes

Infrastructure Internet Infrastructure
• Unreliable electricity (Koval-Saifi & Plass, 2018a, 2018b)
• No internet; spotty wifi (all six studies)
• No wifi or mobile device at home for students (So et al., 2018)
• Server failure (Cheung & Guo, 2018)

Human Infrastructure
• Someone needs to charge tablets (Oakley et al., 2018)
• No safe place to keep tablets in schools. Teachers take them home and/or devise creative ways of
distributing tablets so they are not all stored together (Oakley et al, 2018)

Physical Infrastructure
• Remedial education centres in refugee settlements sometimes used for other purposes, therefore
reducing access to the apps (Koval-Saifi & Plass, 2018a, 2018b)

Time Related to School Schedules
Constraints • Need more time to build projects (Metni, 2018)

• Only four hours/day at school (So et al., 2018)
• Conflicts between planned workshops and school schedules (Metni, 2018)
• Very short break times for peer tutoring (Oakley et al., 2018)

Related to Use of Application
• Less time spent learning with app than recommended (Cheung & Guo, 2018; Koval-Saifi & Plass,
2018a, 2018b; Oakley et al., 2018)

Teachers Teacher Knowledges
• Teachers need training in phonics and application use (Cheung & Guo, 2018)
• Lack of technical knowledge in the school among teachers and support staff (Oakley et al., 2018)
• Teacher perceptions of struggling readers as “lacking in focus” may interfere with app use for
students who need the practice most (Oakley et al., 2018)

Teacher Investment
• Teacher facilitation required to keep language learning and online participation going on Facebook
(So et al., 2018)

• Coder-Maker required a great deal of time and teacher buy-in (Metni, 2018).
• Additional burden to use Aan Khmer without additional compensation (Oakley et al., 2018)

Contexts War and Trauma
in crisis • Itinerant nature of life in refugee camps impacted access to the apps (Koval-Saifi & Plass, 2018a, 2018b)

• “The crisis itself is putting major demands on school administrators” (Metni, 2018)
Climate change
• Extreme climate and economic crisis means that people in rural areas are abandoning nomadic
lifestyle and moving to the city (So et al., 2018)

Systems and • Bureaucracy of permissions, scheduling, payment and reimbursement in schools (Metni, 2018)
cultures of • Schools ban mobile phones (So et al., 2018)
schooling • “The majority of teachers in my school are old. While I want to bring new ideas to teaching, I often

feel constrained due to the hierarchical system in my school.” (So et al., 2018)
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to replace or minimize the role of teachers. Digital ap-
plications were used for independent practice of dis-
crete emergent literacies skills, but not emergent digi-
tal literacies skills. In open interventions, designed for
middle-school and high-school students, teachers were
empowered to design active, collaborative learning that
leveraged the affordances of particular tools for partic-
ular learning purposes. Although the Incheon Declara-
tion (UNESCO, 2016) identifies ICT literacies as funda-
mental for participation in knowledge-based economies,
and participants in all studies used digital tools to learn
disciplinary content, none of these IDRC-funded designs
included conceptualizations of digital literacies learning
as central research concerns.

6.2. How, If All, Have These Interventions Supported
Digital Literacies Learning?

Fixed interventions. All studies of fixed interventions
measured literacies outcomes with standardized early
reading measures. Three of the studies (Koval-Saifi &
Plass 2018a, 2018b; Oakley et al., 2018) used pre-post
designs with the Early Grade Reading Assessment (RTI In-
ternational, 2015), a test developed specifically for use
in contexts of development. One study (Cheung & Guo,
2018) compared treatment and control participants’ per-
formance on the Group Reading Assessment and Diag-
nostic Evaluation (GRADE; Pearson Education, 2014) and
on the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills
(DIBELS; University of Oregon Centre on Teaching and
Learning, 2018).

These tests measure performance on indicators un-
derstood to predict reading comprehension, such as let-
ter naming, familiar word recognition, non-word read-
ing (decoding), and sound-letter matching; none of them
measure foundational digital literacies, or make refer-
ence to the ways that the foundational literacies skills
developed with these tools might correlate with founda-
tional digital literacies skills, such as web navigation, in-
formation search, and sharing. Given research that has
shown offline reading comprehension ability predicts on-
line reading comprehension ability (Coiro, 2011) emer-
gent literacies skills learned via digital applications may
also support emergent digital literacies skills, but this
cannot be known from these studies.

That said, ABRACADABRA improved treatment par-
ticipants’ phonemic awareness, phonological awareness,
segmenting, non-word reading, and initial sound fluency
(Cheung & Guo, 2018). The composite indices on the
GRADE and DIBELS tests were also statistically signifi-
cantly higher for the treatment participants in this study
relative to the control group. Evidence suggests that this
application, more than the others, had widespread and
positive effects on early literacies skills that it aimed to
improve for English language learners.

The results for the other three applications were less
clear. With Aan Khmer, app use was associated with
gains on some predictive literacies measures for high-

use participants vs. low-use participants, but a regression
model showed that 34.9% of the variance in participants’
reading comprehension scores was explained by eight
other variables: student gender (girls did better), grade
level (older children did better), parental support (more
was better), ability to borrow books from the library (pos-
itive correlation), the school director’s level of education
(higher level was better), the presence of multi-grade
classes (positive correlation), the number of tablets pro-
vided (positive correlation), and the number of peer tu-
tors (fewer was better). This finding suggests that human
and environmental factors were important determinants
of reading development. Older children with access to
library books and to adults who were able to create af-
firmative, supportive learning opportunities, did better
on the literacies measures. The enabling effects of these
non-app-related variables offer counterpoints to the un-
derlying assumption that the applications alone suffice
for adequate literacies learning.

For children learning Arabic with Antura and the Let-
ters, statistically significant gains appeared at posttest
on measures of non-word reading (decoding) and oral
reading fluency. Similar to the findings for Aan Khmer,
older children and children with some literacies knowl-
edge at pretest showed the largest absolute gains on
all measures. For Antura, boys outperformed girls on all
measures. Data from the Feed the Monster study were
similar. Boys generally outperformed girls on tests of let-
ter sound knowledge and syllable reading. Yet, the rate
of change for girls was higher on all tasks, suggesting
that girls showed more progress in the same amount of
time from their baseline levels after using this applica-
tion, even though in absolute terms, they did not score
as high at posttest. Older children who had some litera-
cies knowledge before using the app performed best on
comprehension measures. The application may, there-
fore, have been most useful as a review for children who
already knew how to read.

It is important to note that the measured, positive
impacts of these four applications on predictive mea-
sures does not mean that children who use these ap-
plications will become capable readers—much less digi-
tally literate—if, for example, they lack access to rich and
varied experiences with diverse printed and multimodal
texts at school and at home, or if contexts limit access to
rich and variedmodels of oral language production (Duke
& Carlisle, 2011).

Open interventions. Both open intervention studies
used student and teacher survey data and focus group
discussions to describe the learning impacts of the inter-
vention. The Gamified Social Media study in Mongolia
(So et al., 2018) measured treatment and control group
performance on tests of listening comprehension, read-
ing comprehension, and writing skills. At posttest, read-
ing comprehension skills had improved significantly, rel-
ative to the control group, suggesting a treatment ef-
fect for active, creative, social media participation. This
was supported by student perceptions of learning gains.
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One student said, “Facebook helps us to understand En-
glish topics better and to express better ideas because
[Facebook] is like a continuing class” (p. 26).

In terms of the digital literacies practices reported
in the Coder-Maker study, coding skills in SCRATCH and
Python were not explicitly measured, although, during
focus group sessions, teachers did comment on the ways
students learned to integrate disciplinary and digital lit-
eracies learning. “The program...enhances all the dis-
ciplines together, it is more than just math or IT, or
coding...or Rpi [Raspberry Pi] or science or language.
Putting them together in Real Life this way makes it
all stronger” (Metni, 2018, p. 16). Another teacher said,
“We gained logic, computational thinking and basic pro-
gramming skills which enables us to take our learning to
the next level;...we value how technology fits together
in our subjects, in math, in physics, language” (Metni,
2018, pp. 16–17). Teachers also judged students’ digital
learning projects on criteria such as quality of code, use
of information, integration of information, collaboration,
sharing knowledge, communication, and quality of the
digital creation. Teachers judged the work on these crite-
ria to be good or excellent in most cases (p. 43).

In the Social Media study, the strongest evidence for
improved digital literacies practices came from students’
reports of their activities. One student said, “I liked mak-
ing videos with friends. It was difficult but we really
enjoyed it. We spend hours to make 30-second video”
(p. 26). Students also reported greater confidence with
social media and a preference for its multimodal affor-
dances for literacies-learning purposes over textbooks.

Summary of reported impacts. All of the interven-
tions seemed to support literacies learning in some way.
In terms of digital literacies learning specifically, how-
ever, only open interventions included diverse digital lit-
eracies practices designed to support disciplinary science
and English language learning. Despite significant contex-
tual challenges, these interventions offer strong models
for digital literacies learning that work, in part because
they embrace local needs and empower local teachers
and students.

6.3. Markers of Quality

In Table 4, I synthesize reported evidence related to six
key markers of quality across all six studies.

In interpreting these judgments, it is important to
note that all of the interventions were intended to give
access to learners who might not otherwise experience
digital learning opportunities. In this way, all of the
interventions are meant to advance equity and inclu-
sion. However, it is clear that when held up to defni-
tions of quality, as framed by SDG4, there is variabil-
ity. Judgments of equity, as presented in Table 4, were
based on the relative participation and performance
of boys and girls. With ABRACADABRA, boys and girls
participated and performed at similar levels. With Aan
Khmer, boys and girls participated equally, but girls
out-performed boys on literacies measures. With the
Antura and Monster apps, boys generally outperformed
girls, suggesting that boys may have had more hands-
on time with the application, or that the designs may
have aligned with boys’ interests or learning processes.
For Coder-Maker, boys were more likely to participate
in classroom-based projects than girls (75% boys; 25%
girls), perhaps reflecting teacher biases because teach-
ers selected the participants for workshop participation.
At the community-based events in this study, more than
half the participants were girls, so gender equity findings
here aremixed. TheMongolia study reported no clear ev-
idence of gender-based participation and performance.

In terms of inclusion, Aan Khmer was used by some
struggling readers for extra literacies practice, but for
many children, the instructions were difficult to follow
and the time allotted for extra practice limited (Oakley
et al., 2018, p. 95). None of the other studies reported
explicitly on the participation or involvement of children
with particular literacies learning needs; so, although
children with reading or writing differences may have
been included in these studies, it is not clear whether
these children benefitted. This is a significant gap in
these reports of research.

Table 4. Summary of quality markers.

Fixed Interventions Open Interventions

ABRA Aan Khmer Antura Monster Coder-Maker Social Media

Equitable? 3 7 7 7 7 �

Inclusive? � � � � � �

Creativity? 7 7 7 7 3 3

Content Knowledge Learning? 3 3 3 3 3 3

Analytical & Problem-solving skills? 7 7 7 7 3 3

Interpersonal & Social Skills? 7 3 3 3 3 3

Total Markers 2 2 2 2 4 4

Note: 3 = Yes; 7 = No;� = Not clear from report of research.
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Regarding creativity, only the open interventionsmet
the definition of creativity and problem-solving as build-
ing new things or solving new or meaningful problems.

In terms of interpersonal and social skills, open in-
terventions included collaborative, communicative litera-
cies practices in their designs. Where fixed interventions
surfaced interpersonal activities, they tended to evolve
organically as children shared what they learned with
one another. This suggests that even if an application
is designed for independent use, children may prefer to
interact around it because of the situated agency such
interactions afford them (Prinsloo & Krause, in press).
This may be a place-based design consideration impor-
tant to future work on literacies learning, including dig-
ital literacies learning, in the most challenging contexts
of development. In the absence of teachers, app de-
signs that intentionally centralize peer-to-peer sharing,
interaction, questioning, and collaborationmay be an im-
portant middle-ground between the independently ori-
ented fixed applications seen in this set of reports, and
open applications that require investment in teachers,
teacher training, wifi, and physical spaces for learning.

Taken together, all of the interventions reviewed
align with some markers of quality education as defined
by UNESCO (2016). Open interventions, however, offer
an advantage for creativity and problem-solving.

7. Discussion

Based on these analyses, how have digital learning in-
terventions funded by the IDRC between 2016–2018 ad-
vanced understandings of literacies learning, and in par-
ticular the digital literacies learning and practices of chil-
dren and youth in contexts of development? The analysis
of these six studies offer four essential insights on which
to build future research.

First, this work shows that for young children, prior-
ity investment in literacies learning in contexts of devel-
opment has been directed toward fixed interventions—
mobile, game-based applications thatminimize the need
for human teachers because they are too few or entirely
absent in particular contexts. Although one application,
ABRACADABRA (Cheung & Gho, 2018) supported all of
the emergent literacies skills it targeted for English lan-
guage learners in China, the other three applications
proved less effective. When effective, gains were mod-
est and tended to show that older children (aged 7+)
and childrenwith the strongest literacies skills at pre-test
benefitted most. This suggests that independent, self-
contained app use, particularly in very challenging con-
texts of development such as refugee camps, may not
be justified for younger children. Arguably, learning let-
ter names and sounds via mobile app is better than no
literacies learning of any kind, but it seems important,
given the mixed effects, to question the return on in-
vestment for this approach. Would the same level of
investment in local teachers offer more literacies bene-
fits? In a rigorous review of six syntheses of educational-

intervention research conducted in diverse contexts of
development globally, Evans and Popova (2016) found
that “pedagogical interventions that match teaching to
students’ learning, and individualized, repeated teacher
training associated with a specific method or task are ef-
fective at improving student learning” (p. 22). Carolson
and JBS International (2013) also note that in contexts
of extreme crisis, “human ware” is more important than
the technologies. What really matters for student learn-
ing seems to be well-trained teachers. To find an effec-
tive middle ground, the design of digital literacies inter-
ventions should begin with a thorough contextual analy-
sis of how to place not just devices and apps in children’s
hands, but also teachers who can help youthmakemean-
ing from and with these tools.

Some of the learning benefits with fixed applications
seemed to come from peer interactions around app use.
In the Aan Khmer study (Oakely et al., 2018) nearly
35% of the variance in reading comprehension was at-
tributable to a constellation of non-app related factors,
including access to library books and adults who were
able to create opportunities for learning, suggesting that
mobile and web-based applications can support some
young learners in some contexts, but greater gains may
be expected from interventions that emphasize peer-to-
peer collaboration and include more opportunities for
children to interact with diverse text genres, and to cre-
ate texts through play (Marsh, 2004; Wohlwend, 2009).
Funders of fixed interventions should consider a more
diverse constellation of supports, including human sup-
ports, that together, might better advance the emergent
literacies of young children. Conceptions of literacies
must include digital literacies skills and knowledges so
that investments help children to use and create all of the
types of texts they are likely to encounter in their lives.

This leads to a second significant insight. Although
digital in modality, none of the fixed interventions con-
sidered how digital environments interact with the early
literacies skills of focus, or how these applications might
be (re)designed to support early digital literacies learning
in contexts of development. This is a significant limitation
and deserves research attention, particularly if develop-
ment agencies continue to invest in digital applications.
As Leu et al. (2013) note, printed-literacies learning and
digital-literacies learning are not isomorphic processes.
Given the ways that digital media, tools, and networks
shape literacies activities at school, at work, and in per-
sonal lives, digital literacies learning must become a pri-
ority focus for quality educational interventions globally
if SDG4 is to be realized by 2030 (ILA Literacy Research
Panel, 2018).

Third, the open interventions reviewed in this anal-
ysis offer promising models for integrated disciplinary
and digital literacies learning in contexts of development
for teens. In contexts where challenges from infrastruc-
tures to human security might be viewed as insurmount-
able barriers, these studies show how digital literacies
practices can be integrated with disciplinary learning
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practices in schools. These designs emphasized (a) stu-
dent agency and choice, (b) teachers and students as co-
learners and collaborators, and (c) disciplinary learning
through interaction and collaborative problem-solving
with digital tools. In brief, these interventions seem to
align with research on what works in schools in the
Global North (e.g., Agency by Design, 2018; Spires et al.,
2016). Although neither study measured improvement
in digital literacies skills or practices quantitatively, stu-
dents and teachers perceived improvements in their cod-
ing, digital video production, and social media skills, and
expressed a preference for these approaches over other
types of learning.

Finally, as the global development community works
toward SDG4, and considers the role of ICTs for school
improvement and their potential for student learning,
this set of six studies shows that both fixed and open
interventions can address markers of quality education
as defined in the Incheon Declaration (2016). However,
only open interventions created opportunities for cre-
ative production with digital tools, for the application of
digital skills to solve meaningful problems, and for long-
term collaborations that allowed students to construct
their own meanings with and through digital tool use
(Prinsloo & Krause, in press). Researchers and funding
partners should consider how tomobilize systems and re-
sources to scale open interventions, and to explore sim-
ilar designs for young children, who also deserve oppor-
tunities to create, to play, to solve meaningful problems
and to leverage digital tools in ways that empower them
to become fully literate. Moreover, it seems that devel-
opment research agencies such as the IDRC could lever-
age expanded conceptions of literacies to inform fund-
ing decisions, and require strong, nuanced evidence of
the ways that digital literacies interventions have been
designed to reflect place.

8. Limitations

Findings are limited by the small number of empirical,
literacies-oriented studies included in the original corpus
of IDRC-funded research. Interventions were conducted
in only five different contexts of development, and may
not be applicable in parts of South America or Africa, nei-
ther of which are represented in the studies reviewed.
Although I invited critical feedback from knowledgeable
others, I must also recognize that my own perspectives
may have occluded the importance of ideas germane to
this analysis.

9. Conclusion

As governments, NGOs and development agencies work
toward universal education for all (UNESCO, 2016) this
study offers new insights based on six empirical stud-
ies of literacies learning with digital tools funded by
Canada’s IDRC. Two types of literacies interventionswere
identified—fixed and open. For digital literacies learning,

open interventions offer the clearest promise. Even in
extremely challenging contexts, these studies show that
when interventions are designed for local contexts with
local teachers, and when students are encouraged and
supported to create diverse digital artifacts, they learn
digital skills, disciplinary knowledges, and build more so-
cially cohesive communities. To providemore youth with
quality literacies education, development research agen-
cies could require expanded conceptions of literacies
learning that include creation, composition, and partici-
pation, while also funding research that centralizes social
interactions, teachers, and teacher training as part of any
digital learning initiative.
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1. Introduction

In the context of an increasingly global society and
rapidly changing technology, English Language Learners
(ELLs) need support to develop digital literacies to pre-
pare for a future in which learning new technology is
an intuitive process. Technological advances are perpet-
ually shifting how information is produced, communi-
cated, and interpreted. In classrooms of the past, teach-
ers and students relied on tangible tools to access infor-
mation, and practice reading, writing, speaking, and lis-
tening; in the 21st century classroom, the Internet and

digital environments have afforded a broader range of
opportunities for literacy practices to take place.

This emerging phenomenon has influenced how
stakeholders perceive what it means to be literate in the
21st century. In the US, the Common Core State Stan-
dards Initiative (CCSS) depicts 21st century learners as
strategic and capable users in the digital environment
within their social practice of literacy. Students must pro-
ficiently synthesize online and offline information and
wisely select digital tools (National Governors Associa-
tion Center for Best Practices, 2010). Similarly, the Inter-
national Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) con-
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siders a student an “empowered learner, digital citizen,
knowledge constructor, innovative designer, computa-
tional thinker, creative communicator, and global collab-
orator” (2016). Thus, technology has transformed the so-
cial practices and definition of literacy.

According to the National Center for Education Statis-
tics ([NCES], 2018), the population of ELLs in public
school increased from two million in 1990 to 4.8 million
in 2015 and is expected to represent a quarter of total
learners in 2025 (Capps et al., 2005). Despite immigrants’
attraction to the US, the tension between the public
school system and emergent bilingual students has gar-
nered broad attention (Gándara, 2015). Data reveals that
a consistent achievement gap exists between ELLs and
their non-ELLs peers on standardized test scores (NCES,
2017a). Attributing this to systemic inequity, many socio-
cultural and critical theorists note that the “white privi-
lege pedagogy” (Margolin, 2015, p. 1), slowly responsive
teacher education programs, and the shortage of teach-
ers of color are interwoven dynamically and therefore
contribute to the status quo of ELLs (Haddix, 2016).

There is a need for a more appropriate teaching ped-
agogy that embraces the cultural identities of ELLs, and
empowers ELLs as critical consumers and producers of in-
formation. Though complex, the authors advocate for ex-
amining this issue using an asset (Hakuta & Garcia, 1989)
perspective rather than a deficit lens (Eller, 1989). Ac-
cordingly, this article proposes digital teaching pedago-
gies that promote digital literacies as most urgent and
necessary for ELLs.

Using the sociocultural perspective of learning and
critical theory, this paper aims to define and conceptual-
ize ELL learning, establish a shared vision of digital litera-
cies, and review the literature on how practices of digi-
tal literacies empower ELLs to become active learners. In
the final section, implications and future research direc-
tions are articulated for researchers in order tomove the
digital literacy field forward.

2. English Language Learners in the United States

Since the end of the Cold War, the United States has
become a top destination of international immigrants.
As a result, in the past decades, millions of emergent
bilingual students entered the US public school system
and were taught by teachers who are predominantly
white, English-monolingual, middle-class females (NCES,
2017b). With an intent to fuse these newcomers in the
“melting pot,” English-only programs are broadly imple-
mented in the K-12 classrooms (García & Kleifgen, 2018).
However, as García and Kleifgen argued, the monolin-
gualway of teaching is leading to and reinforcing inequity
in education in that emergent bilinguals are not only de-
prived of their cultural and linguistic assets (Boykin, Tyler,
& Miller, 2005) but also encounter marginalized identi-
ties (Norton, 2016). As the achievement gap persists in
the United States, finding effective ways to address the
tension is emergent and urgent.

2.1. Definition of English Language Learners

Generally speaking, the term English language learners
refers to learners of English as a new language or an
additional language. For the purpose of discussing the
disparities of academic achievement between ELLs and
their native English speakers in the United States, we
adopted the definition that the US Department of Educa-
tion (2016) provided: English language learners are those
students who are:

Age 3–21, enrolled in elementary or secondary edu-
cation, born outside of the United States or speak-
ing a language other than English in their homes,
and whose difficulties in speaking, reading, writing,
or understanding the English language may be suffi-
cient to deny the individual 1) the ability to meet the
challenging State academic standards; 2) to success-
fully achieve in classrooms where the language of in-
struction is English; or 3) the opportunity to partic-
ipate fully in society. (US Department of Education,
2016, p. 43)

With this “academic English” (García & Kleifgen, 2018,
p. 4) focused definition, we are now able to understand,
explore, and interrogate the achievement gap that oc-
curs in classrooms locally and nationally.

2.2. The Achievement Gap between ELLs and Native
English Speakers

Despite frequent discourse on the academic achieve-
ment gap in US education (Ladson-Billings, 2006), the en-
rollment of the K-12 ELL population continues to increase
and contribute to tensions between ELLs and their na-
tive English speaking peers. According to the National
Governors’ Association (2017), the achievement gap is
“a matter of race and class. Across the US, a gap in aca-
demic achievement persists betweenminority and disad-
vantaged students and their white counterparts” (p. 1).
In a US national study quantifying the achievement gap
for reading proficiency, 30.4 percent of students scored
at the level of proficient or better, whereas the percent-
age dropped to just 5.6 among ELLs (National Assess-
ment of Educational Progress, 2009). Although students’
standardized exam scores across all races and ethnicities
have steadily increased since 2015, the gaps between
ELLs and non-ELLs were not eliminated (Musu-Gillette
et al., 2017).

2.3. Sociocultural Perspective of Learning and Language

Prevailing in the 1960s, the deficit theory suggested that
students’ low achievements are due to their “patholog-
ical lifestyles [which] prohibits the study of children of
color” (Coleman et al., 1966, p. 43). This early perspec-
tive was later challenged by sociocultural theorists (e.g.,
Cummins, 1996; Delpit, 1988; Heath, 1983) who con-
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tended that the achievement gap is in fact a result stem-
ming from complex social interactions between individu-
als and their surroundings such as communities, families,
social institutes subjected on education. Criticizing schol-
ars who solely view students learning and attainment as
a process and result of individual cognitive ability, socio-
cultural researchers claim that the context and the inter-
active relationship between learners and the social situ-
ations are central to learning.

Rooted in Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky’s con-
structivist theory (1978), the sociocultural perspective of
learning views social engagements as the essence which
“provides the most effective and appropriate context for
curriculum learning to take place” (Gibbons, 2006, p. 22).
Based on this understanding, Lantolf and Thorne (2007)
tailored the sociocultural theory to the field of second
language acquisition (SLA) in which how to develop lan-
guage learners’ academic participation and interaction in
the culture of schools becomes the major issue.

Many researchers and educators have studied and
explored the affordances of culturally inclusive teach-
ing in education, to whom, the multicultural background
of minority learners is in fact the funds of knowledge
(Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992). Heath’s longitudi-
nal ethnographic workWays withWords (1983) revealed
how historical roots and social and cultural practices con-
tributed to the so-called academic failures of the stu-
dents coming from two communities, and how these fail-
ureswere addressed through culturally related pedagogy
(Au & Jordan, 1981; Gay, 2002) in the classroom.

2.4. Critical Theory and Its Application in English
Language Learning

Maintaining “an emphasis on the social,” critical lens
moves further to “analyse, interrogate, challenge, and
change forms of oppression and privileging of certain
groups in society” (Mills, 2016, p. 36). Developed by the
Frankfurt School, critical theory is an “approach to cul-
tural criticism and social philosophy” (p. 46) that focuses
on the superstructure particularly including the ideolo-
gies that shape social action, the role of dialogue and
reason in social life, and a greater reflection on the sys-
tem of constraints and the dialectical critique of politi-
cal economy (Mills, 2016). In education, a critical orienta-
tion focuses on disrupting the reproduction of inequity in
the school system, advocates the necessity of critiquing
“neutrality” (Apple, Au, & Gandin, 2009), and argues for
an education reconstruction (Fairclough, 1989).

From critical perspectives, ELLs are systemically po-
sitioned as the oppressed through the discourse and in-
teractions in the English monolingual classroom. Given
the power relations in schools where ELLs are “mem-
bers of particular discipline-related discourse commu-
nities, and learn to control the specific registers and
genres of curriculum-related subjects” (Gibbons, 2006,
p. 44), researchers noticed some ELLs “participate in
a…disempowered manner” (Toohey, 1999, p. 34) and ar-

gued that it is necessary to “nurture both intellect and
identity equally in ways that challenge coercive power re-
lations” (Cummins, 1996). Digital literacy practice in the
classroom holds its promise in empowering ELLs.

3. Digital Literacies

3.1. An Evolving Terminology in the Context of a Digital
World

It is well-acknowledged that digital literacy has become
increasingly essential for individuals to be successful in
living, learning and working in the context of the far-
reaching digitalization of society. As a recent UNESCO
Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development
([BCSD], 2017) report stated:

Digital technologies now underpin effective participa-
tion in key areas of life and work. In addition to tech-
nology access, the skills and competencies needed
to make use of digital technology and benefit from
its growing power and functionality have never been
more essential. (p. 4)

The field of digital literacy is continuously evolving, in
response to technological advancements and the corre-
sponding social and cultural impacts (Dore, Geraghty, &
O’Riordan, 2015). Various domains contributing to the
concept have resulted in a variety of terms proposed
in the literature, yet reaching no consensus. Most com-
monly used terminology refers to digital “skills,” “compe-
tencies,” “aptitudes,” “knowledges,” “understandings,”
“dispositions,” “thinking” (BCSD, 2017, p. 23), “fluency,”
“capacities,” “intelligence” (Brown, 2018, p. 52), and lit-
eracies. Among these terms, skills, literacies, and compe-
tencies are most relevant and appropriate in the discus-
sions of education in the digital landscape (Dore et al.,
2015), being used interchangeably.

Literacy or literacies has been established as the
most frequently used term (Dore et al., 2015) that
involves the multiplicity of “knowledge, attitudes and
skills” (p. 12). Taking over “online,” “networked,” or
“computer-based” (p. 11), “digital” is used to denote in-
formation andmedia technology featured in many social
and cultural aspects of life (Dore et al., 2015). The no-
tion of digital literacies incorporates “basic functional dig-
ital skills” to access and use digital devices and applica-
tions, “generic digital skills” that enable users to use dig-
ital technologies in “meaningful and beneficial ways” (p.
27), alongside the “critical information literacies” (p. 32)
which is part of “high level skills” (p. 30) emphasizing the
capacity to critically consume information (BCSD, 2017).

The current concept of digital literacies, depending
on various contributing domains and contexts, encom-
passes several overlapping elements of ICT literacy (ETS,
2007), information literacy (Zurkowski, 1974), media lit-
eracy (Dore et al., 2015), and visual literacy (Fransecky &
Debes, 1972; Lemke, 2002).
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The fluid and evolving nature of digital literacies has
generated a range of definitions attempting to clarify
what it means to be digitally literate since the term was
conceived. For this reason, we present a brief chronology
for definitions of digital literacies and highlight a frame-
work that situates our argument for ELL empowerment.

3.2. Definitions of Digital Literacies

Paul Gilster (1997), in his book Digital Literacy, first pub-
lished the term “digital literacy” and provided a defini-
tion as the “ability to understand and use information in
multiple formats from a wide range of sources when it
is presented via computers” (p. 1). Rather than merely
focusing on basic technical skills, Gilster’s notion empha-
sized reflective competence as an essential element of
digital literacy.

Digital literacies have been continuously reconcep-
tualized as new waves of digital innovations arose with
new digital features that shaped all aspects of our lives.
Ferrari (2012) stated:

Being digitally literate implies the ability to under-
stand media (as most mediums are digitalized), to
search and think critically about retrievable informa-
tion (with the widespread use of the Internet) and be
able to communicate with others through a variety of
digital tools and applications. (p. 16)

The Battelle for Kids (2019) has described what students
should develop in order to live in a technology andmedia-
driven environment:

People in the 21st century live in a technology and
media-driven environment, marked by various char-
acteristics, including 1) access to an abundance of in-
formation, 2) rapid changes in technology tools, and
3) the ability to collaborate andmake individual contri-
butions on an unprecedented scale. Effective citizens
and workers of the 21st century must be able to ex-
hibit a range of functional and critical thinking skills
related to information, media and technology. (p. 5)

3.3. Authentic Digital Literacy Practice Within and
Outside ELL Classrooms

Rooted in the “cultural heritage” and “media” ecosys-
tem, digital literacy frameworks in the United States
tend to foreground educational empowerment, enabling
learners to “become more effective students, better cre-
ators, smarter information consumers, and more influ-
ential members of their community” (Alexander, Becker,
Cummins, & Giesinger, 2017, p. 11).

American scholars Spires and Bartlett (2012) devel-
oped a framework that categorizes the cognitive and so-
cial processes associated with digital literacies into three
components: (a) locating and consuming digital content,
(b) creating digital content, and (c) communicating dig-

ital content. This framework, however, does not mean
a user only focus on one component in a digital liter-
acy activity; “in authentic digital literacy contexts, how-
ever, users traverse among these practices in a recursive
manner” (p. 9). Another overarching theme is that learn-
ers should develop skepticism toward digital content, so
as to proactively locate, create and communicate digital
content that is credible and reliable, rather than passively
receive digital information.

The characteristics of digital literacies (critical, mul-
timodal and participatory) enable an authentic learn-
ing environment that empowers ELLs to be active par-
ticipants who take student autonomy and ownership
of learning, as well as developing English competencies
within and outside the classroom. For instance, research
by Tour (2012) revealed how the cultural contexts, crit-
ical thinking, and the operational English competencies
(3D model; Durrant & Green, 2000) along with techno-
literacy manifested themselves in the instruction in ELL
classrooms. The study has shown that ELLs do not learn
technoliteracy automatically while learning English, call-
ing for promoting digital literacy acquisition of ELLs.

Consequently, the integration of digital literacies, as
part of innovative teaching pedagogies, can be lever-
aged to disrupt the power dynamics of a traditional En-
glish monolingual classroom, bringing cultural inclusive-
ness and closing the gaps between ELLs and their na-
tive English-speaking counterparts. Drawing upon a com-
bined framework of the aforementioned concept of edu-
cational empowerment (Alexander et al., 2017) and cate-
gorization (Spires & Bartlett, 2012) of digital literacies, the
next section examines the literature on how digital litera-
cies effectively empower ELLs in their learning and living.

4. Empowering ELLs in the United States Through
Digital Literacies

For ELLs, digital literacies provide unique conditions for
increasing literacy in general and is therefore an impor-
tant consideration for educational equity. Barone (2006)
suggested literacy gaps have a direct influence on the
academic achievement gap. Digital literacies are a me-
diator for participation in a global technology economy.
School systems have responded to such mandates by in-
vesting in the use of technology for instruction and as-
sessment in core content areas. To ensure that students
are afforded adequate classroom opportunities to ac-
quire digital literacies, teachers are often evaluated on
the extent to which they implement technology in their
daily instruction. In this section, we examine how prac-
tices of digital literacies empower ELLs to become active
participants in the co-creation of knowledge alongside
their native English speaking peers.

4.1. Locating and Consuming Digital Content

Being able to locate and consume digital content is key
to success in navigating the Internet. Part of the allure
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of digital literacies is from the autonomy students are ex-
periencing when they are navigating the wealth of infor-
mation accessed using the digital interface; it is empow-
ering to know how to and independently utilize meth-
ods for facilitating one’s own inquiries. With access to
the Internet, digitally literate ELLs are in a particularly
powerful position to transgress the traditional roles of
their native-speaking instructors and peers as authority
and transmitters of information. Through the process of
sifting through unreliable or irrelevant information and
discerning which resources complement their purposes,
language learners are also inherently free to choose to
work with texts that are most appropriate for their cur-
rent language proficiency (Silc, 1998). By having the abil-
ity to self-select texts, ELLs can rely less on hearsay knowl-
edge (e.g., explanations from teachers and other stu-
dents about what the text means) and, instead, have a
more genuine interaction with the texts. When ELLs do
not have to attend to decoding texts, they are more eas-
ily able to focus on the more complex and necessary
goals of authentic academic writing: clear communica-
tion about the meanings critically derived from and syn-
thesized across texts.

Consider how a minor change in lesson design to in-
clude digital literacy practice can foster student writing
success: Al-Jarf (2002) examined writing samples of ELLs
who received non-traditional writing instruction that de-
manded and increased digital literacies. These students
were tasked with independently exploring a multitude
of online resources as evidence for academic writing
and were compared to students who did not. Compared
to the control, treatment students became more profi-
cient, made fewer mistakes, and communicated more
easily and fluently in post-instruction essays (2002). This
demonstration suggests the possibility for digital litera-
cies to function as a key component of authentic ELL
participation in the academic inquiry and writing pro-
cess. While we generally understand collaboration as
positive, for ELLs who do not have autonomy in nav-
igating and selecting texts online, it may be disheart-
ening to face a teacher-selected text and have to rely
on someone else for a translation. Digital literacies can
help ELLs develop independence and take ownership of
their understandings.

4.2. Creating Digital Content

It is important to recognize that ELLs who are skilled at
navigating sources online and selecting appropriate tools
must also be supported in order to continually progress
with vocabulary acquisition and command. Language, a
constituent of social interaction, is necessarily used for
and cultivated through veritable communication. Accord-
ing to Brown (2007), technology facilitates ELLs oppor-
tunities to have “genuine, meaningful communication”
(p. 54) in the target language. Although an analog class-
room activity incorporating only pencil-and-paper might
be an appropriate platform for sharing student illustra-

tions and orally communicating design rationales in the
target language, digital communication is more likely to
reflect the social environment ELLs encounter outside
of school and is thus, inherently more meaningful. In
two studies on the effects of the integration of Facebook
to encourage writing in secondary ELL classes, the re-
search teams concluded that the online space was highly
engaging for students and provided a supportive com-
munity to facilitate positive peer reinforcement of En-
glish use (Bigelow, Vanek, King, & Abdi, 2017; Vanek,
King, & Bigelow, 2018). Moreover, writers on social me-
dia platforms are typically not governed by traditional
demands for adherence to formal language usage. Con-
sequently, by using these platforms, ELLs may become
more confident in their command of English and may
transfer this confidence to reading and writing English in
other contexts.

By bringing the digital world essential to ELL daily
lives, these students can “strengthen the connections
between the English language and [their own] experi-
ences and needs” in the real world (McClanahan, 2014,
p. 24). Perhaps teachers can teach digital literacies to
encourage language learners to locate and safely con-
nect with online communities centered around person-
ally relevant topics outside of school (Omerbašić, 2015).
Students are empowered as media producers as well as
critical viewers, who develop their English proficiency as
well as self-identity in the collaborative, contextualized,
and culturally inclusive learning environment. In Dan-
zak’s (2011) study, English learners in middle school cre-
ated graphic stories that explored their family identities,
cultural heritage, and immigration stories. This multime-
dia literacy project incorporated reading graphic novels,
making journals, conducting interviews, as well as com-
bining texts with family photos and other images using
computer software.

4.3. Communicating Digital Content

Educators are usingWeb 2.0 tools to provide newmodes
of communication among teachers, ELLs, and the com-
munity. Doing so engages ELLs both within and outside
the classroom in authentic, intellectual projects that sup-
port and deepen understandings. Effective use of mobile
devices such as cell phones and tablets affords instant
communication between teachers and ELLs. Moreover,
it allows ELLs to share their products with a broad audi-
ence in the online community and to have their voices
heard. This authenticity in their learning process serves
as a motivator for ELLs to polish and publish their work.

Considerations when selecting instructional tools
and creating assignments should also be made for soft-
ware capabilities. Teachers and students should locate
available software online that optimizes collaboration
and reduces publishing overhead. Examining the rela-
tionship of English language learners’ literacy skills (read-
ing and writing) to online and offline content produc-
ing programs, Rahimi and Yadollahi (2017) found that
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the use of online software for digital storytelling was
positively associatedwith higher Reading-Writing English
test scores. Researchers selected software that helped
students focus on their actual writing rather than re-
quiring them to spend time searching for multimedia
enhancements for aesthetic purposes. Thus, the online
experience allows students to continuously collaborate
to work through arising challenges that may present
when creating content. Because of the ease in online
peer-sharing, students are able to receive much more
timely feedback than students who are working offline,
in isolation.

Creating and sharing digital content can encourage
students to develop a greater sense of pride in their work.
For elementary students, digital storytelling can increase
motivation by enhancing creativity (Liu, Tai, & Liu, 2018).
For older students, publishing student-authored blog
posts is an effective pedagogical strategy that motivates
language-learners to take greater care in proofreading
their writing before submission and to feel excited about
others’ accessing their posts (Al-Qallaf & Al-Mutairi,
2016). Experiencing positive affective responses to as-
signments is an incentive for students to learn.

Digital spaces that facilitate product sharing can also
be a source of social empowerment for ELLs. ELLs who
are digitally literate may be in a position to assist their
native-speaking peers with internet navigation and soft-
ware usage and may experience increased confidence.
Blog posts used as a means to display academic writ-
ing knowledge can also serve language learners as a way
to construct new relationships with one another and in-
crease social capital through critical consideration of lin-
guistic choices in anticipation of audience perceptions
(Shin, 2014).

Teachers can teach digital literacies to encourage lan-
guage learners to locate and safely connect with online
communities centered around personally relevant top-
ics outside of school. To illustrate, students who enjoy
science fiction novels in their native language may scaf-
fold their own target-language development by joining a
wiki devoted to fan fiction. Therefore, communicating as
members of an interesting online space can help facili-
tate students’ confidence in using the lesser-known lan-
guage to convey more complex ideas.

5. Complexities of the Digital Divide

Digital literacies offer unprecedented possibilities for
ELLs to not only survive but thrive in the general class-
room but can be limited, in practice, by the digital divide.
This term has been traditionally understood as uneven
“access to devices and Internet connectivity” (p. 17), but
is now defined as “the disparity between students who
use technology to create, design, build, explore, and col-
laborate and those who simply use technology to con-
sumemedia passively” (Thomas, 2016, p. 18). This trend
is evident in a 2018 PISA report, which suggested since
2012, with Internet access being commonplace, “socio-

economically advantaged” students on average across
most OECD countries reportedly spent equal or even
less time online compared to disadvantaged students
(Echazarra, 2018, p. 3); the traditional digital divide no
longer remains.

Merely increasing the amount of the latest digital
tools and digital media in classroom instruction does not
guarantee effective use and quality learning outcomes.
Echoed by the 2016 Pew Research Center report, digital
literacies cannot empower students whomerely have ac-
cess to technology and digital spaces (Horrigan, 2016).
In order to become digitally literate, ELLs must be ex-
pected to develop a high level of digital fluency that can
provide a basis for educated discernment about how to
“use technology as a tool to engage in creative, produc-
tive, lifelong learning rather than simply consuming pas-
sive content” (Thomas, 2016, p. 18). This requires effec-
tive usage guidance for classroom teachers, school cur-
riculum, and school leadership and administration, call-
ing formore research and actions in narrowing the digital
use divide between ELLs and their native English speak-
ing counterparts.

6. Discussion and Future Research Directions

We have established how digital literacy skills are neces-
sitated for all by modern expectations and for ELLs in the
United States by the autonomous learning and educa-
tional empowerment (Alexander et al., 2017) that results
from their accessing the full potential of the Internet in
order to critically evaluate information, as well as creat-
ing and communicating digital content (Spires & Bartlett,
2012). Using the sociocultural perspective of second lan-
guage acquisition (Lantolf & Thorne, 2007) and an asset
lens (Hakuta & Garcia, 1989), practicing digital literacies
in the classroom engages ELLs to develop as active par-
ticipants who gain ownership of learning and the com-
mand of English through connecting school literacy with
their funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992). This inno-
vative teaching pedagogy is promising in addressing ten-
sions between an English monolingual public school sys-
tem in the United States and an increasing population
of K-12 ELLs the system has been facing with (Gándara,
2015) by closing the achievement gaps between ELLs and
their counterparts.

To ensure all students are able to take advantage of
this learning, we suggest that teachers must also possess
the knowledge and skills of digital literacies. Accordingly,
educational researchers should examine factors that sup-
port teachers’ utilization of digital literacies. For example,
scholars might consider how teachers of ELLs can engage
in ongoing professional development to secure knowl-
edge of and guidancewith emerging digital tools and con-
texts that can be used for both content instruction and
literacy learning.Moreover, how to assessmultiliteracies
in a meaningful way that goes beyond the evaluation of
operational skills needs to be addressed in the literature
(Jacobs, 2013). Additionally, it may also be beneficial to
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understand the relationship of psychological characteris-
tics, such as teacher self-efficacy and its contextual fac-
tors, with the effective deployment of online content.

At the school level, it is critical that leadership and ad-
ministration can offer a supportive digital environment
for both teachers and students. The ISTE Standards have
foregrounded a framework for education leaders (2018)
and administrators (2009) respectively when rethinking
and creating “innovative” digital age learning environ-
ments. However, much research remains to be done in
examining to what extent school leadership and admin-
istration 1) are aware of the importance of using technol-
ogy to support teachers and ELLs; and 2) take actions to
empower ELLs through digital literacies.
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1. Introduction

The concept of media education developed mainly due
to the perceived necessity to protect children and ado-
lescents from potentially harmful and offensive media
content. The responsibility for children’s consumption of
traditional media, such as television, fell mainly on par-
ents (Buckingham, 1996; Hogan, 2001). However, new
media, which is consumed primarily through handheld
devices, permits a high level of individualization. There-
fore, youngsters can establish contacts and consume
and produce media privately. In addition to challeng-
ing regulation, the use of digital media among young
people raises a myriad of concerns about online risks,
such as, pedophilia, invasion of privacy, bullying, com-
mercial exploitation, and disclosure of personal infor-

mation (Livingstone, Van Couvering, & Thumim, 2004).
Considering these new challenges, digital literacy frame-
works for primary and secondary education have incor-
porated a set of protective skills, such as data protection
and preservation of online identity (e.g., Ferrari, 2013;
KMK, 2016).

In Germany, media education is compulsory, and
its implementation is the responsibility of the federal
states (KMK, 2012). The German state of Thuringia
launched a media literacy program in 2009 called
KursplanMedienkunde to be implemented in the schools
starting from the fifth grade. The program consists of a
set of media-related competencies that students should
develop in each school year. In an evaluation study of the
Kursplan Medienkunde, six competency areas were iden-
tified, namely: (1) personal media use, (2) information
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use, (3) media influence in society, (4) practical technol-
ogy use, (5) communication, and (6) protection of the pri-
vate sphere (Wolling & Berger, 2018).

Guidelines and curricula, such as the Kursplan
Medienkunde, are usually developed at the policy level;
however, the teacher has the most responsibility to
implement the policies and promote media educa-
tion (Brüggemann, 2013; Dias-Fonseca & Potter, 2016;
UNESCO, 2008). Asmedia educators, teachers have been
recognized as influential mediators of children’s safe In-
ternet use (Kalmus, Feilitzen, & Siibak, 2012; Shin & Lwin,
2017), which suggests that it is relevant to understand
the practice of fostering protective skills among young
people in the classroom. In this sense, we find two cen-
tral relevant topics in the existent literature: (1) the roles
that teachers assume inmediating youngsters’ safe Inter-
net use, and (2) teachers’ pedagogical practices involv-
ing digital technologies. In relation to the latter, several
studies have investigated factors associated with teach-
ers’ adoption of technology for instruction (e.g., Agyei, &
Voogt, 2011; Ertmer, 2005; Knezek & Christensen, 2016;
Petko, 2012); however, there is limited research on fac-
tors associated with teachers’ fostering of digital literacy
education, i.e., the pedagogical practice in which digital
media is the subject-matter rather than a tool. The few
studies that tackle this topic aim attention at the foster-
ing of different areas of digital skills, such as computer
and information literacy (Lorenz, Endberg, & Bos, 2019;
Siddiq, Scherer, & Tondeur, 2016), evaluation of digital in-
formation (Hatlevik & Hatlevik, 2018), and mediation of
students’ use of digital technology (Karaseva, Siibak, &
Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt, 2015). To the best of our knowl-
edge, no study has investigated the factors associated
with teaching digital protective skills specifically.

Considering this research gap, this study investigates
factors associated with teachers’ practice of fostering
students’ competency in the area of “protection of the
private sphere.” Therefore, we analyze data collected
from 315 teachers who participated in a survey on
teachers’ opinions and practices regarding the Kursplan
Medienkunde. Based on these findings, this study dis-
cusses how teachers can be better prepared to foster dig-
ital competency among their students.

2. Teachers’ Mediation in Safe Internet Use

When it comes to fostering youngsters’ protective me-
dia skills, research has explored the roles of socialization
agents in regulating and mediating children and adoles-
cents’ Internet use, especially to avoid risky behavior. For
instance, based on a literature review, Tejedor and Pulido
(2012) examined the risks that children were exposed to
on the Internet and discussed the involvement of teach-
ers and parents in actions that could support children’s
online safety. Throughout the study, the responsibilities
of teachers were emphasizedmore than those of the par-
ents’: “the figure and role of the teacher is crucial for mi-
nors to reach a critical, analytical and qualitative use of

the Internet” (p. 67). Nevertheless, Livingstone Haddon,
Görzig and Ólafsson (2011) showed that online safety
advice is received primarily from parents, followed by
teachers, and then from peers, based on a survey of chil-
dren between nine and 16 years of age and their parents
in 25 European countries. However, this rank changes ac-
cording to demographics. For example, older teenagers
and children with lower socioeconomic status reported
receiving advice primarily from teachers. Using the same
data, Kalmus, Feilitzen, and Siibak (2012) showed a pos-
itive relationship between teacher mediation and chil-
dren’s digital literacy and safety skills. However, teachers’
mediating practice of helping children with something
that bothered themon the Internet correlated negatively
with skills, suggesting that less-skilled childrenmight rely
more on teachers for online safety guidance.

Jiménez-Iglesias, Garmendia-Larrañaga, and Casado-
del-Río (2015) also found that parents and teachers are
the main mediation agents for children’s Internet use. In
their qualitative analysis of focus groups and in-depth
interviews with children aged nine to 16 years in Spain,
the authors found that teachers are perceived as regu-
latory agents similar to parents and are expected to in-
tervene in conflicts that happen at school. Similarly, Shin
and Lwin (2017) showed that teachers were perceived to
share a similar role to that of parents in certain types of
mediations. In a survey of 746 adolescents between the
ages of 12 and 18 years in Singapore, parents and teach-
ers were considered influential agents in terms of advis-
ing on the adequacy of websites, what can and cannot be
shared online, and how to proceed when someone both-
ers them on the Internet. However, teachers were per-
ceived as the primary agent when it comes to suggesting
ways to use the Internet safely.

These studies, conducted from the perspective of stu-
dents, show that teachers play a meaningful role in guid-
ing youngsters on how to use the Internet safely. How-
ever, to the best of our knowledge, there is a lack of re-
search from the perspective of teachers, which would
help to clarify the practice of fostering students’ digital
protective skills.

3. Teaching Practices with Digital Technologies

Among the teaching practices with digital technologies,
the use of information and communication technologies
(ICT) for instruction has received themost attention from
researchers. While the use of ICT in class can be as-
sociated with a teacher’s engagement in the fostering
of media-related literacies (Hatlevik & Hatlevik, 2018;
Lorenz et al., 2019; Siddiq, Scherer, & Tondeur, 2016),
the two practices are not always synonyms. The adop-
tion of ICT in class can facilitate learning aboutmedia, but
it does not automatically correspond with a teacher’s in-
tention to foster media literacy. In most cases, the adop-
tion of ICT in class aims to enhance the learning goals of
other subjects (John, 2005), although students might de-
velop media skills as a side effect. In the particular case
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of digital protective skills, it is unreasonable to assume
that the mere use of ICT would lead to the development
of such competency. The practice of fostering students’
digital protective skills goes beyond the adoption of tech-
nology for teaching. Therefore, this study aims to answer
the following research question:

RQ: How can teachers’ practice of fostering students’
digital protective skills be explained?

3.1. Explaining the Practice of Fostering Digital Skills

To develop a research model to answer our research
question, we referenced studies that investigated teach-
ing practices that used technology, especially the ones
that revealed factors associatedwith promoting ICT skills
among young people. As described below, we identified
potential predictors and generated hypotheses from the
results of these studies.

3.1.1. Beliefs and Attitudes

Teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning are one
of the most influential factors affecting their decision
to use ICT in the classroom (Ertmer, 2005) because “ac-
ceptance of the value and worth of technology is a criti-
cal component” of the adoption of technology (Knezek
& Christensen, 2016, p. 311). Research indicates that
a favorable perception of the use of ICT in class is
also an influential factor of teachers’ efforts to promote
digital skills among their students (Karaseva, Siibak, &
Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt, 2015; Lorenz et al. 2019; Siddiq
et al., 2016). Our study does not measure the perceived
relevance of ICT use in general, but rather focuses on
teachers’ perception of the importance of learning pro-
tective skills. Therefore, if a teacher believes in the impor-
tance of fostering protective skills among their students,
we hypothesize:

H1. The level of importance teachers attribute to stu-
dent learning of protective skills is positively associ-
ated with the practice of fostering students’ protec-
tive skills.

3.1.2. Knowledge of Media Education Guidelines

Studies show that a teacher’s self-efficacy in ICT is posi-
tively related to fostering students’ digital skills (Hatlevik
& Hatlevik, 2018; Siddiq et al., 2016). ICT self-efficacy
was not measured in the survey of teachers in Thuringia.
However, we assume that understanding the state and
national guidelines for media education, including the
Kursplan Medienkunde, gives teachers a more solid idea
of the topics that are involved in media literacy and
what skills students should develop. Therefore, we hy-
pothesize that these guidelines contribute to teachers
feeling more prepared to foster students’ digital skills in
their practice:

H2. Teachers’ knowledge of plans and guidelines for
media education is positively associated with their
practice of fostering students’ protective skills.

3.1.3. Training

In order for media literacy initiatives to be success-
ful in schools, it is necessary for teachers to prepare
via pre-service and in-service training (UNESCO, 2008;
Wilson, Grizzle, Tuazon, Akyempong, & Cheung, 2011).
It is assumed that receiving pre-service and in-service
training for teaching with and about media has posi-
tive effects on the practice of fostering students’ digi-
tal skills. However, until now, neither universities nor in-
stitutions in Germany that offer in-service training have
included media-related topics sufficiently in their curric-
ula (Tiede & Grafe, 2016). Consequently, only a minor-
ity of teachers are prepared to teach media competency
through their studies or by official institutions. Due to
the lack of formal preparation, most teachers must ac-
quire the needed knowledge and skills autonomously. It
remains unclear whether teachers’ autonomous learn-
ing of media-related issues has positive effects on the
practice of media education. Contrarily, it seems plausi-
ble that instructors who rely predominantly or even com-
pletely on autonomous learning feel less confident and
have a less solid idea of how to teach media-related sub-
jects than those who receive formal preparation. There-
fore, we assume:

H3. Teachers who must rely on autonomous learn-
ing foster students’ protective skills less, while teach-
ers with formal training on how to teach with and
about media engage more in fostering digital protec-
tive skills among their students.

3.1.4. School Resources

It is important to consider that official and autonomous
trainings are not the only ways that teachers can develop
their digital capabilities. For instance, exchanging knowl-
edge and ideas with colleagues can help teachers shape
their practices with digital technologies (Ertmer, 2005).
Lorenz et al. (2019) found that school support had a pos-
itive effect on teachers’ fostering of students’ computer
and information skills by encouraging collaboration with
colleagues and providing materials to develop ICT-based
lessons. Even though Hatlevik and Hatlevik (2018) did
not find a significant direct association between colle-
gial collaboration and fostering students’ skills in terms
of evaluating digital information, collaboration between
colleagueswas significantly associatedwith teachers’ ICT
use in class, as well as their confidence in doing so.

We believe that other resources, aside from col-
laboration, could affect teachers’ efforts to teach digi-
tal protective skills. For example, Lorenz, Endberg and
Eickelmann (2016) found that having time to prepare
lessons that integrate ICT was a positive predictor of

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 137–147 139



technology integration in class. We believe that having
the time to adapt lessons to accommodate the instruc-
tion about media could be an especially valuable re-
source for teachers in Thuringia, considering that the
German guidelines for media education determine that
the instruction about digital protective skills must hap-
pen within the realm of traditional school subjects (KMK,
2012). Moreover, research has indicated that the avail-
ability of sufficient ICT resources at school is a funda-
mental condition for teachers to involve digital technolo-
gies in their practices (Gil-Flores, Rodríguez-Santero, &
Torres-Gordillo, 2017; Lorenz et al., 2019; Petko, 2012).
Although it is possible to promote students’ protective
skills without the presence of ICT in class, we argue that
teachers can identify more opportunities to foster stu-
dents’ media literacy when they have the necessary ICT
resources available at the school. Considering the human
and technological resources mentioned above, we hy-
pothesize that:

H4: Teachers’ evaluation of school resources is posi-
tively related to their practice of fostering students’
protective skills.

3.1.5. ICT Use

Besides the availability of resources, it is relevant to con-
sider the extent to which teachers use them in their in-
struction. Studies have found that teachers’ ICT use in
class is positively associated with their practice of foster-
ing digital skills (Hatlevik & Hatlevik, 2018; Lorenz et al.,
2019; Siddiq et al., 2016). Therefore, we expect that ICT
usewill be associatedwith the practice of promoting pro-
tective skills:

H5. The intensity of teachers’ use of ICT in class is pos-
itively related to their practice of fostering students’
protective skills.

3.1.6. Subject, Age, and School Type

Considering that the KursplanMedienkunde should be in-
tegrated into traditional school subjects, it is reasonable
to argue that the teaching of protective skills might fit
better within the content of certain subjects. John (2005)
elaborated on the integration of technology-related in-
novations in teachers’ practice, indicating a complex ne-
gotiation process between their specific subject peda-
gogy and using ICT. While the integration of ICT gener-
ates changes and adaptations in the pedagogy, the orig-
inal goals established in the subject shape, accommo-
date, and limit innovations during instruction. Regarding
subject areas, studies have shown that science teachers
tend to exhibit more positive pedagogical practices and
attitudes toward technology than other teachers (Claro
et al., 2018; Karaseva, Siibak, & Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt,
2015), whereas Siddiq et al. (2016) found that humani-
ties, languages, and arts teachers put greater emphasis

on fostering students’ computer and information liter-
acy. In our analysis, we explore the possible relationships
between various subjects and teachers’ practices of fos-
tering students’ protective skills. We also include age in
an exploratory character. Finally, we explore the relation-
ship between the type of school and the extent to which
teachers promote protective skills. Therefore, we state
the following sub-research question:

SRQ: What are the associations between teachers’
school types, subjects taught, ages, and practices in
terms of fostering students’ protective skills?

4. Methods

4.1. Sample

We tested our hypotheses using data collected from a
teacher survey conducted in Thuringia, a federal state
of Germany, in the summer of 2017. The sample was
recruited through a random selection of 88 schools out
448 in which the KursplanMedienkunde applies. We con-
tacted the heads of the schools and asked them to dis-
tribute the questionnaire among the teachers in their
schools, making it possible to reach more than 2700
teachers. The teachers had the option to fill out the ques-
tionnaire online via a link to the survey or by paper and
pencil since copies of the questionnaire were sent to the
schools along with a pre-stamped return envelope. As-
tonishingly, only 40% of the teachers answered online.
After several reminder e-mails, 315 teachers participated
in the survey (response rate of 12%). The analysis of the
data shows that the majority of the participating teach-
ers (84%) were directly engaged in teaching aspects of
the Kursplan Medienkunde, while based on the informa-
tion that we got from the head of the schools, an average
of only 40% were involved with media education. There-
fore, a self-selection process took place, and the sample
consisted of teachers who were somehow involved or
at least interested in the topic of media education. Nev-
ertheless, the sample is quite similar to the population
of teachers in Thuringia in terms of socio-demographic
and structural characteristics. Table 1 shows that the per-
centage of female teachers is considerably higher in the
sample and the general population. The distribution of
age is quite similar, as well. Moreover, the proportion of
teachers distributed throughout different school types
in the sample is close to the teaching staff in the state.
Therefore, the sample can be considered representative
of teachers in Thuringia.

4.2. Measures

As mentioned in the introduction, this paper explains
what associates with teachers’ practice of the compe-
tency area “protection of the private sphere” in the
Kursplan Medienkunde. To achieve this goal, we devel-
oped items based on the descriptions of the competency
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Table 1. Comparison of sample characteristics and distributions in the basic population (Statistisches Informationssystem
Bildung, 2019).

Characteristics Sample Basic Population
(Teachers in Thuringia)

Age Up to 34 years 16% 11%
35 to 44 years 10% 8%
45 to 54 years 37% 39%
55 years and older 38% 41%

Gender Female 72% 78%
Male 28% 22%

School type Gymnasium 36% 33%
Standard school 41% 32%
Other schools 22% 35%

areas provided by the Kursplan Medienkunde. Four indi-
cators measured the dimension of protective skills. The
teachers were asked to report how frequently (1= never
to 5 = often) they had instructed their students over
the past year on the following topics: (1) how to handle
cyber-bullying appropriately, (2) how to surf the Internet
safely, (3) how to protect their data and private sphere ef-
fectively, and (4) how to detect when personal data has
been collected and processed in network-media. These
four items are strongly correlated (between r = 0.56
and 0.80) and comprise an exceptionally reliable scale
(𝛼 = 0.89).

The first explanatory factor is the perceived impor-
tance of the competency. The same four items as the out-
come variable were applied to operationalize this factor,
but with different introductory questions and answers.
The teachers were asked to judge the importance of the
four aspects on a scale from 1 (not important) to 5 (par-
ticularly important). The four items that measure impor-
tance were less correlated (between r = 0.27 and 0.53)
and the reliability of the scale was lower (𝛼 = 0.70) com-
pared to the variable that represents fostering protec-
tive skills.

The second explanatory factor is topic-related knowl-
edge and the preparation of each teacher. Media ed-
ucation includes a broad field of skills and knowledge.
On that account, measuring the respective knowledge
of the teachers is a demanding task that cannot be thor-
oughly addressed by simple indicators. All measures are
only rough approximations. Therefore, we decided to ap-
ply two approaches: The first refers to teachers’ knowl-
edge of media literacy education, as it relates to the syl-
labus. In Thuringia, this syllabus is comprised of four doc-
uments with various levels of concreteness. To measure
this concept, we asked teachers how familiar they were
with these documents on a scale from 1 (not at all) to
5 (very well). The four variables compose a reliable scale
(𝛼 = 0.77).

The second knowledge indicator relates to sources
of topic-related skills. We asked teachers how they ob-
tained the necessary skills to teach media literacy. We

differentiated between formal preparation (pre-service
studies and in-service training) and autonomous acquisi-
tion of skills. Four different competencies were consid-
ered: (1) critical deliberation of media use, (2) teaching
students how to use media deliberately, (3) teaching stu-
dents how to use media competently, and (4) dealing ap-
propriatelywith cyber-bullying. Based on these fourmea-
sures, we created a scale from −4 (teacher obtained all
four skills autonomously) to+4 (teacher obtained all four
skills through formal training).

The third influence factor refers to the resources
available at the school. Once more, we considered two
different approaches. First, we asked teachers how they
would evaluate the quality and quantity of the resources
available in their schools. A scale from 1 (not existent)
to 6 (very good) was applied. Ten aspects were evalu-
ated, six of which referred to human resources (e.g., sup-
port by colleagues and school principal, available time
for further education and preparation) and four related
to technological resources (e.g., quality and quantity of
technical hardware, software, and Internet access). A fac-
tor analysis confirmed that the two aspects were discrim-
inable dimensions of evaluation and both scales showed
high reliability (human resources:𝛼= 0.88, technological
resources: 𝛼 = 0.92).

The ICT use indicator operationalizes the intensity
of digital media use during instruction. On a scale from
1 (never) to 5 (several times per week), the instruc-
tors reported how frequently they used four different
types of computer programs (word processing, spread-
sheets, presentations, and serious games), four different
types of online resources (websites, search engines, on-
line videos, and online communication), and four differ-
ent types of hardware (computer-labs, interactive white-
boards, data projectors, and laptops) in the classroom.
These twelve variables were averaged to build a compos-
ite scale (𝛼 = 0.89).

Concerning school type, we differentiated between
gymnasium, which is a secondary school in Germany
that focuses on preparation for entering university (score
of 1), and all other schools (score of 0). Regarding the
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subject areas, we asked the teachers to identify the sub-
ject areas where they have integratedmedia-related top-
ics. It is unreasonable to address the “protection of the
private sphere” in all subjects, and while this topic in-
volves ethical, legal, and social concerns, it also requires
technical understanding. Therefore, we identified the fol-
lowing 10 subjects in the areas of humanities, languages
and informatics that might be relevant to this compe-
tency: (1) German, (2) geography, (3) history, (4) ethics,
(5) economy and law, (6) economy and environment,
(7) informatics, (8) religion, (9) social studies, and (10) hu-
mans, nature, and technology. Teachers who instruct at
least one of these subjects were coded as 1, and the oth-
ers were coded as 0.

5. Findings

The descriptive findings of our analysis already reveal
some important insights (Table 2). The dependent vari-
ablemeasures how frequently teachers address the topic
of “protection of the private sphere” in the classroom.
The index indicates that the mean activity of teachers in
this area was 3.3 (SD = 0.95) on a scale from 1 (never)
to 5 (often). In contrast to the reported practice, the at-
tributed relevance of competency is much higher. On a
scale from1 (not important) to 5 (particularly important),
it achieved a value of 4.5.

Concerning the indicators for knowledge and formal
preparation, the results show that teachers in Thuringia
rely mostly on the autodidactic acquisition of media edu-
cation competency since formal education does not of-
fer many opportunities in this area. A mean of −1.5,
on a scale from −4 (teacher obtained all four skills
autonomously) to +4 (teacher obtained all four skills
through formal training) indicates that autodidactic ac-
quisition plays a more prominent role than formal train-
ing (SD = 1.8). Furthermore, the results show that on av-
erage, the teachers perceived their knowledge on the rel-
evant documents to be better than regular (M = 3.2, on
a scale from 1 to 5).

The teachers also rated the perceived availability of
human and technological resources as regular. Human

resources were evaluated better (M = 3.8) than techno-
logical resources (M = 3.6), on a scale from 1 (not exis-
tent) to 6 (very good). Moreover, the level of digital me-
dia use was an average of 2.8 (SD = 0.89), which is close
to the middle of the scale (1–5).

Regarding the other control variables, we found that
36% of instructors in our sample work at a gymnasium
and 67% teach subjects that have at least some poten-
tial to address aspects related to the “protection of the
private sphere.”

Bivariate correlations and hierarchical regression
analyses were conducted to test the five hypotheses and
to answer the sub-research question concerning the in-
fluence of school-type, subject, and age of the teachers.
The correlation analysis shows significant relationships
between all independent variables and the target vari-
able (Table 3). Therefore, all variables were included in
the regression analysis (Table 3, Model 1). The results
from the first regressionmodel confirm the bivariate rela-
tionships with two exceptions. The positive effect of hu-
man and technological resources vanished when we con-
trolled for the other factors. Therefore, these two factors
were excluded, and the regression was calculated again
(Table 3, Model 2). After eliminating these two variables,
the finalmodel contained only significant factors and suc-
cessfully explained a considerable part of the variance
(almost 50%).

The first hypothesis (H1)—the level of importance
that teachers attribute to student learning of protec-
tive skills is positively associated with their practice of
fostering students’ protective skills—was strongly sup-
ported by the data. The teachers perceived this skill to
be important, and it had a significant and positive effect
on their practice. Likewise, the second hypothesis (H2)
that assumed a positive relationship between the teach-
ers’ knowledge of plans and guidelines for media edu-
cation was also confirmed by the data. However, the
impact of knowledge was considerably lower compared
with attitudes. Also the second hypothesis related to
knowledge (H3), which predicts a positive relationship
between teachers’ formal training in media, was also
proven by the analysis; while formal training strength-

Table 2. Descriptive results.

Scale M/% SD n

Dependent variable
Protection of the private sphere (Index: four items) 1 to 5 3.29 0.95 314
Independent variables
Importance given to competency (Index: four items) 1 to 5 4.51 0.45 313
Knowledge of plans (Index: four items) 1 to 5 3.24 0.88 313
Formal vs. autonomous training (Index: four items) −4 to +4 −1.47 1.80 315
Technological resources (Index: six items) 1 to 6 3.63 1.17 307
Human resources (Index: six items) 1 to 6 3.82 1.10 310
ICT use in class (Index: 12 items) 1 to 5 2.81 0.89 313
Type of school (gymnasium yes/no) 1/0 36% 307
Relevant subjects (yes/no) 1/0 67% 315
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Table 3. Results of bivariate correlations and hierarchical regression analyses.

Predictors Bivariate Correlation Model 1 Model 2

Competency area: protection of the private sphere r beta beta

Importance given to competency 0.38*** 0.30*** 0.30***
Knowledge of plans 0.47*** 0.16** 0.16**
Formal vs. autonomous training 0.12* 0.11* 0.11*
Technological resources 0.13* (–0.02) —
Human resources 0.23*** (0.03) —
ICT use in class 0.46*** 0.35*** 0.35***
Kind of school: gymnasium –0.23*** –0.17*** –0.17***
Relevant subjects 0.25*** 0.09# 0.10*
Age 0.24*** 0.14* 0.15**
R2 0.49 0.48
F 27.57*** 35.73***
Durbin-Watson 1.94 1.94
N 272 275

Notes: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; # p < 0.10.

ened teachers’ engagement in fostering protective skills,
we found that relying on autonomous learning had the
opposite effect.

The fourth hypothesis (H4) assumed that the better
the teachers evaluated the school resources, the more
they would foster students’ protective skills. However,
the data did not support this assumption: neither human
nor technological resources seem to be associated with
teachers’ engagement when the model includes other
predictors. However, the indicator that represents the
use of resources had the strongest effect (beta= 0.35) on
the outcome variable. Therefore, the last hypothesis (H5)
“the intensity of teachers’ use of ICT in class is positively
related to their practice of fostering students’ protective
skills” was confirmed. In terms of our sub-research ques-
tion, we found that instructors teaching in gymnasium
placed less emphasis on fostering students’ protective
skills, and the subjects identified as relevant for fostering
protective skills yielded a small positive and significant ef-
fect. Finally, the findings suggest that older teachers in-
vest more in fostering students’ digital protective skills.

6. Discussion

This study aimed to determine what factors were asso-
ciated with teachers’ practice of fostering students’ dig-
ital protective skills. The findings of our analysis sup-
ported most of our hypotheses. The exception was the
positive relationship that we expected to exist between
resources and fostering protective skills, which was re-
jected. Considering only bivariate correlations, it is pos-
sible to see a small but significant positive association,
especially with human resources. However, when con-
trolling for other factors, resources lost their significance.
Similarly, in Hatlevik and Hatlevik’s (2018) work, collegial
collaboration was found to have no direct effect on fos-
tering students’ digital information skills. However, their
analysis showed that collegial collaboration was signifi-

cantly associated with self-efficacy and ICT use, which
had a significant effect on teaching digital skills. There-
fore, we do not discredit the importance of school sup-
port for teachers’ practice of fostering protective skills
among their students. We believe these findings suggest
a more complex relationship exists between the follow-
ing three elements: (1) external conditions for teachers’
practice, such as resources, (2) teachers’ agency (i.e., at-
titudes, ICT adoption, and confidence), and (3) teachers’
practice of fostering digital skills. Moreover, the area of
digital literacy emphasized in the teaching might medi-
ate the effect of teachers’ perception of school resources
on their practice of teaching media-related skills. For in-
stance, Lorenz et al. (2019) identified a direct relation-
ship between school support and teachers’ practice of
fostering skills in the area of computer and information
literacy. Meanwhile, Hatlevik and Hatlevik (2018), who
analyzed the area of evaluating digital information, and
our study that focused on the area of digital protective
skills found no direct associations with school resources.

Regarding technological resources specifically, teach-
ers’ actual use of available resources yielded the
strongest effect, even though the perceived availability
of resources did not deliver a significant result in our anal-
ysis. When teachers employ the available technologies
in their activities, the probability that they will also en-
gage in teaching protective skills rises significantly. Obvi-
ously, teachers cannot use what they do not have avail-
able. Nonetheless, it is possible that resources provided
at school go unused (Knezek & Christensen, 2016). In this
sense, while the availability of resources is a fundamen-
tal condition for use, teachers’ engagementwith technol-
ogy has a stronger effect on teaching about digital protec-
tive skills.

According to previous research, teachers’ beliefs
about the relevance of ICT for teaching and learning de-
termine whether teachers will use the resources pro-
vided at their schools (Ertmer, 2005; Lorenz et al., 2016;
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Petko, 2012; Siddiq et al., 2016). Our findings show that
teachers’ attitudes are a relevant factor for teaching digi-
tal protective skills, aswell.When teachers consider “pro-
tection of the private sphere” to be important, theymake
a stronger effort to foster it. The descriptive findings
showed that the perceived relevance of protective skills
is already high among the sample. However, some teach-
ers still do not attribute high relevance to the subject.
Therefore, it is imperative to make teachers conscious of
the importance of digital protective skills, as well as of
their roles as mediators of youngsters’ safe Internet use
(Kalmus, Feilitzen, & Siibak, 2012; Shin & Lwin, 2017).

Concerning the role of knowledge, we found that it is
meaningful to inform teachers about the goals of media
education because thosewho know about the guidelines
tend to integrate the issue into their classroom activities.
In terms of teacher training,wemust acknowledge that it
is problematic to expect teachers to obtain the necessary
knowledge and skills through autodidactic means. The
findings show that only formal preparation has a positive
effect on teaching practice. Guidelines and official train-
ing (pre-service and in-service) might help teachers un-
derstand the priorities of media education, what content
should be taught, and how media-related topics could
be integrated into traditional school subjects. In-service
and pre-service training would also show teachers how
to incorporate ICT into the classroom meaningfully and
encourage its use, while simultaneously promoting the
importance of teaching protective skills.

In addition to the stated hypotheses, this study ex-
plored relationships between the type of schools where
teachers work, the subjects they teach, their ages, and
the practice of fostering students’ protective skills. The
results show a lower incidence of practice among gym-
nasium teachers. The reason for this result could be that
gymnasium focuses on preparing students for univer-
sity; therefore, teachers tend to have a more focused
curriculum with little room for topics that do not fall
under the criteria for admission. Moreover, high so-
cial selectivity has been demonstrated in the German
school system (Müller & Ehmke, 2013). Students who
live in high socioeconomic conditions are five times
more likely to be recommended to attend gymnasium
than children from lower-income families (Wernstedt &
John-Ohnesorg, 2008). Moreover, previous studies show
that children with lower socioeconomic status tend to
rely more on teachers for advice on safe Internet use
(Livingstone et al., 2011); therefore, teachers who work
in non-gymnasium schools might assume higher respon-
sibility for fostering students’ protective skills.

The findings also showed that protective skills were
facilitated through specific school subjects. Our analysis
showed that subjects in the areas of languages, humani-
ties, and informatics were more favorable for integrating
media protective skills. This result is partly in line with
the findings of Siddiq, Scherer and Tondeur (2016), but
does not coincide with the results of Claro et al. (2018)
who found that science teachers had greater ability to in-

struct students on digital tasks. However, it is crucial to
highlight that Claro et al. analyzed the ability of teach-
ers to convey digital tasks rather than their actual teach-
ing practices.When it comes to practice, specific subjects
and characteristics of the school curriculum facilitate the
practice and others hinder it, even if the teacher has the
ability to teach digital skills.

The difference between ability and practice also ap-
pears in the aspect of age. Our findings indicate that
older teachers tend to foster students’ protective skills
more, while in the study by Claro et al. (2018), younger
teachers showed more skills in teaching digital literacy.
However, Claro et al. also reveal that teachers with more
experience exhibit higher ability. In this sense, the posi-
tive association that we found between age and foster-
ing protective skills might be related to the time they
have spent in service rather than their age. Moreover, it
is valid to consider the specific characteristics of teach-
ers in Thuringia, which is the population of our study.
First, the average age of teachers in this German fed-
eral state for the 2017–2018 school year was 50.3 years
(Statistisches Informationssystem Bildung, 2019). Sec-
ond, most of these teachers were born and raised in
the former German Democratic Republic. Therefore, it
is plausible to assume that the topic of “protection of
the private sphere” could be especially sensitive for older
teachers who lived under constant observation by the
state. This sensitivity could affect the importance they
give to protective skills in the digital context.

Our findings show that the practice of fostering stu-
dents’ digital protective skills is connected mainly to
teachers’ agency, i.e., their attitudes toward the impor-
tance of the topic and their use of technology. There-
fore, to stimulate teachers in their roles as mediators for
safe online practices among young people, investments
should promote and facilitate these factors. Germany is
currently considering a digital pact (“DigitalPakt Schule”)
that would increase investments in technological equip-
ment and infrastructure in schools. Our findings suggest
that the mere existence of technology is not enough
for teachers to promote digital protective skills. How-
ever, guidelines for media education and teacher train-
ing about media have the potential to shape and stim-
ulate this practice. We believe that training could suc-
cessfully raise teachers’ awareness about the relevance
of the topic and their roles as media educators. There-
fore, it is imperative that the investments plannedwithin
the German digital pact enhance teacher training and
provide guidelines, goals, and regulations for media edu-
cation. Furthermore, instead of expecting or demanding
that all teachers promote digital protective skills, it is rea-
sonable to direct efforts to teachers in subjects and types
of schools that are more relevant to this practice. Thus,
the training initiative should prioritize specific subjects,
such as humanities and informatics, as well as schools
that have a higher concentration of students with lower
socioeconomic status.
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6.1. Limitations and Future Research

While our study included predictors that have not been
analyzed in previous literature, namely knowledge of
guidelines and training, our analysis might not have ana-
lyzed sufficiently the complexity of factors that surround
teaching practices that foster digital skills. A path analy-
sis and structural equation modeling might be more suit-
able for identifying the direct and indirect relationships
between factors.

Previous studies identified the role that teachers’ self-
efficacy plays in fostering digital skills. While we offered
a unique perspective of skills, including knowledge of
plans and guidelines of media education, as well as in-
service and pre-service training, we had no available
measures of how prepared teachers feel to convey digi-
tal protective skills. This is a shortcoming of our study, es-
pecially considering that 60% of our sample chose to an-
swer the survey with pen and paper instead of the online
version, which might suggest a lack of confidence with
digital tools. Future studies should include measures of
self-efficacy, knowledge of guidelines, and level of train-
ing to investigate the relationships between these fac-
tors, as well as how their interactions affect the practice
of fostering digital skills.

Moreover, our study took place in a specific context,
which was the federal state of Thuringia, Germany. Since
the federal states are responsible for media education
in Germany, it is important to conduct studies that com-
pare the practice of digital literacy in different states.
Moreover, the study has a self-selection bias. Although
the survey was aimed at all teachers, 84% of respon-
dents reported fostering at least one of the six areas of
the Kursplan Medienkunde. Therefore, we need to con-
sider that our results come predominantly from a biased
sample of teachers who are involved in the topic of me-
dia literacy. Consequently, our results might have shown
a more negative picture regarding resources, attitudes,
and all other components, if more teachers unrelated to
media education had participated.

Most results of this study are in line with previous
studies that investigated other areas of digital skill, con-
firming factors that play a role in the practice of fostering
digital competency. On the other hand, it also identified
associations between factors that have not been inves-
tigated before. Therefore, this study contributes to the
development of a more comprehensive model that ex-
plains teachers’ practice of media literacy. Future stud-
ies should test the model presented in this paper with
other competency areas to identify factors that apply to
the practice of fostering students’ digital literacy in gen-
eral, and factors that are specific to particular compe-
tency areas.
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Abstract
The international migration changed the situation in the Italian school system: it is asked to update educational practices
with new pedagogical models of narration and expression (multiliteracies and multimodality) and to promote digital skills
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by multilingualism and multiculturalism. This exploratory survey aims to investigate the narrative self-efficacy of eighteen
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is the self-efficacy most influenced by the multimodal workshop for L1 and L2 groups?

Keywords
international migrant students; multicultural; multilingualism; multiliteracies; multimodality; narrative skills; primary
school; self-efficacy

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Critical Perspectives on Digital Literacies: Creating a Path Forward”, edited by Hiller A. Spires
(North Carolina State University, USA).

© 2019 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

For some years, studentswithmigratory origins have rep-
resented the dynamic component of the Italian school
system. They contribute by their numerical growth to
containing the decline in the overall school population,
which results from the continuing decline of Italian stu-
dents. In the five years from 2011/2012 to 2015/2016,
Italian students decreased by 193,000, from 8,205,000
to 8,012,000 (−2.3%), while foreign students increased
by 59,000 (+7.8%), going from 756,000 to 815,000
(Ministero dell’Istruzione dell’Università e della Ricerca
[MIUR], 2017).

The data on literacy (Santagati & Ongini, 2016) re-
veals that foreign students get systematically lower re-
sults than their Italian peers, even if the gaps be-
tween Italian and second-generation foreign students
are smaller than those recorded for first generation stu-
dents. The difference is more pronounced for the ex-
pressive disciplines such as Italian (about 10 percent-
age points) than the logical-mathematical disciplines
(about 6 points). This gap tends to increase by another
4 points in Italian and 1 point in mathematics in sec-
ondary schools (OECD–PISA, 2012).

Many public and private projects are being imple-
mented for the acquisition of the Italian language by
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newly arrived students, but they are sufficient to teach
them only basic skills. Expressive literacy, therefore, is
considered one of the emergency areas in which invest-
ment from primary school on is required, both for the
purposes of social, cultural and digital inclusion of for-
eign students and to contain the growing dropout rate
that afflicts secondary schools. The higher schools, in-
deed, show a school dropout rate—especially for for-
eign students (34.4% against 14.8% of Italian students)—
higher than comparable European schools (22.7% and
11% respectively; OECD–PISA, 2012).

At the same time, teachers are challenged (1) by in-
ternational educational and pedagogical research and
(2) by European Union (Redecker, 2017) and national ed-
ucation policies (MIUR, 2016) to update their teaching
methods. They are required to move from monoliteracy
to multiliteracy educational practices, starting with pri-
mary school classes. The pedagogical approach of mul-
tiliteracies, a term coined by the New London Group
(NLG, 1996), begins with a critique of traditional edu-
cation based on a single literacy (i.e., centred on a sin-
gle language, a single national form of language and cul-
ture). This approach requires rethinking education goals
and teaching methods, with the aim of incorporating
a wide range of literacies (plural) in order to bring to-
gether forms of creation and meaning based on a plu-
rality of languages and modalities. This requirement is
based on two premises: (1) the growing importance of
cultural and linguistic diversity due to the effects of in-
ternational migration at the global level and (2) the in-
creasing variety of languages and ways of thinking, creat-
ing and communicating meaning available in digital en-
vironments. As Wilber (2010) states new literacies are
multimodal (Jewitt, 2009; Kress, 2000; Walsh, 2010), or
composed of multiple modalities—“configurations of im-
ages, gesture, gaze, body posture, sound, writing, music,
speech, and so on” (Jewitt, 2008, p. 243). The digital text
is different from the printed page. This means that think-
ing, reading andwriting have also changed because read-
ers (in receiving) and writers (in producing) must make
sense of the multiple modes of communication (video,
images, etc.). It is proposed that the use of multimodal
languages could help to reduce the communication dis-
advantages that hold back foreign students. This proposi-
tion challenges the common, and still widespread, under-
standing of school literacy: the focus shifts from written
text to multimodal structures which are created, under-
stood, shaped and reshaped (in the case of remixing).

Multimodal learning had already been studied in the
pre-digital era (Stoll-Lillard, 2005), as for example in the
works developed byMontessori according to which “mo-
tor behaviour and cognition are closely intertwined and
physical movement can improve thought and learning”
(Massaro, 2012, p. 2378). Today, when multimodal digi-
tal environments envelop/surround the development of
children from birth, they are embedded in an “embodied
learning, involvingmultiple sensory systems and systems
of action of the learner” (Massaro, 2012, p. 2378). The

true challenge for teachers is to develop expressive lit-
eracies, while keeping the children’s self-efficacy high for
as long as needed to learn multicultural and multimodal
languages. In this complex context, there is an important
gap in the research on the self-efficacy of skills devel-
oped through multimodal narrative academic activities
promoted at primary school. In fact, (1) narrative plays a
central role in literacy in primary school for the develop-
ment of the child’s verbal skills (oral and written). How-
ever, the potential of multimodal narrative practices still
seems to be little explored and diffused in Italian schools,
which generally favour activities centred on written ver-
bal modes, and where international students leave with
inevitable disadvantages (see data above); (2) little is
known about how multimodal teaching practices influ-
ence self-efficacy (see Section 2) inmulticultural andmul-
tilingual classes. Self-efficacy is considered a crucial fac-
tor for school adaptation and success. The term refers
to “people’s judgments of their capabilities to organize
and execute courses of action required to attain desig-
nated types of performances” (Bandura, 1986, p. 391).
Self-efficacy beliefs are found to be related to students’
academic motivation, self-conception, goal orientation,
performance levels and anxiety, as well as success and
risk of drop out (Caprara et al., 2008; Usher & Pajares,
2008; Zimmerman, 2002). More than the performance it-
self, the perception of one’s self-efficacy determines the
tenacity with which individuals make greater or lesser ef-
fort to improve their learning.

Narration is a fertile ground on which to train the
aforementioned skills. For this reason, the exploratory
survey presented in this article aims to investigate the
self-efficacy of narrative skills of students in a third-
grade class of 18 children (age 8) of a primary school
with a strong presence (60%) of international migrants
(group L2) and 40% Italian students (group L1) involved
in activities of multimodal narrative learning through
mime/gestural languages (realized through shadow the-
atre), visual languages (drawings that narrate theatrical
scenes realized by the children) and verbal languages
(spoken/written to narrate the drawn scenes), assem-
bled at the end into a digital video narration (see Figure 1
in the Appendix).

2. Related Work: Self-Efficacy, Multimodality, and
Multicultural and Multilingual School Contexts in
Primary School

Very little research has tried to understand the relation-
ships between these four themes: (1) self-efficacy, (2) ac-
tivities of multimodal narrative learning, and (3) multi-
cultural and multilingual school contexts in the (4) pri-
mary school.

In the literature,much of the research focusesmainly
on academic self-efficacy (reading, writing and math-
ematics; Bandura, 1997); such research is usually lim-
ited to English-speaking North American monolinguals
(Gwénaëlle & Usher, 2011). Research in Europe, and par-
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ticularly in Italy, is mostly limited to monolingual schools
(Caprara et al., 2008) and is even more limited in mul-
tilingual schools. Most of the research regarding self-
efficacy in academic literacy is directed atmiddle schools
onwards, while the number of inquiries investigating
the sources of self-efficacy, particularly among primary
school students, decreases significantly; although this
is the period in which children are particularly recep-
tive and begin to develop the first phases of this impor-
tant construct (Usher & Pajares, 2008). Moreover, the
research of the last forty years has mainly investigated
school self-efficacy developed through educational trans-
mission (i.e., teacher centred; OECD, 2009) approaches
(for reasons of historical contingency; Caprara et al.,
2008; OECD, 2009). The research gap increases if we take
into account the variable multilingual and multicultural
school contexts. There are research studies but they are
concentrated mainly in North America, and they investi-
gate high school age students and English speaking co-
horts. From this research, we learn that there is a cor-
relation between low self-efficacy beliefs and the high
risk of early school leaving among foreign students (e.g.
Afro-American, Hispanic and Caucasian; Pajares, 2003).
The performance of foreign students decreases as they
continue their studies. Moreover, once negative percep-
tions are rooted in student beliefs, they become resis-
tant to change even in the face of obvious improvements
(Bandura, 1986; Nisbett & Ross, 1980). However, Klassen
and Georgiou (2008; Klassen, 2002; Klassen, 2004) ob-
serve that perceptions of self-efficacy are still investi-
gated in too isolated a way in homogeneous and hetero-
geneous racial studies.

Restricting our research on self-efficacy to multi-
modal narrative practices in multicultural and multilin-
gual primary schools bymeans of databases such as ERIC,
PsycINFO, SCIENCEDIRECT, SAGE and SCOPUS has not
yielded satisfactory results.

There is research on multimodal narrative activities,
but it is mainly developed with qualitative methods (in
particular the semiotic approach) for adolescent stu-
dents (Binder & Kotsopoulos, 2011; Jewitt, 2008), some-
times in the presence of foreigners (Honeyford, 2014;
Ntelioglou, Fannin, Montanera, & Cummins, 2014), but
it does not specifically take into account psychometric
constructs such as self-efficacy. There is research that
takes into account self-efficacy in the context of the ed-
ucational method of digital storytelling, but this focuses
in particular on the digital skills of the students (Ballast,
Stephens, & Radcliffe, 2008; Banaszewski, 2005; Heo,
2009; Yoon, 2013) or on the effectiveness of a particular
digital environment used to build digital storytelling (Do-
gan, 2015; Ibanez, Aylett, & Ruiz-Rodarte, 2003; Scaffidi
& Chambers, 2012; Shin, & Park, 2008). We did not
consider this research because our exploratory study is
not focused on the use of “digital” + “storytelling”, but
on the multimodal narrative learning processes in re-
ception and production that start from narrative activi-
ties/gestural expressions (analogical modality) to visual

and verbal activities (both analogical and digital modali-
ties) and to digital videos (digital modality).

We have verified the existence of a research gap on
self-efficacy beliefs developed through multimodal nar-
rative activities, promoted since childhood in class con-
texts characterized by multilingualism and multicultural-
ism. Given the nature of the experimental activities pro-
posed in our work and the diversity of the contexts of
origin, we decided not to compare the results of our
students with those obtained from the literature men-
tioned above.

3. Aim of the Study

The exploratory survey presented in this article aims
to investigate self-efficacy regarding the narrative skills
of 18 eight-year-old children. They attend the third
grade class in a primary school with a strong pres-
ence (60%) of international migrant students (11 pupils)
and 40% Italian students (7 pupils). We investigated
the children’s self-efficacy regarding narration, as that
is a central activity in the development of a literacy
curriculum in primary schools. This type of study pro-
vides an opportunity to document the delicate transi-
tion phases from the traditional school comprised of
pupils with a similar background to the current ones
(with a strong presence of international migrants, bear-
ers of different literacies and languages). It also en-
courages reflection on the strengths and weaknesses
of these learning modalities in relation to the self-
confidence perceived by children who speak Italian as
their mother tongue (L1) and as their second language
(L2). The goal is to provide results that serve as a start-
ing point for further investigation ofmultimodality teach-
ing. Multimodal narrative activities are presented here
as a relevant educational/pedagogical inquiry on the
passage from monoliteracy to multiliteracies. The chil-
dren were involved in multimodal narrative learning ac-
tivities through mime/gestural languages (in this case,
shadow theater), visual languages (drawings for theatri-
cal scenes) and verbal languages (spoken/written sen-
tences to narrate the plot). These varied activities were
assembled at the end into a digital video narration.
The experimentation, which was developed over three
months through a total of 40 hours of training, was
initially based on an adaptation for children of Shake-
speare’s play The Merchant of Venice (Tosi, 2015). The
phases of the workshop alternated between passive
and active narrative forms: (1) listening to an oral ver-
sion of The Merchant of Venice; (2) reading aloud the
story accompanied by illustrations; (3) interpreting the
scenes through mime and gestural language realized in
a shadow theater; (4) identification of the scenes by the
children viewing them as spectators; (5) narration by the
children of the main scenes of The Merchant of Venice
through drawings and short descriptions, first oral and
then written; (6) digitization of drawings and short writ-
ten narratives; (7) assembly of thematerials produced by
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the children to create a short narrative video; (8) finally,
sharing of the end products with the children’s parents.

Four research questions guided the study (see Fig-
ure 1 in the Appendix):

RQ1: Does the multimodal laboratory influence the
self-efficacy beliefs about their narrative skills per-
ceived by Italian students (L1) and international mi-
grant students (L2)?
RQ2: Does the mime/gestural narrative influence the
self-efficacy beliefs about their narrative skills per-
ceived by Italian students (L1) and international mi-
grant students (L2)?
RQ3: Does the digital video narrative influence the
self-efficacy beliefs about their narrative skills per-
ceived by Italian students (L1) and international mi-
grant students (L2)?
RQ4: In which aspects of the narrative is self-efficacy
most influenced by the multimodal workshop for Ital-
ian (L1) and international migrant (L2) students?

3.1. Participants

Eighteen eight-year-old students participated in the ed-
ucational project. The class group consisted of 7 Ital-
ian students, 6 females and 1 male (L1 group) and 11
international migrant students, 8 females and 3 males
(L2 group). The L2 group comes from seven different
countries: Albania, Bangladesh, China, Egypt, Macedonia,
Moldova, Philippines. Among the eleven foreign pupils in
our class, six were born in Italy. The other five arrived
in Italy before the age of three, so the majority of them
attended three years of preschool. They speak Italian at
school and the family language at home. All foreign pupils
can speak Italian at a level sufficient for daily communica-
tion. Three of them show poor lexicon and syntax. Seven
of them can read with the same fluency as their Italian
classmates,whereas four read slower andmakemoremis-
takes. Only four children have a written production com-
parable with Italian peers. Seven use shorter sentences,
poorer lexicon andmake a greater number of orthograph-
ical mistakes. From the point of view of socialization, the
class group appears cohesive and there are no signs of ex-
clusion due to cultural differences. However, foreign chil-
dren are less involved in play-activities outside the school,
due to the difficulties of communication between par-
ents. All of the children use tablets or PCs to watch car-
toons, movies and play games. Consequently, their com-
puter activities are passive rather than productive.

3.2. Procedure

Before the project started, approval and authorizations
from the school and parents were obtained. Three ques-
tionnaires were designed: a narrative pre-test, focusing
on general narrative self-efficacy beliefs and two post-
tests aimed at detecting self-assessments about gestu-
ral and mime narrative skills (post-test 1 theater), and

narrative abilities based on digital video narration (post-
test 2 video). The narrative pre-test was administered be-
fore the activities began, the post-test 1 theater after the
shadow theater activities and the post-test 2 video after
the digital video narration. A trial version of the question-
naire was verified through a group of volunteers, three
Italian and three foreign third-grade students. They were
asked to think aloud while answering the items. In addi-
tion, they were asked to write down words or phrases
they did not fully understand. Based on their feedback,
some items were modified to make the questionnaire
more easily readable. The administration of the tests
took place collectively. The researcher read aloud the
questions to make sure everyone understood the text.
A collective and indirect way of collecting information
was preferred, thinking that this would put the children
equally at ease (both the L1 group and the L2 group),
giving them time to understand the question and think
about the answer. The teachers were present at the ad-
ministration and gave positive feedback on the accuracy
with which the children responded. Subsequently, the
statistical elaboration confirmed that the children’s re-
sponses were significant and not due to chance (see Sec-
tions 3.3. and 4).

3.3. Instrument

The questionnaire items were written as first-person
statements. Students were asked to evaluate their agree-
ment level on a Likert scale from 1 (not true) to 4 (com-
pletely true). Although most of the items were positively
formulated, some were formulated negatively (Bandura,
1997). The perceived effectiveness is measurable only
through self-assessment, as only the subject can provide
valuations of their convictions. The items investigate only
the perception of being able to do, and not wanting to
do (intention) or being used to do (habit). Many tools
have been developed in the literature to measure per-
ceived self-efficacy for different groups of the popula-
tion, ranging from scholastic to working contexts. How-
ever, we did not find a validated questionnaire about
multimodal activity and narrative literacy skills (see Sec-
tions 1 and 2). Inspired by Chen, Gully and Eden (2001)
General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSES), we decided to design
an ad hoc questionnaire for the purpose of investigating
some of the crosscutting categories of our multimodal
narrative activities.

Four categories were identified: Thinking Actions, Re-
alizing Actions, Thinking Emotions and Realizing Emo-
tions. Later, we added Feedback from others and Self-
Assessment. Each itemwas designed to promote thinking
about the skills required in classic narration; next, a cor-
responding form was created for the theatrical and the
video narration activities. Below is a brief description of
the categories, with sample items:

1. Thinking Actions is related to the children’s beliefs
about their capacity to imagine characters’ actions
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in a narrative. An example of a classic narration
item: am I able to imagine the actions of the char-
acters in a story? An example of an item of theatri-
cal narration: Was I able to imagine the actions of
the character I played in my scene? An example of
an item of the video narration: Was I able to think
of the sentences to describe the actions that took
place in the video scene?

2. Realizing Actions is related to the children’s convic-
tions of their ability to describe the actions of a nar-
ration. An example of an item concerning classic
narration: am I able to recount the actions of the
characters? For verification, we asked about their
beliefs regarding their ability to describe actions in
their daily lives. An example of an item: am I able
to recount my adventures? An example of an item
from the theatrical narration: was I able to mime
the action of my character? An example of an item
from the video narration: was I able to imagine an
effective action sequence to tell the story of my
video? Since childrenwere not Italian native speak-
ers, we wanted to investigate in more depth the
cause of any difficulties they encountered. To ac-
complish that, we isolated a sub-category of more
specific questions concerning their ability to find
the rightwords to describe actions (Rightword and
gesture). An example of an item regarding classic
narration: am I able to find the right words to nar-
rate the actions of the characters?

3. Thinking Emotions is related to the children’s be-
liefs about their ability to imagine and understand
the emotions of the characters in a story. An ex-
ample of an item from classic narration: am I able
to understand how the characters in a story feel?
An example of a theatrical narrative item: was
I able to understand how the character inmy scene
was feeling?

4. Realizing Emotions is based on the children’s be-
liefs about their ability to describe the charac-
ters’ emotions in a story. An example from a clas-
sic narrative: am I able to describe a character’s
emotions? An example from a theatrical narration:
was I able to mime the emotions of my charac-
ter? And from the deeper version: was I able to
find the right gestures to mime the emotions of
my character?

5. Feedback from others is related to the children’s
beliefs about their ability to tell a story and be un-
derstood by others. An example of an item from
classic narration: when I tell a story to others, do
they understand me? An example of an item from
the theatrical narration: did my classmates imme-
diately guess the scene I was representing?

6. Self-Assessment is related to the children’s beliefs
about their ability to tell a story in Italian and
in their language of origin. An example item: am
I able to narrate a story in Italian?

The array of the questionnaire consists of 23 items in to-
tal (9 in the pre-test, and 7 for the post-test 1 theater
and 7 for the post-test 2 video). When putting it into
written form, we paid particular attention to: a) the for-
mulation, taking into account that the majority of chil-
dren are international migrants who speak Italian as L2;
b) the content, which had to be consistent with the activ-
ities of the educational workshops and the objectives of
the exploratory study; c) the time needed to administer
the questionnaire, especially the post-tests, which took
place after long sessions of educational activities.

Before proceeding with the analysis of the re-
sults, the reliability of the questionnaire was estimated
through Cronbach’s Alfa score. From the calculation of
this index, we obtained a good result (𝛼 0.846), also con-
firmed by the statistics on the items. The result is again
confirmed by the fact that, trying to remove one item at
a time from the questionnaire, the value of 𝛼 remains
lower than 0.846. The total correlation of the items is
always higher than 0.4 for each item, demonstrating a
good internal consistency of the questions.

Since the number of questions and participants is
very small, it is preferable to illustrate the data not as
single categories (from 1 to 4), but rather by grouping
them into meta categories. The reliability of the grouped
questions was then evaluated according to the group-
ings: Thinking Narration (cat. 1+3), good, 𝛼 0.809; Real-
izing Narration (cat. 2+4), discrete, 𝛼 0.703; Expressing
Actions (cat. 1+2), discrete,𝛼 0.732; Expressing Emotions
(cat. 3+4), sufficient, 𝛼 0.636. The items Feedback from
others (cat. 5) and Self-Assessment (cat. 6) did not obtain
sufficient alpha (𝛼= 0.581). Therefore we decided not to
include them in subsequent analyzes.

4. Results Analysis

Before calculation of the Student t-test, a normality test
was carried out on the data, to verify that they were
distributed in a Gaussian manner. In particular, because
our sample was composed of fewer than 50 subjects,
we chose the Shapiro-Wilk test, obtaining a value of sig.
equal to 0.293 for pre-test narration compared to the
post-test 1 theater; 0.388 between pre-test narration
and post-test 2 video; 0.060 between post-test 1 theater
and post-test 2 video, confirming the normal distribution
of data.

A t-test for paired samples was conducted to assess
if there was a statistically significant difference between
themean scores in beliefs about their narrative skills per-
ceived by the students before and after each of the main
steps. The results of the t-test are especially significant
in the final steps, i.e. in the transition between the post-
test 1 theater and the post-test 2 video (t (17) = −3.50,
p <.005) and between pre-test narration and post-test 2
video (t (17) = −2.79, p <.01).

Grouping Thinking Narration 1+3: Grouping self-
efficacy data to investigate children’s ability in Thinking
Narration records a statistically significant change from
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post-test 1 theater to post-test 2 video (t (17) = −2.41,
p<.02). While, the change in pre-test narrative and post-
test 2 video is not statistically significant, it shows a slight
increase (see table 1.).

Grouping Realizing Narration 2+4: Grouping data for
Realizing Narration, we can see how the change in self-
efficacy is statistically significant between the pre-test
narration and post-test 2 video (t (17) = −2.89, p <.01)
and between the post-test 1 theater and the post-test 2
video (t (17) = −3.57, p <.002) (see table 1.).

Grouping Expressing Actions 1+2: Grouping data by
Expressing Actions, it is possible to see that the change
in self-efficacy is statistically significant between the pre-
test narration and post-test 2 (t (17) = −42.46, p <.02)
and between the post-test 1 theater and the post-test 2
video (t (17) = −3.55, p <.002) (see table 1.).

Grouping Expressing Emotions 3+4: Grouping data
for Express Emotions, we can see the change in self-
efficacy is statistically significant between the pre-test

and post-test 2 video (t (17) = −3.36, p <.004) and be-
tween the post-test 1 theater and the post-test 2 video
(t (17) = −2.95, p <.009) (see table 1.).

Grouping Right Words and Gestures: It is important
to remember that for the theater questions the chil-
dren’s self-efficacy beliefs were measured on gestural
narrative communication skills, while the pre-test narra-
tive and post-test 2 videos measured the ability to ex-
press themselves with the right words and sentences.
The difference between the post-test 1 theater and post-
test 2 video (t (17) = −2.69, p <.01) is statistically signifi-
cant (see table 1.).

Further subdividing the data by groups of students,
L1 (see table 2.) and L2 (see table 3.), we can see an in-
crease in the average scores for both groups in all the
categories of questions. Because of the small number of
participants and the further subdivision into subgroups,
the statistical significance is only present in a few compar-
isons; however, the tendency to improvement is evident.

Table 1. Pre-test, post-test 1 theater and post-test 2 video: means, standard deviations and results of t-test for self-efficacy
divided by categories for all children.

L1*+L2** Mean DS Mean DS Mean DS T (pre- p T (pre- p T (post1- p
Pre Post1 Post2 post1) post2) post2)

Narration Theater Video

Thinking 3.11 .97 3.11 .67 3.58 .46 .000 — −1.934 — −2.411 <.02
Narration 1+3
Realizing 3.09 .66 3.16 .66 3.61 .40 −.619 — −2.892 <.01 −3.575 <.002
Narration 2+4
Expressing 3.18 .76 3.11 .75 3.63 .44 .684 — −2.463 <.02 −3.557 <.002
Actions 1+2
Expressing 2.97 .97 3.19 .62 3.63 .41 −1.254 — −3.367 <.004 −2.950 <.009
Emotions 3+4
Right Words 3.09 .79 3.00 .76 3.52 .52 .801 — −2.006 — −2.695 <.01
and Gestures

Notes: *L1 = Italian students; **L2 = international migrant students.

Table 2. Pre-Test, post-test 1 theater and post-test 2 video: means, standard deviations and results of t-test for self-efficacy
according to categories for Italian students (L1).

L1 Mean DS Mean DS Mean DS T (pre- p T (pre- p T (post1- p
Pre Post1 Post2 post1) post2) post2)

Narration Theater Video

Thinking 3.07 1.05 3.28 .48 3.57 .44 −.660 — −1.449 — −1.922 —
Narration 1+3
Realizing 3.14 .71 3.23 .63 3.53 .33 −.372 — −1.390 — −1.427 —
Narration 2+4
Expressing 3.28 .65 3.35 .47 3.50 .40 −.465 — −.776 — −1.000 —
Actions 1+2
Expressing 2.85 1.06 3.14 .62 3.64 .37 −.834 — −2.420 <.05 −2.646 <.03
Emotions 3+4
Right Words 3.15 .71 3.14 .26 3.50 .50 .053 — −1.039 — −1.109 —
and Gestures
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Table 3. Pre-test, post-test 1 theater and post-test 2 video: means, standard deviations and results of t-test for self-efficacy
according to categories for international migrant students (L2).

L2 Mean DS Mean DS Mean DS T (pre- p T (pre- p T (post1- p
Pre Post1 Post2 post1) post2) post2)

Narration Theater Video

Thinking 3.13 .97 3.00 .77 3.59 .49 −.606 — −1.311 — −1.921 —
Narration 1+3
Realizing 3.06 .87 3.12 .72 3.65 .45 −.491 — −2.500 <.03 −3.464 <.006
Narration 2+4
Expressing 3.12 .86 2.95 .87 3.72 .46 1.141 — −2.489 <.03 −3.963 <.003
Actions 1+2
Expressing 3.04 .96 3.22 .64 3.63 .45 −.886 — −2.277 <.04 −1.845 —
Emotions 3+4
Right Words 3.05 .87 2.90 .83 3.54 .56 1.437 — −1.661 — −2.514 <.03
and Gestures

Regarding perceived confidence, the L2 group shows
a greater initial security in the Thinking Narration cate-
gory, while the L1 group seems to bemore secure in Real-
izing Narration. This gap is also found in the sub-category
Finding the Right Words and Gestures, in which Italian
pupils perceive themselves as more competent.

Regarding the confidence about the most specific
skills of communicating a narrative scene, L1 children
feel more comfortable in Expressing Actions while the
L2 group thinks they manage Expressing Emotions better.
As has been demonstrated above, the improvements, al-
though gradual and constant, do not make themselves
evident in the early stages of the project. And initial com-
parisons between pre-test narration and post-test 1 the-
ater are not as significant as those seen towards the end
of the workshop, between post-test 1 theater and post-
test-2 video and between pre-test narration and post-
test 2 video.

In particular, the L2 pupils’ scores increase in Realiz-
ing Narration between pre-test narration and post-test 2
video (t (10) = −2.50, p <.03) and between post-test 1
theater and post-test 2 video (t (10) = −3.46, p <.006).
In Expressing Actions they improve between pre-test nar-
ration and post-test 2 video (t (10) = −2.48, p <.03) and
between post-test 1 theater and post-test 2 video (t (10)
= −3.96, p <.003). In Expressing Emotions they improve
between pre-test narration and post-test 2 video (t (10)
= −2.27, p <.04). In Finding Right Words and Gestures
they improve between post-test 1 theater and post-test 2
video (t (10) = −2.51, p <.03). The L1 group shows signif-
icant increases in Expressing Emotions between pre-test
narration and post-test 2 video (t (10) = −2.42, p <.05)
and test 1 theatre and post-test 2 video (t (6) = −2.64,
p <.03).

5. Discussion

We can conclude from the results of this exploratory
study that the multimodal-based workshop led, in gen-

eral, to a significant increase in perceived self-efficacy
for the whole class. Therefore, the first question (RQ1)
has a positive answer. The children appreciated the activ-
ities, in particular the L2 group, which started disadvan-
taged in several categories in the pre-test narration. In
Realizing Narration there was a difference of 0.08 points,
and also for the category RightWords andGestures there
was a difference of 0.10 points, always to the disadvan-
tage of the L2 group. This disadvantage did not only con-
cern expression through words, but also through ges-
tures, since the gap endured in the post-test phase 1 the-
ater, in which the L2 group perceived less confidence and
greater effort than the L1 group, with almost 0.24 points
difference. We are inclined to hypothesize that L2 stu-
dents extended their insecurity in expressing themselves
through words to their general expressive capacity, man-
ifesting it in non-verbal activities, such as the gestural
theater, in which the prevailing modality of expression
is non-verbal.

Going into the details of the different steps, we note
that the theatrical workshop produced the least signif-
icant improvements, compared to the subsequent dig-
ital video narration. However, the negative answer to
the second research question (RQ2) can find different
possible explanations. Primarily, we must consider the
initial discrepancy in the self-efficacy level, previously
mentioned. The L2 group may have simply needed more
time than the L1 group to gain self-confidence, due to
their perceived effort and insecurity being greater from
the start. We interpret the slow improvement of the L2
group, such as it was, to the succession of different activ-
ities, which gradually reinforced their confidence.

We can respond positively to the third question
(RQ3), on the role of video narration, as it significantly
influenced the self-efficacy beliefs of narrative skills per-
ceived by both L1 and L2 students. We believe that video
workshops played a crucial role especially on three lev-
els: (1) on a cognitive level, the video editing involved
children in reworking the visual and writing narrative ele-
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ments. Indeed, we have observed that the children have
committed themselves to writing and rewriting the texts
on the computer several times, to change the images and
texts on screen and to try various graphic solutions to
make the product more effective, or as they said: “To
make the narrationmore beautiful”. They corrected each
other when they wrote, for example: “Arrabbiato (Ital-
ian for angry) is spelled with two r’s, not one”. More-
over, it also had an effect (2) at the self-efficacy level:
video editing allowed the children to review themselves
in the photos and in the drawings and led them to appre-
ciate their expressive performance; they said this made
up for the low perception of self-efficacy that they had
felt during the theatrical workshop. Indeed, during the
video lab, the children, observing their photos and their
drawings, commented to their classmates: “Uh, you see
here how good Portiawas at showing surprise for the rid-
dle solution”. Or about themselves: “Here, I should have
stretched my arm out more to show the Bassanio ring”;
“There, I was really dramatic. See how I keep my hands
open andup!”. Or simply: “I like this picture because Iwas
acting really well”. Finally, (3) the video allowed them to
summarize their different activities in a single finished
and tangible product, unlike the variable oral and theatri-
cal narratives.

For these reasons, from an educational point of view,
we believe that the digital video activity had the effect of
building confidence and motivation in engaging in narra-
tion; above all, it reduced self-perceptions of insecurity.
The combination of all these factors was helpful in deter-
mining the success of the workshop (in response to the
RQ1 question).

More information is obtained by analyzing the an-
swers to the fourth question (RQ4), which measured rel-
ative improvements in the various categories for each
group. In particular, both groups displayed a remarkable
recovery in the critical areas that were of major con-
cern. The L2 group improved decisively in the categories
Realizing Narrative, Expressing Actions and Right Words
and Gestures to reach L1 group self-efficacy levels. Like-
wise, the L1 group, which had been less confident in Ex-
pressing Emotions, showed a notable improvement. In
other aspects, too, an enhancement of confidence is al-
most consistently reported; these results, however, are
probably not statistically significant since they start from
higher scores compared to the critical areas.

6. Research Limits

Our study moved within the socio-cognitive theoretical
framework of Bandura and specifically investigated the
construct of self-efficacy of multimodal narrative activ-
ities in classes with a strong presence of foreign-origin
students. This exploratory study aimed to discriminate
some processes of multimodal narration in reception
and production (see Section 3). In the future, we intend
to broaden our field of investigation in order to gener-
alize the educational potentialities and implications of

multimodal narration, also on the level of social, cul-
tural and digital inclusion. However, we think that this
work can usefully inform those working in this field, both
at the research level (researchers) and in the practical
field (teachers).

A second limitation is related to the number of par-
ticipants. Since only one class was involved, in which the
number of Italian and foreign students, male and female,
was not well balanced, the data cannot be considered in
any way generalizable to a larger population. Replicating
the study in other classes and in other contexts could en-
rich and help validate the available information.

The third limitation is intrinsic to the research design:
a single group subjected to a pre-test and two post-tests.
A control group would allow more accurate and sensi-
ble comparisons, although it should be emphasized that
this type of educational activity requires a substantial ef-
fort in terms of time, resources and commitment by re-
searchers and teachers involved.

The fourth limitation concerns the tools: although
the questionnaire was internally validated, it was not
possible to validate it externally as that would require a
larger number of participants. We will elaborate further
items, in particular the sources of Bandura’s self-efficacy
(Bandura, 1997). We intend to re-elaborate those items
in the Feedback category that did not give statistically sig-
nificant results. It will be necessary to verify if the prob-
lem resulted from an improper formulation or in diffi-
culties of self-evaluation for 8-year-old children, whose
metacognitive structures are still being developed.

Finally, it would have been interesting to compare
these results with other research but unfortunately, for
the reasons explained in Sections 1, 2 and 3, that was
not possible.

7. Educational Implications and Conclusions

As our exploratory work shows, improvements in self-
efficacy beliefs are not immediate. This implies that
these processes have to be known and supported by
teachers. In fact, we have recorded in the pre-text that
the two groups (L1 and L2) were already starting with dif-
ferences in perceptions of self-efficacy and when faced
with new tasks (for example, the mime/gestural activity
of the theatre) the difference tended to increase. The
children had already learned processes of transferring
self-efficacy from one activity to another and of general-
izing self-efficacy based on their abilities (Bandura, 1997).
Increasing the perception of self-efficacy takes a long
time to achieve significant and lasting results. The devel-
opment of rules and strategies for resilience is a sophis-
ticated construct that begins to develop from primary
age children, but requires opportunities and educational
guidance for full achievement. Childrenof this age still ap-
pear uncertain about making accurate self-assessments
(as we also found in our study), and they rely on the judg-
ments of others to create their own beliefs of trust and
self-esteem. The idea of the self in children of this age is
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like “mirror glass” (Pajares, 2002),as it is formed as a re-
sult of the perception of how others see or judge them,
or from the feedback that children receive from adults.

Two implications arise naturally from these observa-
tions. The first is that teachers have a great responsibil-
ity to nurture the trust of their students, because per-
sonal beliefs can have positive or negative influences; the
second is that they have a responsibility to develop edu-
cational activities that nurture and guide the students’
sense of self-efficacy.

The current educational practices of teachers are pre-
dominantly verbal oriented and foreign students who
leave with disadvantages in verbal expressive skills are at
risk of repeated failures or slow improvements that pro-
vide little gratification. Multimodality, on the other hand,
offers children the possibility of demonstrating their abil-
ities with alternative modes of expression, of equal dig-
nity to the verbal, and to find confirmation in their own
abilities to face new challenges.

Multimodal narrative educational activities allow a
broadening of the educational and pedagogical ambit:
for example, even the repetition of the same topic in
different ways has allowed children to master narra-
tive patterns with different languages (gestural, visual,
verbal and digital processing), which become part of
their personal cultural heritage. Multimodality has al-
lowed children to manipulate concepts, rules and narra-
tive schemes, gradually transforming them from gestural
thoughts/actions to verbal/visual and digital equivalents.
This occurs both in reception and production (see Sec-
tion 3), and avoids the monotony or excessive effort of
the repetition of a single modality—the verbal one (see
Sections 4 and 5).

In our experimental activities (theatrical, visual and
digital), the children were exposed to continual verbal-
ization, through which the teachers were enabled to en-
courage them, correct them and help them to improve
their verbal skills. This extended to giving the children im-
mediate feedback on their proposed activities.

For future research, we believe it is crucial to extend
the survey to the self-efficacy of teachers who engage in
multimodal educational practices in classes with a strong
presence of foreigners, since the self-efficacy of teach-
ers is a strong predictor of academic results of primary
school children. It is important to study further how the
self-efficacy of teachers influences that of their students,
and further how the self-efficacy of the students influ-
ences one another. The aim is to obtain amore complete
and better informed picture of the impact of multimodal
practices in classes that contain a large presence of chil-
dren of migrant origins.
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1. Introduction

This article examines the relationship between media
and health literacy, self-representation, and the nutri-
tional behavior of girls who receive nutrition-related con-
tent on Instagram. Analyzing this relationship is impor-
tant for several reasons: first, social networks, such as In-
stagram, can beused as platforms to promote one’s nutri-
tional behavior as an expression of one’s personality and
to interact with others. For example, countless users pub-
lish pictures of theirmeals on Instagramwith correspond-

ing hashtags (e.g., #cleaneating, with almost 42 million
posts), reaching many users worldwide. Half of all young
people aged 12–19 use Instagram regularly (JIM, 2017).
With its visual characteristics, Instagram seems predes-
tined for users’ nutrition-related self-representation.

Second, as adolescents are in the process of develop-
ing their personalities (Hurrelmann, 1990) and body con-
sciousness through using media (Havighurst, 1956), so-
cial media serves as a “space for experience and a source
of orientation” (Schorb, 2014, p. 178). The reception of
social media content supports adolescents in forming
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their identity and promotes the integration of informa-
tion into the adolescent’s self-concept. The large num-
ber of nutrition-related contributions on social networks
(Soellner, Huber, Lenartz, & Rudinger, 2009) suggests
that the reception of such posts can influence young peo-
ple’s self-concepts. Young womenwho use Facebook, for
example, have significantly higher concerns about body
ideals, especially slimness (Tiggemann & Slater, 2013),
and the internalization of these body ideals can affect
eating behaviors (Sidani, Shensa, Hoffman, Hanmer, &
Primack, 2016).

One way of sensitizing adolescents to the risks of
their media use is to mediate media and health liter-
acy (Livingstone, 2014). More than 80% of Internet users
search online for health information (Fox & Duggan,
2013), which shows the enormous importance of liter-
ate handling of such information. Despite the relevance
of media and health literacy, little research conducted
in the context of nutritional behavior has taken these as-
pects into account. While some studies have examined
the (negative) influence of the use of social media on nu-
tritional behavior (e.g., Beckert-Zieglschmid, 2004; Ging
& Garvey, 2018; Holland & Tiggemann, 2017; O’Brien,
2015; Turner & Lefevre, 2017), the influence of media
literacy has seldom been researched (e.g., Bergsma &
Carney, 2008).

2. Media Literacy: Knowledge, Evaluation, and Action

Media literacy is defined as the ability to reflect on the
opportunities and risks of media use (UNESCO, 2016).
The differentiation and change in the media landscape
over the past several decades have forced us to confront
the concept of media literacy, which has “asserted it-
self in the (cultural) political discourse” (Groeben, 2002,
p. 11). While numerous explanations of media literacy
exist due to diverse empirical perspectives towards it,
all the approaches have a goal orientation in common.
Through mediation, the individual without media liter-
acy should be able to use media more competently than
before. Prerequisites are themotivation (Pfaff-Rüdiger &
Riesmeyer, 2016) and willingness “to act appropriately,
self-determined, and creatively with social responsibil-
ity” (Tulodziecki, 1998, p. 697). The acquisition of me-
dia literacy is a generation-overlapping task, beginning
in the childhood with the first media access (e.g., life-
long learning).

Since the possibilities for communicating and acting
within the dynamic media world are constantly expand-
ing, adolescents in particular need media literacy to use
and present themselves on social media safely (Living-
stone, 2014). Media literacy is taught in the media so-
cialization process and is tantamount to lifelong learning
(Hurrelmann & Bauer, 2018). Family is the primary agent
for imparting media skills, with differences in parental
media education determined by parents’ age, media lit-
eracy, and media use (Livingstone et al., 2017). Schools
and friends also act as agents (Buckingham et al., 2005;

Hurrelmann & Bauer, 2018; Paek, Reber, & Lariscy, 2011;
Theunert & Schorb, 2010). Research often fails to take
into account adolescents’ participation in media literacy
acquisition. In the course of this self-socialization (Arnett,
1995a), adolescents choose media freely and perceive it
according to their needs.

Furthermore, media literacy provides a possibility to
reflect on and control the (partly negative) effects of me-
dia use (Potter, 2004). The critical examination of con-
tent and the ability to contextualize media and act in a
media environment are essential key qualifications for
the acquisition of media messages (Hobbs, 2011). Liv-
ingstone and Helsper (2010, p. 257) defined media liter-
acy as “the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, and cre-
ate messages in a variety of forms” (p. 311). These skills
are part of the definition by Schorb (2005), who distin-
guishes media literacy triangularly, as follows:

• Knowledge: consisting of functional and structural
(background knowledge about the media system,
its functionality, and impact) as well as orientation
knowledge (combination of knowledge and evalu-
ation, orientation in a media context, defining and
taking up one’s own position on the basis of ratio-
nalism, ethics, and evaluation);

• Evaluation: ethically and cognitively based ability
to critically reflect on technical and content offer-
ings (understanding, classifying, accepting or re-
jecting media and their content);

• Action: based on evaluation, consists of the dimen-
sions “media appropriation, use, participation and
design” (p. 261).

These three skills can be transferred to health commu-
nication because media literacy is considered a neces-
sary skill to assess the credibility of health-relevant in-
formation, as the multitude of online sources has in-
creased the amount of information available (both seri-
ous and unserious).

3. Health Literacy: Functional, Communicative, and
Critical Skills

Since the 1970s, science has been increasingly interested
in health literacy (Batterham, Hawkins, Collins, Buch-
binder, & Osborne, 2016). While earlier work focused on
functional skills such as reading and writing for health-
literate information handling, the concept today includes
a variety of factors that determine how people find, un-
derstand, and deal with relevant information (Parker,
Baker, Williams, & Nurss, 1995). The World Health Orga-
nization (1998) defines health literacy as “cognitive and
social skills which determine the motivation and ability
of individuals to gain access to, understand and use in-
formation in ways which promote and maintain good
health” (p. 10). Health literacy is considered mandatory
to have access to and to use health care, to interact with
health care providers, to care for one’s health and that of
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others, and to participate in health discourses and deci-
sions (Batterham et al., 2016; Soellner et al., 2009).

There is a lively debate among health literacy stud-
ies about how to define health literacy and regarding
the skills that must be evident to be considered liter-
ate (Seçkin, Yeatts, Hughes, Hudson, & Bell, 2016). Nut-
beam (2000) conceptualized these skills in his much-
quoted systematic model of health literacy (Soellner
et al., 2009). Thismodel is used in this article for theoreti-
cal foundation because it can be combined with Schorb’s
media literacy model (2005). Nutbeam (2000, p. 263)
built his model successively and distinguished between
three stages:

1. Basic/functional literacy: includes fundamental
cognitive skills (focus on reading and writing), nec-
essary for cognitive processing of health-related
information;

2. Communicative/interactive literacy: combines ba-
sic cognitive and social skills, necessary for the ex-
traction and application of information from com-
municative environments in everyday situations;

3. Critical literacy: combines advanced cognitive and
social skills, capable of critical analysis of informa-
tion and to control of one’s health related action
and behavior.

According to Nutbeam (2000), literacy mediation can
start at any of the three levels. During childhood and
adolescence, basal patterns of health behavior develop,
which stabilize after this period, and basic structures
of individual behavior patterns are maintained in adult-
hood (Langness, Richter, & Hurrelmann, 2005). Since
health literacy is regarded as a fundamental factor influ-
encing mental and physical health (Soellner et al., 2009),
it is essential to promote it in childhood and adolescence.

4. The Interplay between Media and Health Literacy:
State of Research

Empirical research has rarely considered the interplay of
media and health literacy in relation to dietary behav-
ior, Instagram use, and literacy mediation; the majority
of studies tend to focus more on the relationship be-
tween the use of social media and dietary behavior (e.g.,
Beckert-Zieglschmid, 2004; Miah & Rich, 2008; Sidani et
al., 2016). However, most studies deal exclusively with
the use of applications and their impact on unhealthy di-
ets (Ging & Garvey, 2018; Holland & Tiggemann, 2017;
O’Brien, 2015; Turner & Lefevre, 2017). For example, the
use of social media is significantly related to eating dis-
orders. In particular, social networks that link visual ele-
ments and peer interactions can increase the risk of eat-
ing disorders (Sidani et al., 2016).

Exceptions include the studies by Levin-Zamir, Lem-
ish and Gofin (2011) and Chang et al. (2015), which
confirm that media health competence has a positive
influence on health-enhancing behavior and nutrition

routines, and that functional health competence has a
positive effect on health-relevant actions (Chang et al.,
2015). Maag (2007) analyzed the relationship between
health literacy and nutrition, exercise, and weight, how-
ever failed to establish the connection to media literacy,
its mediation, and the use of social media, even though
the use of social media is integrated into everyday life
(especially among young people) and a healthy diet and
reaching the social body ideals are relevant for half of
Germans (TKK, 2017). Younger people in particular are
following nutrition trends (TKK, 2017). Langness et al.
(2005) showed that people who routinely eat a healthy
diet at a young age are less likely to fall chronically ill later.
These dietary routines are influenced by the parents and
the independent will of young people during puberty.

5. Research Questions

As can be seen in the representation of the two models,
both comprise three stages. Even though Schorb’s (2005)
model is triangular and Nutbeam’s (2000) model is suc-
cessive, similarities are evident. Both models comprise
knowledge, evaluation, and action, which can be com-
bined and defined as follows:

• Knowledge: functional health literacy (background
knowledge, processing of health information to
generate knowledge, and awareness of mediality);

• Evaluation: critical health literacy (critical reflec-
tion and control over own health-related actions
and behavior);

• Action: communicative, interactive literacy (appro-
priation of knowledge, social interaction with oth-
ers, self-representation, and nutritional behavior).

Based on existing research, this article aims to answer
the following research questions:

RQ1: What is the origin of media literacy and nutri-
tional knowledge among young social media users
(mediation of skills)?
RQ2: What constitutes the awareness of mediality
and the interpretation nutritional-related Instagram
posts among young people?
RQ3:What is the relationship between the receptions
of nutritional-related Instagram posts on young users’
nutritional behavior?
RQ4: How do young users evaluate and critically re-
flect on the reception of nutritional contributions?
RQ5: What is the relationship between users’ nutri-
tional behavior and self-representation on Instagram?

6. Method: Qualitative Interviews

To answer the research questions, we conducted 15 qual-
itative interviews with girls aged 13–19 in May and June
2018. This age group was selected because Instagram
is one of their used apps (JIM, 2017), and girls are par-
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ticularly susceptible to eating disorders (Meier & Gray,
2014). In addition, during this period adolescents shift
their interests as well as their orientation on socializa-
tion agents (from family to peers; Arnett, 2007; Grusec,
2002). To investigate possible influences on nutritional
behavior, the inclusion criterion for selected participants
was the active use of an Instagram account. The intervie-
wees were recruited using theoretical sampling (Kvale &
Brinkman, 2009; Mason, 2018) and we recruited them
for the interviews through personal contacts (e.g., sports
clubs and youth centers). Table 1 presents an overview
of the sample characteristics. The face-to-face interviews
were held either at the respondents’ homes, in cafés, or
at LMU Munich.

The aforementioned dimensions of knowledge, eval-
uation, and action were operationalized and transferred
into the interview guidelines (Table 2). The category “ev-
eryday life” was included to establish relationships with
nutrition and Instagram use. The guided questions were
asked in a flexible order to give the greatest possible free-
dom for the answers, but also to ensure that no aspect
was forgotten. In addition to openness, familiarity during
the interview was important because nutritional behav-
ior is a sensitive and personal topic. The guide comprised
19 main questions and some following-up questions. In
addition, the participantswere given a primary task to en-
courage them to think aloud. In the task, the participants
were shown up to four real Instagram posts of healthy
food to prompt their reflections on other peoples’—and
their own—nutritional behavior, to determine the impor-
tance theymight attach to it, and to discusswhether they
would publish similar images (self-representation).

The interviews were conducted face-to-face,
recorded, transcribed, anonymized, and analyzed using
a theory-driven approach. At first, the transcripts were
cleared of digressive or misleading text passages and rel-
evant sections were inserted in tabular form under cor-

responding categories. Should a new aspect arise that
could not be classified in any of the deductively formed
categories, another subcategory was inductively formed.
This procedure was followed by a linguistic and content
reduction of the text passages that made generalizing
statements and to filter findings from the material.

Table 1. Sample characteristics.

Name Age Educational status

Anna 17 Pupil (Secondary Modern School)
Barbara 19 Student (University)
Charlotte 16 Pupil (Secondary School)
Diana 17 Pupil (High School)
Eva 19 Apprentice
Felizitas 19 Pediatric nurse
Gina 17 Pupil (High School)
Hannah 13 Pupil (Secondary School)
Ida 15 Pupil (High School)
Julia 13 Pupil (High School)
Klara 15 Pupil (High School)
Luise 14 Pupil (High School)
Martha 14 Pupil (Secondary Modern School)
Nora 15 Pupil (High School)
Olivia 14 Pupil (High School)

Note: The transcripts were anonymized, and participants were
given a generic name, whichmatches the in-text quotation and
mentions.

7. Results

A clear picture emerged regarding the participants’ use
of Instagram: social media, especially Instagram, plays an
enormous role in the everyday life of the teenage girls. In-
stagram has taken such an important place in the lives of
all participants that they begin their day by opening the
app and end their day by closing it. The social network In-

Table 2. Category system.

Category Operationalization

Everyday life • Daily routines, hobbies, leisure time.
• Instagram use (active, passive use, followed accounts, privacy).
• Nutrition (daily routines).

Knowledge • Background knowledge about Instagram and its functionalities (e.g., hashtags, content staging,
and manipulation).

• Processing of health information to generate knowledge.
• Awareness of mediality (knowledge of norms, fiction vs. reality on Instagram).
• Mediation of knowledge concerning nutrition (e.g., family, peers, influencer).

Evaluation • Critical reflection (positive and negative effects of Instagram use and on nutritional behavior).
• Control over own health-related actions and behavior.
• Importance and appraisal of healthy and unhealthy nutrition behavior.

Action • Appropriation of knowledge.
• Social interaction with others.
• Self-representation (orientation and influences, perception presentation of others).
• Nutritional behavior (orientation and influences).
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stagram therefore functions as a constant companion for
the girls and is used several times a day, particularly dur-
ing times of boredom or on the road, and even at school
or work.

7.1. Link between the Origins of Media Literacy and
Nutritional Knowledge

The participants showed similar Instagram usage in their
everyday lives. They had all encountered the “typical”
food images on Instagram, presenting healthy food, and
while the participants’ friends and acquaintances posted
nutritional images on Instagram to illustrate the nutri-
tional value of food, the participants claimed that the
majority of nutritional contributions on Instagram came
from celebrities or professional fitness bloggers. The ma-
jority of young people are confronted with food contri-
butions that are staged, published, and accessible online.
Even though parents often teach media literacy (Arnett,
1995b, 2007; Livingstone&Blum, 2018), their knowledge
acquisition of hashtags or Instagram use appeared to be
limited. Even if the parentswere clear about themeaning
and use of a hashtag, the participants reported that they
taught themselves how to use them when they started
using Instagramor another socialmedia.Martha (14) em-
phasized her active role in the acquisition of knowledge:

At the beginning, when I didn’t know Instagram that
well, I found out. Or, for example, in the stories, they
sometimes mention “there is this and the hashtag”.
And that’swhen I foundoutwhat a hashtag is and how
to use it.

The realization that knowledge about hashtags is social-
ized can also be explained by the fact that themajority of
families have no rules regarding Instagram use because
the parents do not use the platform and thus lack knowl-
edge of it (e.g., self-socialization; Blum-Ross et al., 2018;
Lewis, 2014).

The participant girls also had similar nutritional
knowledge. For most of them, healthy eating referred
to eating freshly cooked meals prepared with fruit and
vegetables, and many mentioned that eating healthily
involved restricting sugar and fast food consumption.
The girls’ nutritional behavior seemed to be identical:
most girls described their eating habits as ‘normal’ and
claimed that their habits could depend on phases in their
lives. For example, they eatwhat tastes good, sometimes
sweet or unhealthy. Some girls follow certain diets, such
as vegetarian or vegan diets; and if they do more sport,
they often pay closer attention to ensuring they eat a
healthy diet (e.g., “If I have a sport phase right now, then
I really try to pay attention to my eating habits”, Eva, 19).
They described a healthy diet as a mean to achieving
their desired body, and they often automatically linked
body images with a healthy diet. Among the girls inter-
viewed, this link and theses food habits played an impor-
tant role in everyday life.

When asked how they knew what healthy eating
means, it became clear that parents and teachers are
particularly important for this knowledge transfer. The
offline social environment, particularly the family, has
a significant influence on nutritional behavior because
the girls mainly eat at home and their meals (choice of
food, composition and meal times) are determined by
their parents. The exchange of nutritional information
is also increasingly taking place within the close fam-
ily environment:

My big brother pushedme somuch from a nutritional
point of view because he dealt with it a lot. I know a
lot about him and he always says: “Do that and that’s
good.” But he gets the information, and he doesn’t
even have Instagram. (Felizitas, 19)

However, some girls claimed to have acquired knowl-
edge about nutrition through traditional and social me-
dia. Julia (13), for example, told of lifestyle bloggers on
Instagram who “always share their food or fitness stuff”.
Thus, self-socialization also plays a role in the acquisition
of nutritional knowledge.

Overall, the results of the interviews show that
the sources of knowledge of media competence and
nutritional behavior overlap to some extent (RQ1).
Knowledge-related media literacy with regard to hash-
tags is acquired almost exclusively through independent
learning. At the same time—at least in a minority—self-
acquisition of nutritional knowledge takes place, which
at least partly proves a common origin of knowledge.
Nevertheless, the parental home and the school remain
the largest knowledge mediators for young people when
it comes to healthy and possible unhealthy nutrition.

7.2. Link between Mediality Awareness and the
Interpretation of Nutrition-Related Instagram Posts

An analysis of the evaluation of media literacy and nutri-
tional behavior showed that the participants were aware
that Instagram contributions are part of a media con-
struction and are thus largely staged. They also noted
that, in some cases, many posts falsely suggest through
their aesthetic presentation that the represented dishes
are healthy. In this context, the participant girls reported
that Instagram is the platform on which perfectionism
and staging dominates, since nothing is portrayed as it
is in reality, and only the best and most beautiful im-
ages are posted. Accordingly, the participants possess
the ability to distinguish media constructions and distor-
tions from reality. They explained their assessment by
saying the dishes were too perfect and that preparing
such dishes was too time-consuming for everyday life.
By comparing their eating behaviors with the Instagram
contributions, the participants tended to deduce that the
staging of professional Instagram bloggers does not cor-
respond to reality. Themajority of the girls assumed that
Instagrammers do not eat healthy food as consistently as
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their Instagram profiles suggest:

I think, if you post only such posts, I find that some-
how a lie because there is no person who really only
eats healthily. So, I can’t imagine that. There are all
these people who have such fitness sites, but there
are certainly days when they eat chocolate or some-
thing. (Diana, 17)

Moreover, the majority of girls are confident that dishes
are arranged exclusively for posting on Instagram, which
in turn relates to a lack of credibility regarding the nu-
tritional behavior of food bloggers. From this feedback,
it can be concluded that the participants’ awareness of
mediality has a significant impact on young people’s in-
terpretation of nutritional content presented and staged
on Instagram (RQ2). The awareness of mediality helps
the girls to distinguish between their reality and the real-
ity constructed by the media.

7.3. Link between the Reception of Nutritional-Related
Instagram Posts and Nutritional Behavior

To what extent does Instagram use relate to individual di-
etary behavior? An analysis of the participants’ actions
as a component of media literacy and nutritional behav-
ior showed thatmany participants actively use Instagram
and post food photos in their Instagram story. However,
not only the posting of food pictures is relevant. Many
of the respondents are inspired to try out the dishes pre-
sented by the people they follow. Nutritional pictures on
the social network also serve as inspiration and motiva-
tion for a healthier diet. Notably, the discussion partic-
ipants consciously integrate individual nutrition trends
from Instagram into their everyday eating behavior (e.g.,
trying chia seeds, Felizitas, 19). Instagram posts from ve-
gan dishes, for example, inspired Nora (15):

I always looked at the pictures first and then the com-
ments....There were many dishes that convinced me;
it also tastes good when you eat vegan, have a health-
ier eating behavior and can still eat delicious things.

The use of Instagram and the confrontation with images
of healthy eating leads to the assumption among the par-
ticipants that their diet is healthier today than it was in
the past.

Nutrition-related posts on Instagram was found to
have an effect on the girls (RQ3) because they tended
to try out ideas they had obtained from social networks.
The participantswere able to recognize and verbalize this
connection, and the majority of the girls were actively
integrating a healthier diet into their everyday lives by,
for example, planning to eat less in the evening or to
include more fruit and vegetables in their meal plans—
inspired by Instagram. Thus, a connection was evident
between the actions on Instagram and the participants’
dietary behavior.

7.4. Link between Evaluation and Critical Reflection of
the Reception of Food Contributions

An analysis of the positive and negative effects of the nu-
tritional contributions showed that all interviewees rec-
ognized, on reflection, the negative influence of Insta-
gram use on their everyday behavior. The participants
viewed self-esteem and inferiority complexes as possible
consequences of Instagram contributions that can have
serious effects (e.g., eating disorders). They attribute this
outcome to the fact that most people want to belong
to the majority. As Instagram gives the impression that
everyone (especially the influencer the girls follow) eats
healthily, this assumptionmakes young people feel guilty
about their diet. However, it is striking that healthy eat-
ing is not primarily associated with attributes of health
and that the main reason for many girls to eat healthily
is to get a slim body or look as good as others on Insta-
gram: “I think that the photos influence some...somehow
indirectly....You just sit with the chip bag in front of it (in
front of the smartphone) and see that and somehow get
a guilty conscience” (Eva, 19).

By contrast, the participants claimed that Instagram
has besides negative effects Instagram also has a pos-
itive influence on self-esteem—because positive feed-
back and “likes” can increase self-esteem—and on mo-
tivating them to participate in sports or other activities.
They claimed that the food pictures lead them to make
comparisons with their diet, but in a positive sense, be-
cause seeing healthy meals motivates them to recon-
sider and adapt their nutritional behavior. Regarding the
influence of Instagram, Anna (17) explained:

Not have to change, but rather want to change. So,
I think if you see healthy food and the food looks
delicious—because the pictures look nice—then you
think: “Yes then I can eat that too, so to speak”.

In summary, it can be said that the participants are able
to make critical evaluations about the received content
and can identify contributions that are far removed from
reality, which is a decisive component of media compe-
tence (RQ4). The participants also have the ability to un-
derstand and verbalize the possible dangers of the nutri-
tional contributions.

7.5. Link between Nutritional Behavior and
Self-Representation

An analysis of the categories of nutritional behavior (ev-
eryday life) and self-representation reveals a clear pic-
ture that the girls like to stage pictures of themselves, of
them and their friends, and of their holidays. Food pic-
tures play a marginal role in their self-representation. As
their pictures are uploaded in the form of stories and
are only available for a short period, they do not rep-
resent a long-term self-portrayal. The online placement
of food pictures by non-celebrities is often viewed nega-
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tively. Diana (17) tells of friends: “they only upload food
stuff and that somehow bothers me. Well, I don’t know,
I like to see something else. Instagram isn’t just there to
upload food pictures”.

Food pictures seem to serve as an orientation for in-
dividual eating behaviors, but they do not have a great
influence on an individual’s self-portrayal on the Internet.
A possible reason for this is that young people mainly re-
ceive staged food pictures of well-known personalities,
and the pressure to reach this ideal seems to be too high
to expose oneself to it. Notably, girls who follow a partic-
ular diet tend to present their diet more strongly than
others do on Instagram and use food pictures for self-
representation. For example, Nora (15), who is vegan, is
an example for this result: “[I post food photos] as often
as I cook”. From this feedback, it can be concluded that
young peoplewhohave a pronounced identificationwith
a dietary style are more likely to share it on social me-
dia and present themselves accordingly. Although young
people adopt nutritional trends in their everyday eat-
ing habits, the participants who tended to eat ‘normally’
gave the impression that they also want to communicate
this to the outside world (RQ5).

8. Discussion

The results show the relevance of media and health lit-
eracy in the nutritional behavior of adolescent girls. The
importance of parents as the first socialization agent and
of young people themselves in terms of self-socialization
becomes clear. Their eating behavior is influenced by
their parents, although there are differences in the nu-
tritional information (Maag, 2007). It is therefore essen-
tial to promote health education because it lays the foun-
dations for healthy eating behavior in childhood (Das
et al., 2017) and promotes health literacy (Nutbeam,
2000, 2008). Furthermore, adolescents often acquireme-
dia knowledge by themselves because of the parents’
non-use or incomprehension. The girls are confronted
almost daily with nutritional content on Instagram and
receive contributions from professional sports bloggers
or celebrities. These contributions often propagate a
healthy lifestyle and present body ideals, and the girls
automatically associate body ideals with a healthy diet.
However, the reception of food or body images raises the
pressure to adapt to these ideals, which leads to a nega-
tive perception of these images. The mass of nutritional
information on Instagram leads girls to attach great im-
portance to nutrition and to regard healthy eating as a
target component for a good figure. Nevertheless, Insta-
gram use can also have a positive impact on health liter-
acy because the food posts introduce girls to new foods
and encourage them to reflect on their food composition,
even if it does not necessarily lead to a change in dietary
behavior (Chang et al., 2015; Levin-Zamir et al., 2011).

The girls rely on their own background informa-
tion to classify and evaluate received content (staging,
self-representation, production conditions of celebrities’

posts). They know that content sharedon Instagramdoes
not reflect “reality”. However, as the staged images are
more popular than non-staged ones, and the girls reflect
on the negative effects of staged images, these images
inspire their self-representation and nutritional behav-
ior because they adapt what they see into their eating
habits, adopt trends, and even act against their knowl-
edge of negative consequences to reach the socially ex-
pected body image and socially expected type of Insta-
gram images, too. In adapting nutrition trends to every-
day eating habits, the general involvement (personal in-
terests in Instagram) and the choice of role models used
for one’s identity adaptation seem to play a role. The
interviews showed that through evaluative self-literacy,
the young girls were aware of the effects of receiving
nutritional content and could assign the resulting eating
habits to the online content. Media literacy is thus deci-
sive for a health-competent handling of onlinemessages.
However, media and health literacy do not automatically
lead to healthier eating habits among young girls be-
cause, despite their knowledge of healthy nutrition and
media functionalities, they act against this knowledge
and allow their eating habits to be influenced.
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