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What do you think of when you hear the word ‘literacy’? Reading, writing, and arithmetic? These 
three established literacies are regarded as an integral part of the education curriculum in every 
country across the world. They’re also considered essential skills that help children progress 
through education and master life skills. But what about digital literacy? 

What is digital literacy? 

The notion of digital literacy has actually been around for quite some time. Traditional definitions 
tend to be more hardware-centric, emphasising the mastery of IT equipment. However, back in 
1997, Paul Gilster noted that digital literacy is a special kind of mindset “about mastering ideas – 
not keystrokes.”  

Modern definitions have taken this idea into consideration, defining digital literacy as: 

 The skills and knowledge to access and use a variety of hardware devices and 
software applications. 

 The adeptness to understand and critically analyse digital content and applications 
 The ability to create with digital technology (Media Awareness Network, 2010). 

This definition goes beyond skill-based competencies, emphasising the importance of critical 
thinking and problem-solving. Given that most modern workplaces are technology-rich 
environments, digital literacy ultimately prepares students for applying the critical thought and 
problem-solving they develop in school in a different context. 

Why does digital literacy matter? 

We live in an age where technology is ubiquitous. Digital literacy is no longer just about becoming 
more employable; it’s about equipping students to navigate the demands of life and reach their 
potential as individuals. Most modern jobs involve interaction with some type of technology. 



Researchers Katz and Macklin (2007) suggested that digital literacy is often taken for granted by 
employers, which puts those students and adults with lower abilities at an immediate disadvantage 
when applying for jobs and securing university places. 

Research by UCAS reported that employers say they find it difficult to recruit people with science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) skills at all levels. 

Yes, young people are probably more clued in with technology than they ever have been, but 
digital literacy spans beyond being able to use Facebook and order items online. Often, their 
ability to use technology to solve real-world and common business and real-world problems are 
over-estimated. 

Essential life tasks like applying for a job, obtaining a bank statement, or booking a Dr’s 
appointment have now migrated online. By encouraging your students to use their devices for a 
variety of tasks inside and outside of the classroom, you’re building their confidence in using 
technology to communicate and achieve outcomes. 

Digital literacy and civic participation  

Education serves multiple purposes: academic, societal, civic, and personal success. Digital 
literacy can, therefore, also be a means of developing these skills within students. 

In the UK, while access to information is readily available through different technologies, only 2% 
of primary and secondary school children can identify false information online when taking a 
misinformation quiz. Three in five say misinformation makes them trust the news less, and half are 
worried about whether they can identify misinformation (National Literacy Trust, 2018). 

Various studies have suggested that not only does the internet facilitate democratic participation, 
but it also undermines it through misinformation, fragmentation of political debate and surveillance 
(Coleman & Blumler, 2009; Fuchs, 2010; Oxley, 2012; Sunstein, 2007). This reinforces the point 
that digital literacy isn’t just about competency; it’s about equality. 

This might explain why digital literacy has also become increasingly more important on the 
European Government’s agenda in the last ten years. In fact, it was listed as one of seven major 
initiatives in the EU’s 2020 strategic plan, which aims to ‘move Europe forward to a more 
sustainable future.’ 

According to the European Commission 2010, ICT has been linked to: 

 Enabling success 
 Spurring innovation and economic growth 
 Contributing to improvements in the populations Quality of Life 

The UK government has also acknowledged the value of digital literacy in education, particularly in 
higher education. 

However, a study conducted in 2020 argues that the Citizenship and Computing curriculum in 
England should be revised to promote digital literacy as a cross-curricular subject, taking on the 
perspectives of digital experts. Current ‘ICT’ or computing education teaches students the 
functional skills and knowledge necessary for using digital technologies but places limited 
emphasis on evaluating online content. 

 

 

https://www.ucas.com/careers/getting-job/what-are-employers-looking
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0360131520300592
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-curriculum-in-england-computing-programmes-of-study
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-curriculum-in-england-computing-programmes-of-study


Exposure doesn’t equal understanding 

Icelandic Education Blogger Ingvi H. Ómarsson put it nicely when he said, “The idea of taking a 
whole class to a computer room with outdated equipment, once a week to practise their 
typewriting skills and sending them back to the classroom 40 minutes later, is obsolete. 
Computers or technology should not just be a specific subject, that’s not sufficient anymore, but 
rather it should be an integral part of all the subjects and built into the curriculum.” 

Research has suggested that the UK and other countries in Europe lack a unified framework for 
incorporating digital skills into the curriculum. And it’s not just K-12 education where a problem 
exists; many educators and employers have acknowledged that higher education institutions are 
not adequately preparing college graduates in the area of digital literacy (Duggan, 2013). 

Researchers have argued that in many higher education institutions, digital literacy is assumed 
rather than assessed, developed, and amplified. However, the Learning and Work Institute noted 
that since 2015, the number of students taking IT or IT-related subjects has dropped 40%, and 
70% of young people expect employers to invest in digital skills training on the job. Still, only half 
of the employers were able to provide that digital skills training. 

Technology, education and social inequality 

As schools closed their doors last March and learning moved online, the issue of digital literacy 
and access to equipment took centre stage. In April last year, the DfE (Department for Education) 
considered providing 602,000 laptops or tablets and 100,000 4G routers to ensure vulnerable 
children and those in priority year groups had access to digital devices. 

But due to the difficulty of supplying so many devices, it decided to instead focus on children with 
a social worker and care leavers, alongside disadvantaged pupils in Year 10 – a total of 220,000 
laptops and tablets, and 50,000 routers. What’s more, research indicates that children from poorer 
families were more likely to struggle with remote learning than their peers. 

A study conducted by the University of Sussex found that secondary school pupils eligible for free 
school meals (39%) were more likely to report that a lack of technology – such as laptops and 
computers – made learning from home more difficult, compared to 19% of pupils who are not 
eligible for free school meals. 

It’s unclear how much of the ‘catch-up tuition’ budget the government will allocate towards the 
provision of technology and digital literacy tuition, but it could be anticipated that more of the 
budget will be allocated towards catching up on the classic literacies; reading, writing and 
arithmetic. 

How can schools encourage digital literacy in the classroom? 

There are several ways educators can help students engage with technology in a more nuanced 
way that goes beyond simply using technology as a replacement for traditional classroom tools 
and cultivates their critical skills and problem-solving. 

Help students to become critical consumers of education 

While half of 12- to 15-year-olds find it hard to tell whether content on social media is true, two in 
five have come across misinformation. Over four in ten think that social media provides trustworthy 
news. And three in ten aged 8–15 believe that “if a website is listed by a search engine it can be 
trusted” (Ofcom, 2019, pp. 10–11). 

https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=aiMlDwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=Public+policies+in+media+and+information+literacy+in+Europe&ots=hCzkzPY-_D&sig=DPgtPK1oLlKiHxCGY5lwnjdjXbI&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=Public%20policies%20in%20media%20and%20information%20literacy%20in%20Europe&f=false


You can make students more critical of the information they find on the internet by encouraging 
them to: 

 Ask questions 
 Go straight to the source 
 Look for objectivity 

Provide guidance on avoiding plagiarism 

The readily available pool of information on the internet also comes with an increased prevalence 
of plagiarism. Plagiarism is something your students might not even be aware they’re doing, and 
it’s something you can make them aware of and help them avoid. 

Educating them on the following practices can reduce plagiarism: 

 Taking down good notes 
 Using citations 
 Supporting a discussion with evidence and references 

Manage digital distractions 

Consuming multiple media sources simultaneously can lead to student multi-tasking, 
which research has linked with lower grades. 

You can encourage them to be mindful of their technology consumption by: 

 Taking regular tech breaks throughout the day 
 Muting notifications during study or focus-periods 
 Using productivity tools to manage their tasks and schedules 

Use digital tools to create and distribute content 

Digital collaboration is one of the cornerstones of the modern workplace. Many job interviews 
nowadays ask for a pre-prepared presentation as part of the overall assessment. Students should, 
therefore, become familiar with the process of creating and sharing digital content with an 
audience. 

You can prepare your learners for this by creating a learning environment where students digitally 
prepare their projects and present their work to the rest of the class on the main display at the 
front of the room. This familiarises them with the types of scenarios they’ll encounter in higher 
education and future workplaces. It’s an essential way to build their confidence in presenting to an 
audience and using technology to share their ideas. 

How we can help 

With so many different devices and network requirements in today’s classrooms, it can be hard to 
find the right tool for wirelessly sharing content in the classroom. 

Montage is a smart, software-only screen sharing tool that enables you and your students to share 
content to the main display from any device. Whether your students use Chromebooks, Windows 
machines, iPads, or smartphones – everyone can wirelessly share their screen with ease. 

https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/140/Supplement_2/S62


Users can join the session on the DisplayNote app or via their browser; they simply enter the 
Session ID and start sharing – regardless of what network they’re on. Plus, it’s easily deployed 
onto existing hardware in the classroom, meaning no expensive upgrades necessary. 

Experience Montage in the classroom for yourself with a free trial. 
Visit https://www.displaynote.com/free-trial 
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