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Abstract 

Digital literacy has been an increasingly-debated and discussed topic since the 

publication of Paul Gilster’s seminal Digital Literacy in 1997. It is, however, a complex 

term predicated on previous work in new literacies such as information literacy and 

computer literacy. To make sense of this complexity and uncertainty I come up with a 

‘continuum of ambiguity’ and employ a Pragmatic methodology. This thesis makes three 

main contributions to the research area. First, I argue that considering a plurality of 

digital literacies helps avoid some of the problems of endlessly-redefining ‘digital 

literacy’. Second, I abstract eight essential elements of digital literacies from the research 

literature which can lead to positive action. Finally, I argue that co-constructing a 

definition of digital literacies (using the eight essential elements as a guide) is at least as 

important as the outcome.  
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Preface 

 
 

 

For me, and in this thesis I do intend to use the personal pronoun, this is a lived 

thesis. It has been so intertwined with my life and thinking for the last few years that I 

cannot consider it in a detached, abstract and purely academic way. Researching, writing 

and debating the ideas contained in the 60,000 words contained here began at a time 

when I had just begun my teaching career. Now, at the time of finishing this thesis, I have 

worked in three different schools, experienced Senior Management, subsequently left the 

teaching profession, and now work in Further and Higher Education. Along the way, the 

time I have devoted to my doctoral studies have caused me intense pleasure, changed my 

worldview, and helped me reflect on what it is that I do (and want to do) for a living. It 

has also meant periods of time away from my wife and the two children that were born to 

us during the time I have been working on this thesis. The following words have 

therefore caused me both pleasure and pain. 

I had never intended to become a teacher. My father was Deputy Headmaster of 

the school I attended between the ages of 13 and 18. We moved up to Northumberland 

when I was four years old and he spent the evenings whilst my sister and I were young to 

work on both his Diploma in Educational Management and MA through the Open 

University; I saw the amount of work he (had to) put into his occupation. But, at the end 

of my third year studying Philosophy at the University of Sheffield (a revelatory 

experience after my retrospectively-disappointing schooling), my father counseled me to 

undertake a PGCE (Post Graduate Certificate in Education). His advice was that I could 

always ‘fall back on teaching’ my other plans did not come to fruition. It was good 

advice: I loved it. 
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A degree in Philosophy does not grant one access to a History PGCE at Durham 

University, meaning that I had (in the year before I was married) to undertake a self-

funded MA in Modern History. This entitled me to access onto the PGCE in Secondary 

History course at Durham which, as it turned out, counted as the first year of an MA in 

Education. I decided to continue this Masters into my first year of teaching. Being, 

perhaps, somewhat naïve, I ended up at a school that merged with one in Special 

Measures at the beginning of my NQT (Newly Qualified Teacher) year. By the end of 

that first year, the stress and lack of support I received meant I approached Durham 

University to discontinue my MA studies. 

Thankfully, I was persuaded otherwise. My grades were sufficiently high to 

warrant transferring onto the Ed.D. Doing so, I was informed, would ease my short-term 

workload. I acquiesced, and caught up with the required modules in the following year at 

the International Summer School (itself a fantastic experience). It was around this time 

that my interest in digital literacy was piqued.1 From the beginning I have shared my 

work online, first through blogging and then at a dedicated website2. I am committed to 

open educational practice after being inspired by the continuing generosity of educators 

such as Stephen Downes3 who make their work available online in a free and openly-

licensed way. 

Being open and transparent in life is a luxury. It is dependent upon so many 

factors that I often take for granted. The first aspect of my life and recent years I have too 

often taken for granted is my family. My parents, in particular, have been my biggest 

cheerleaders over the years, both towards my academic and ‘extra-curricular’ 

achievements. Without their encouragement, as well as their emotional and financial 

                                                
1 See Appendix 2. 
2 http://dougbelshaw.com/thesis 
3 http://downes.ca 
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support, I would not have completed this thesis. Although my wife found it difficult in 

the early years of our marriage to understand why I would want to carry on studying, she 

has (especially since the birth of our first child) given me space to research, think and 

write. Without being afforded this space I could not have written anything of value that 

may be found in the following. You can understand, therefore, why it is not merely for 

reasons of tradition that I dedicate this thesis to my family. 

It is not, however, just my family to whom I would wish to pay tribute. First, and 

although I dislike the term I know of no better to adequately describe it, I’d like to thank 

my ‘PLN’ (Personal Learning Network). The people who support and interact with me 

daily through social networks such as Twitter really do make a difference to my life.  

Secondly, and although effectively anonymous, I would like to acknowledge in 

some way the unknown people who have made my life easier as my academic studies 

have progressed. Researching and writing in 1999 was a very different experience to 

doing so in 2011. 

I can remember being introduced to ‘the stacks’ in the Main Library at the 

University of Sheffield (1999-2002) where, by the time I got to the third year, I was 

having to spend a good deal of time hunting out journal articles. JSTOR was the only real 

option for electronic journals, but unfortunately the majority of those I wanted or needed 

were not available through this service.  

During the time I worked on my MA in Modern History (2002-3) the situation 

had improved slightly, although the majority of work for that degree involved digging 

into archives in Newcastle getting my first taste of original research. I rarely visited 

Durham due to inter-library agreements instead spending my time with a newly-

purchased laptop in the Robinson Library at the University of Newcastle. This was a 

turning-point. 
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By the time I started working on my MA in Education as a continuation of my 

PGCE (2004 onwards) it became less and less likely that I needed to be physically 

present in a university library to do my work. Apart from the demands of my first Ed.D. 

supervisor meaning I had to travel up to Durham for our tutorials, I could research and 

write from my home in Doncaster with little more than a laptop, an internet connection, 

and my Durham University user ID. 

The situation in higher education as I write (2011) is, to my mind, extremely 

conducive to high-quality, collaborative and open work. There has been a rise in open-

access journals4, and video conferencing facilities such as Skype mean I have not met 

Steve Higgins, my current (extremely accommodating, encouraging and flexible) 

supervisor face-to-face for more than two years. Battery life on laptops and tablets, 3G 

data connections, and software to organise both research and writing make working from 

anywhere not just a possibility but an everyday reality.  

I have worked hard on this thesis over a sustained period of time. If and when I 

am successful in submitting this thesis and satisfy the requirements of my viva voce I 

will, indeed, have ‘earned’ my doctorate. But there are tens of thousands of people in this 

country, and millions more all over the world, for whom working hard isn’t enough to be 

successful in life. I am fortunate. I am fortunate that the poor decisions I have made in 

life have not had serious repercussions. Others are not so fortunate. I want to use this 

preface as a marker to my future self not to forget that. To a great extent I can be 

considered the product of my environment(s). 

I am, then, ultimately scaffolded in my research and writing by a whole system 

that I have only recently come to recognise and value. I think the African humanist 

                                                
4 I have decided that open access journals will be the sole outlets for my academic 
articles. 
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philosophy of Ubuntu sums this up well, ‘I am what I am because of who we all are.’ 

Long may that last. 

 

Douglas A.J. Belshaw 

September 2011 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

'It is a common point from which I start; for there again and again I shall return.’ 
(Parmenides)5 

 

This thesis will focus on the emerging concept of 'digital literacy'. It will be my 

contention that, as psychologist Steven Pinker puts it, ‘some categories really are social 

constructions: they exist only because people tacitly agree to act as if they exist’ (Pinker, 

2002, p.202). Borrowing tools from the Pragmatist tradition, I will analyse definitions of 

literacy in terms of their utility. In addition, I will explore the ambiguous nature of 

‘digital literacy’. As we shall see, although a consensus is growing around the term 

'digital literacy', other competing ways of describing a similar conceptual space have 

emerged. This is partly due to a lack of clarity over the seemingly-straightforward term, 

'literacy'. The question that I will ask, therefore, is whether metaphorical conceptions of 

literacy (such as 'digital literacy') are 'good in the way of belief'? That is to say, are they 

are useful conceptual tools? 

                                                
5 The quotations from pre-Socratic philosophers introducing each chapter (taken from 
Kirk, Raven & Schofield, 1957; 1999) are a tribute to Dr. Stephen Makin, an 
inspirational lecturer in pre-Socratics at the University of Sheffield who, along with his 
colleagues, inspired me to educate others. The word clouds are created using 
http://wordle.net with the size of the word indicating its frequency in the chapter. 
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When dealing with such conceptual spaces, metaphor and new ways of 

communicating experience and sensation, it makes little sense to talk of 'reality' and, 

indeed, 'truth'. More phenomenological and philosophical depth will be provided later, 

but it would seem clear that descriptions and talk of 'digital literacy', 'digital competence', 

'digital fluency' and so on are of a different order than 'sky', 'chair', and 'lamp'. There is a 

qualitative difference: the first seeks to be a lens in the way the second does not. It is the 

lens of 'digital literacy' that this thesis will discuss, the aim being to seek to describe the 

changing landscape and terminology surrounding such conceptions. I am more interested 

in conceptualising digital and new literacies without recourse to particular semiotic 

domains. As a result, whilst the work of (for example) Lankshear and Knobel around 

‘fanfic’ affinity spaces and Merchant around literacy in virtual worlds is interesting, it is 

not of immediate and particular relevance to this thesis. As I have a rather constraining 

word limit, I shall have to be ruthless. 

In Chapter 8 I consider the ‘digital’ part of ‘digital literacy’ (see sub-section 

‘Digital Epicycles’) considering it as the verb instead of the adjective. Throughout the 

rest of the thesis, however, my focus is primarily upon ‘literacy’ as the verb and ‘digital’ 

as the adjective. The practical and, dare I say, pragmatic reason for avoiding a detailed 

discussion of what constitutes the ‘digital’ element of ‘digital literacy’ is that I could not 

have done the topic justice in the space I have available here.6 Going off on a ‘digital’ 

tangent would have also made the work less practical and accessible for the ‘man on the 

street’ (or the teacher in the classroom) than it already may be. I intend for this to be a 

practical, useful thesis.  

To avoid the quagmire of correspondence theories of truth (i.e. statements are true 

in so far as they correspond to the external world) and problems relating to solipsism (all 

                                                
6 I can recommend Goodfellow (2011) as a useful introduction to this area. 
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that exists is in the mind of the individual), this thesis will employ a Pragmatic 

methodology that I outline in Chapter 6. The Pragmatic way of approaching the world 

was first suggested in the 19th century by C.S. Peirce and developed by William James 

and John Dewey.7 Although there are disagreements within the Pragmatist movement, 

James perhaps has been the clearest exponent of classical Pragmatist philosophy. He 

argues that there is no 'end to enquiry' and that we ‘must bring out of each word its 

practical cash-value, set it at work within the stream of [our] experience’ (James, 1995, 

p.21). 'Truth,' especially when it comes to intangible definitions and somewhat nebulous 

concepts, becomes a fluid and almost negotiable commodity.  

This meshes with the phenomenological account I shall present later; if we 

socially-construct what we term 'reality', then changes in human relationships will alter 

our conceptual 'realities' and vice-versa. Pragmatists, without needing to hold onto a 

correspondence theory of truth do, however, reject the notion that the conceptual and 

practical realms are completely divorced. As William James puts it: 

 

‘There can be no difference anywhere that doesn't make a difference elsewhere - no 
difference in abstract truth that doesn't express itself in a difference in concrete fact 
and in conduct consequent upon that fact, imposed on somebody, somehow, 
somewhere and somewhen.’  

(James,1995, p.20) 
 

With regard to this thesis, therefore, discussions that either make no difference or 

could make no difference in practice will either be mentioned only in passing or 

disregarded entirely. Not only do metaphorical uses of literacy need to have some 

descriptive power, but they must allow for actions that make a difference in practice. 

Although this is a non-empirical thesis, what follows in subsequent chapters is intended 

                                                
7 See Louis Menand’s The Metaphysical Club for an excellent overview of the early 
Pragmatist movement. 
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to be of use and be able to inform policy-makers. There are many and varied ways to 

approach a doctoral thesis and to a great extent I am guided and constrained by both my 

educational and employment history as well as my central interests. Given the scope of 

this thesis I have stuck to a relevant, rigorous and familiar methodology. Where 

definitions and conceptions of 'digital literacy' are tested and found wanting, then I shall 

propose another way of framing the concept that can be used as a lens for educational 

provision. This will be explored in Chapter 9.  

As my thesis has been available online8 since I began to write it, I believe it is 

important to spell out what I consider to be my original contributions to knowledge and 

how I solve some of the problems of this particular research area. Publishing as I go in 

this way has allowed me to gain valuable feedback from educators and academics around 

the world but remains an unusual way to write a doctoral thesis. Chapters 5, 6 and 9 are 

critical in this regard as they contain what I believe to be three original insights. The first 

and most important of these comes in the form of a ‘matrix of essential elements’ of 

digital literacies that I set out in Chapter 9. I believe that this structure, which can be 

contextualised and interpreted by individuals and institutions, builds upon and adds 

significantly to the all-too-slim body of work attempting to bridge the gap between 

research into New Literacies and everyday educational practice. 

Secondly, Chapter 5 sets out a spectrum of ambiguities upon which various 

definitions of concepts such as digital literacies can be placed. As I argue in that chapter, 

and elsewhere in the thesis, ambiguity surrounds us and is not a necessarily negative 

thing. Positioning definitions of digital and new literacies on a spectrum of ambiguities 

can lead to varying results. Used strategically this can lead to benefits for communities, 

institutions and individuals. 

                                                
8 http://dougbelshaw.com/thesis 
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The methodology used in this thesis, derived from the philosophical tradition of 

Pragmatism, constitutes the third original contribution of this thesis. Chapter 6, placed at 

the mid-point of this thesis is pivotal as it constitutes a new way of conceptualising and 

framing work in the digital and new literacies arena. As I argue, using the work of 

Pragmatic philosophers such as Peirce, James, Dewey, Quine and Rorty allows us to ask 

questions such as whether a definition is ‘good in the way of belief’ and understand that 

concepts are often understood through metaphor or analogy. Definitions, I shall argue, 

help produce ‘habits of mind’ but these definitions need to be co-created to have power. 

One of the reasons for locating the methodology chapter mid-way through the thesis is to 

demonstrate that, to a great extent, academics, theorists and practitioners have been 

largely asking the right sort of questions but with the wrong conceptual tools and 

approach. 

Although the above three chapters constitute what I believe to be original 

insights, the remaining chapters are important for developing my overall argument that 

we should be talking of digital literacies rather than an overarching ‘digital literacy’. In 

Chapter 2 I show that digital and new literacies are understood in different ways around 

the world, making the terms problematic. This, however, as I argue in Chapter 3, is not 

something peculiar to new forms of literacy as traditional (print) literacy is not a 

straightforward concept. Chapter 4 charts the history and evolution of the term ‘digital 

literacy’ as in many ways it is inextricably linked with other (new) forms of literacy. 

After introducing a spectrum of ambiguities in Chapter 5, and giving a rationale for my 

use of a Pragmatic methodology in Chapter 6, I use Chapters 7 and 8 to apply this 

methodology to the arena of digital and new literacies. As mentioned earlier, in Chapter 9 

I introduce a matrix of digital literacies before, in Chapter 10, concluding. 
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Chapter 2: New forms of literacy worldwide 
   

 
‘But if cattle and horses or lions had hands, or were able to draw with their hands and 
do the works that men can do, horses would draw the forms of the gods like horses, and 
cattle like cattle, and they would make their bodies such as they each had themselves.’ 

(Xenophanes) 
 

Given that this is a non-empirical thesis aiming to be practically useful, a strong 

rationale for the enterprise needs to be given from the start. Not only, therefore, will the 

traditional literature review be spread across the opening chapters but, in addition to the 

research literature, it is important to see what is happening in practice around the world 

with digital and new literacies. This chapter, therefore, surveys the recent and current 

state of play with policies in various countries around the world, starting with the 

stimulus for most of this activity. Although we will find that the varying contexts make 

for differences in emphasis, there is a common core that makes possible my case for a 

‘matrix of elements’ in the closing chapter. 

My decision to include this chapter centres around my hope and desire for this to 

be a practical, useful thesis, as befits a professional doctorate. Problems around digital 

literacies are not dry, academic problems but real-world, everyday issues affecting 
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individuals, organisations and communities worldwide. Before embarking on a project to 

find a better ways to deal with digital and new literacies I believe it is important to 

investigate the ways in which different countries and cultures have approached the 

problem. Whilst this is limited by my ability to read and write in one language reasonably 

well and another particularly badly it is nevertheless more representative than focusing 

on my own narrow educational experiences. 

The explosive growth in use of digital technologies for learning has left subject 

disciplines, government agencies and many practitioners with a problem. First, what do 

they call these new skills that are evidently required to function adequately in today’s 

society? Second, how can these new skills be taught? And third, who is best placed to 

deliver these skills? As I show, countries have dealt with these questions in different 

ways. In what follows we will briefly explore the history of ‘new literacies’ in selected 

countries, the current status of new literacies, the dominant form of new literacy (e.g. 

Media Literacy, Digital Literacy), and finally manifestations of new literacies in public 

bodies, pronouncements and policy documents.   

The countries included in this overview have been chosen for the following 

reasons. Singapore has a history of investment in ICT within education since the end of 

the last century with English as one of their official languages. As an Asian country they 

provide a different perspective to that of the UK. Norway is seen internationally as a 

pioneer in the field of ‘digital literacy’ having built elements of it into the foundation of 

their school curricula. The European Union funds many initiatives including those 

relating to new literacies. These are referenced in UK and Norwegian literature and 

demonstrate some of the different ways in which new literacies are considered within 

Europe as a whole. Finally, the USA and Australia are considered as different contexts 

within which New Literacies are manifested in the English-speaking world. 
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The European Union 

 

The European Union (EU) is an evolving meta-organisation of countries in an 

area which changes in size as new member countries are admitted. The European 

Commission (EC) represents the general interests of the EU and ‘is the driving force in 

proposing legislation (to Parliament and the Council) [and] administering and 

implementing EU policies’ (http://ec.europa.eu). As such, it can be expected that a wide 

range of initiatives and groups are funded by the EC given the different contexts within 

the EU.  

Despite much equivocation in terms relating directly to what researchers deem 

‘new literacies’ the EC has funded a coherent body of work on the concept of ‘e-

competencies’. This is, for the most part, linked directly to lifelong learning (a favourite 

of the EC), ensuring equality of access (especially for women) and boosting skills 

relating to employability and the economy. Almost everything related to the creation and 

consumption of digital media is included within discussion of ‘Media Literacy’. This 

latter term includes input from many stakeholder groups, especially the UK Office for 

Communications (Ofcom).  

Digital literacy is seen mainly as a basic skill within the European context, despite 

EU-funded work as part of the DigEuLit project (2004-6)9 including 

‘innovation/creativity’ as the highest level of such a literacy: 

 

                                                
9 This work was originally available at http://digeulit.ec but this domain is no longer 
active. Further details are available at http://www.elearningeuropa.info/cs/node/2551  
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Figure 1 - Levels of Digital Literacy 

 
 

This research and synthesis, however, was carried out by academics operating 

within the wider international sphere of new literacies research. Europe’s Information 

Society Thematic Portal, on the other hand, talks of  ‘ICTs affecting our lives every day’ 

meaning that: 

 

‘To participate and take advantage, citizens must be digitally literate - equipped 
with the skills to benefit from and participate in the Information Society. This 
includes both the ability to use new ICT tools and the media literacy skills to 
handle the flood of images, text and audiovisual content that constantly pour across 
the global networks.’  

(Europe's Information Society Thematic Portal, 2007) 
 

It is evident from the above definition that digital literacy and ICT literacy are 

considered to be one and the same thing. The text goes on to explain how digital literacy 

is part of the EC i2010 Strategy’s ‘emphasis on Inclusion, better public services and 

quality of life’ but that ‘this is not just about Inclusion - ICT-related skills are vital for the 

competitiveness and innovation capability of the European economy.’ For the EC, 

therefore, digital literacy is bound up with global economic competitiveness and closing 

what is often referred to as the ‘digital divide’.  
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This treatment of digital literacy as an aid to social equality and economic 

competitiveness is exemplified in a blog post from 2010 by Neelie Kroes, Digital Agenda 

Commissioner: 

 

‘I want to assure you that I take digital literacy seriously. Your background, current 
lack of skills and other factors like a disability should not be a permanent barrier to 
enjoying the benefits of the digital era. 
… 
The core is obviously integrating digital competences more effectively into our 
education and training systems - so that digital literacy is seen as a part of literacy 
in general.’  

(Kroes 2010) 
 

This is the only post in which digital literacy is mentioned on the whole European 

Liberal Democrats blog and it is evident that, for Kroes, ‘digital literacy’ and ‘ICT 

literacy’ are one and the same thing. Kroes no doubt was informed by a 2008 ‘e-Inclusion 

Ministerial Conference & Expo’ in Vienna at which a ‘Digital Literacy European 

Commission Working Paper’ was presented along with ‘Recommendations from Digital 

Literacy High-Level Expert Group’ (EC 2008) This report considers digital literacy to be 

‘the skills required to achieve digital competence, the confident and critical use of ICT 

for work, leisure, learning and communication’ (p.4) but equivocates by equating digital 

literacy to ‘internet skills’ and ‘using a computer’ in places. 

The EU’s low-level definition of digital literacy is backed up by the EC’s 

‘Eurostat’ glossary which explains after giving the EC’s standard definition that: 

 

‘Digital literacy is underpinned by basic technical use of computers and the 
Internet. To measure this, the Community Survey on ICT usage in households and 
by individuals asked if respondents had carried out six basic computer and six basic 
Internet activities. Those who had done 5 or 6 were classed as highly skilled, 3-
4=medium; 1-2=low; those who had not carried out any of the activities, were 
considered as having no skills.’  

(European Commission, no date) 
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In the European context, therefore, digital literacy is a poor cousin to the more 

dominant cousin of media literacy. Whilst definitions of digital literacy almost always 

include elements of criticality and reflection, project reports tend to instead emphasise 

and stress ‘e-inclusion’. Discussions around media literacy, for reasons explained in the 

next section on the UK, are more co-ordinated and focus much more on the critical and 

reflective elements of new literacies. 

The EC defines media literacy in the following way: 

 

‘Media literacy is the ability to access the media, to understand and to critically 
evaluate different aspects of the media and media contents and to create 
communications in a variety of contexts.’  

(EC Media Literacy Portal, no date) 
 

Whilst this is again contextualised in terms of ‘active citizenship in today’s 

information society’ there is, importantly, mention of individuals creating something in 

the definition. Instead of media literacy, like digital literacy, being about accessing other 

people’s content it is, at least partly, about creativity.   

From 2000 to 2010 EC work towards both digital literacy and media literacy was 

framed by the Lisbon Strategy. This was almost universally recognised as a failure. In 

fact, progress was so poor by 2004 that a report stated that the ‘disappointing delivery is 

due to an overloaded agenda, poor coordination and conflicting priorities’ with a key 

issue being ‘the lack of determined political action’ (Kok 2004, p.6). As we will see in 

the UK section, this has meant that work around digital literacy has suffered, whilst 

organisations and pressure groups have taken up the banner of media literacy. 

The Lisbon Strategy i2010 was relaunched in 2005 with a package of policies 

called i2010 which was aimed at ‘harnessing the potential of ICT to drive innovation and 

productivity in Europe’. The increasingly target-driven strategies meant that ‘soft’ skills 
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such as new literacies became less of a priority. From 2008 and the economic crisis 

onwards, this became even more apparent. 

However, a new 10-year strategy, Europe 202010, was launched in 2010. 

Focusing almost exclusively on sustainability and growth, it mentions digital literacy 

only once and even then only in relation to ‘increasing access’ (European Commission 

2010). This, coupled with another failure to ensure binding agreements looks set to doom 

this strategy to the same fate as the Lisbon Strategy of 2000. 

 

 

The United Kingdom 
 

The UK, despite its semi-detached position, necessarily has a symbiotic 

relationship with EU policy as an EU member state.  Whilst pockets of discussion about 

‘digital literacy’ exist both in official reports and online, the main focus around new 

forms of literacy in the UK is upon ‘media literacy’. Initiatives in this area include bodies 

such as the BBC, Ofcom, UK Film and the British Library. Bodies such as Futurelab11 

mention digital literacy often in their publications but, as is the issue with all such 

externally-funded bodies, the money tends to follow echoes of government 

pronouncements and policies. 

Following the Digital Britain report (DCMS & BIS, 2009) the aim of the UK 

government was to promote ‘digital participation’. The follow-up plan was to encompass 

‘three distinct but interdependent strands’: digital inclusion, digital life skills, and digital 

media literacy – with the latter defined as ‘the ability to use, understand and create digital 

media and communications’ (DCMS & BIS, 2010). However, the National Plan for 

                                                
10 http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/index_en.htm  
11 http://futurelab.org.uk  
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Digital Participation was ill-fated, launching only a few months before a General 

Election saw a change of government. The Digital Participation website,12 set up 

alongside the National Plan, now states: 

 

‘As part of the major review of public expenditure, the Government has re-scoped 
the digital participation programme. The limited funding which is now available 
will be focused on supporting the activities to encourage people to go online and 
led by the UK Digital Champion, Martha Lane Fox.’  

 

The institutions mentioned above have staked their claim in the arena of new 

literacies. Media literacy, the promotion of which since 2003 has been the responsibility 

of the Office of Communications (Ofcom)13 is considered separately from ‘digital 

participation’. The latter, more narrowly defined since the advent of a Conservative-

Liberal coalition government, is concerned with connecting all homes with broadband by 

2012. The Race Online 2012 website (http://raceonline2012.org) sets out a manifesto 

with two key aims, ‘no one should retire without web skills’ and ‘everyone of working 

age should be online’. Curiously, the ‘manifesto’ makes no commitments by the 

government, rather seeking to ‘challenge’ individuals and organisations in the UK to 

meet these targets. Some may call this empty rhetoric as no firm plans, funding or 

milestone targets have been put in place by which the government can be held to account. 

Evidence of the UK government’s low-level basic skills definition of ‘digital 

literacy’ can be found in the pronouncement within the Race Online 2012 manifesto: 

 

‘Digital literacy is a great enabler of social mobility. It is a way for those who have 
had bad experiences of institutions to re-engage in learning. And it can break down 
feelings of social isolation. It is a powerful weapon in the fight against poverty.’  

(Rt. Hon. Iain Duncan Smith, Secretary of State, Department of Work and Pensions) 
 

                                                
12 http://digitalparticipation.com 
13 http://www.ofcom.org.uk  
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‘Using a computer connected to the internet’ and ‘digital literacy’ are seen as 

synonymous not only in this manifesto, but in wider publications by the government. The 

critical element of literacies of the digital is served by discussion of ‘media literacy’ with 

‘digital literacy’ reserved for basic skills: 

 

‘‘Get Digital’ will work with residents, scheme staff, RSLs and the wider 
community including local schools, as well as DWP, to promote, deliver and 
sustain digital literacy skills for older residents in sheltered housing.’ 

 (DCMS & BIS, 2010, p.43) 
 

In 2004, after a Communications Bill that would lead to Ofcom, the UK Film 

Council and Channel 4 organised a seminar entitled Inform and Empower: Media 

Literacy in the 21st Century. This seminar, attended by two hundred delegates including 

representatives from the BBC, the British Film Institute, ‘government, Ofcom, industry, 

education, [and] media arts organisations’ (UK Film Council, 2004, p.2), was addressed 

by the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport. Whilst the introduction by the 

Chair of the UK Film Council espouses a standard definition of media literacy 

(‘learn[ing] about the power and influence of moving images’ – UK Film Council 2004, 

p.3) the report of the Secretary of State’s address shows signs of the basic skills 

definition the UK government later settled upon implicitly for ‘digital literacy’: ‘It is the 

content delivered to people that matters’ (UK Film Council 2004, p.8). 

This seminar led to the creation of a Media Literacy Task Force (MLTF) with 

membership comprising the BBC, the British Board of Film Classification, the British 

Film Institute, Channel 4, ITV, the Media Education Association, the UK Film Council 

and Skillset. The MLTF came up with the following wide-ranging definition of media 

literacy: 
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‘A media literate society is… not a luxury, it is a necessity in the 21st Century – for 
social, economic, cultural and political reasons – as we try to make sense of a sea 
of Reality TV, iPod downloads and streaming video on the Internet. 

 
This is what encouraging media literacy is really all about: giving people the choice 
to communicate, create and participate fully in today’s fast-moving world.  And 
this will help create a society in which everyone is enfranchised – whatever their 
economic, social and ethnic background – and in which the UK’s creative and 
knowledge economies are able to draw upon the widest possible bank of creators 
and producers.’  

(http://www.medialiteracy.org.uk/medialiteracy) 
 

It is arguably this all-encompassing, ‘umbrella’ definition of media literacy and 

its subsequent formalisation and dissemination through the form of a charter that has 

marginalised the kind of ‘digital literacy’ initiatives seen elsewhere in the world. The 

MLTF, disbanded as of December 2009, promulgated the charter to other EU member 

countries with Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Portugal, Spain, and Sweden also 

becoming signatories to the identical European Charter for Media Literacy. 

Given that the MLTF no longer exists and digital literacy in anything other than a 

‘basic skills’ sense is not currently part of the UK government’s financially-crippled 

‘digital participation’ plan, it is difficult to see from where the critical element of new 

literacies will come. Whilst, as we will see in Chapter 7, some work by JISC14 and others 

has pointed the way in the educational sphere, the momentum, interest and willingness of 

other nations who have embraced digital literacy is lacking. Initiatives, reports and 

resources such as Film: 21st Century Literacy15 by the UK Film Council have meant that 

the room for discussion about digital literacy, and its relation to media literacy, remains 

limited. 

 

 

                                                
14 JISC originally stood for the ‘Joint Information Systems Committee’ but now stands 
alone as the name of the organization. 
15 http://www.21stcenturyliteracy.org.uk  
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Norway 

 

Norway is often held up as an example of how to integrate digital literacy into a 

nationwide school curriculum. A four-year programme from 2004 to 2008 was sponsored 

by the Norwegian government, aiming to provide ‘Digital literacy for all’ 

(Kunnskapsdepartementet, no date). Investment in infrastructure and a focus on using 

ICT in learning activities was underpinned with a mission to enable Norwegians to use 

ICT to be ‘wealth creators’. Norway’s focus on digital literacy, therefore, as with the 

wider EU focus, was upon inclusivity and employability. 

An educational reform known as The Knowledge Promotion led to digital literacy 

being given ‘important and historical status’ in the Norwegian national curriculum. It 

became the ‘fifth basic competence’ along with reading, writing, arithmetic and oral 

skills, being mandatory in every subject at every level of compulsory schooling. 

Norwegian, however, does not use the word ‘literacy’ in the same way as it is used 

English, meaning that ‘competence’ and ‘literacy’ are used almost interchangeably. 

 

In 2007, Almås & Krumsvik found that many of the pronouncements by the 

Norwegian government consisted mostly of ideology and rhetoric: 

 

‘[T]here is reason to believe that despite the government’s good intentions, the 
‘ICT pedagogy’ is more strongly anchored in rhetoric than in practice. Essentially, 
Norwegian teachers are doing what they have always done, and traditional teaching 
methods and technology-free learning environments are dominant.’  

(Almås & Krumsvik 2007, p.482) 
 

According to the most recently available bi-annual ITU Monitor survey (2009) 

the ‘fifth pillar’ of competence is ‘the ability to make use of information and 

communication technology’ and constitutes a ‘basic skill’ (ITU 2009, p.3). The authors 
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of the report acknowledge that ‘the actual basic understanding of digital skills is rather 

vaguely formulated in national and local curricula’ (p.14). Their solution to this was to 

formulate a multiple-choice test the sample questions from which seem to be similar to 

‘e-safety’ questionnaires in the UK. 

As Hatlevik points out in an analysis of the 2009 ITU Monitor report: 

 

‘There are several important challenges in the process of identifying and describing 
digital analysis: 1) to have a broader perception of digital literacy, ranging from 
demonstrating digital skills, such as the use of a specific software, towards 
production, ethical judgement, critical thinking, collaboration and creativity; 2) 
prevent assessment-driven teaching practices, such as by emphasizing the 
assessment of digital literacy as a formative evaluation; and 3) to ensure that the 
identification and understanding of digital literacy is theory driven and not solely 
defined from what is possible to measure in a quantitative way.’  

(Hatlevik 2009, p.173) 
 

The second and third points - that digital literacy is not a ‘fixed’ attribute, and that 

not everything worth measuring can be measured - are particularly important to take into 

account given that Norway is viewed as a world leader in the integration of digital 

literacy into curricula.  

Discourse around digital literacy in Norway has evolved to reflect the state of 

play in the EC. Digital literacy and digital competence are terms that are used 

interchangeably, with media literacy becoming an increasingly-dominant term with 

reference to critical skills. This, despite the White Paper used to outline the Norwegian 

curriculum framework defining digital literacy as ‘the sum of simple ICT skills… and 

more advanced skills that makes creative and critical use of digital tools and media 

possible’ (Erstad 2007, p.3). However, the difficulty of translating the Norwegian term 

‘kompetanse’ means that the term is translated variously even in official documents. The 

2005 policy document eNorway 2009: the digital leap, for example, talks of ‘digital 

skills’: 
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‘Digital skills include the ability to exploit the opportunities offered by ICT, and 
use them critically and innovatively in education and work. Digital skills also 
include the ability to be critical to sources and assess content. Use of digital tools is 
a skill the individual must acquire, maintain and continually develop, if he or she is 
to be a digitally skilled and critical citizen.’  

(Norwegian Ministry of Modernisation 2009, p.8) 
 

It is clear, therefore, that however ‘digital kompentanse’ may be translated, there 

is a critical element at the core of the definition involving reflection upon using sources 

of information and digital tools effectively. However, as Erstad translates the authors of 

the White Paper as stating, ‘In total digital literacy can be seen as a very complex 

competence’ (Erstad 2007, p.3). 

In order to tease out the complexities involved in digital literacy, the quarterly 

Nordic Journal of Digital Literacy16 was set up in 2006. It has attracted some of the 

biggest names in new literacies research as contributors, accepting contributions in 

English as well as Norwegian. Interestingly, and rather inevitably, the journal has moved 

from having a narrow focus on digital literacy to a more wide-ranging focus on new 

literacies. There is little evidence, however, that such research is any more than a one-

way process with empirical evidence coming either from the bi-annual ITU Monitor 

report mentioned above or from researchers’ own classrooms. 

In Chapter 8, I explore the concept of ‘umbrella terms’. In Norway (and in Europe 

more generally) it is media literacy that is the dominant umbrella term with other new 

literacies relegated, again, as I explain in Chapter 8, to ‘micro literacies’. Erstad explains 

why he prefers the term ‘media literacy’: 

 

‘There are different terms used in this field of research, such as media literacy, ICT 
literacy, digital literacy, information literacy and digital competence. The key term, 

                                                
16 http://www.idunn.no/ts/dk  



 
 

 31 

and the one highlighted in this article, is media literacy. In a Scandinavian context 
the term competence is often used instead of literacy since the latter term does not 
translate to the languages in these countries.’  

(Erstad 2010, p.56) 
 

The dichotomy, therefore, is between digital competence (or ‘basic skills’) on the one 

hand, and a critical, more holistic ‘media literacy’ on the other hand. Erstad believes that 

this focus is appropriate given ‘the conceptual history in this field, where media literacy 

has been used since the beginning of the 1980s’ (Erstad 2010, p.57). 

Mifsud (2006) questions what we mean by ‘digital literacy’ noting, and by doing 

so, reinforcing, Erstad’s point about the Norwegian language not using the term 

‘literacy’: 

 

‘Consider digital literacy in the school context. Does being able to send text-
messages from a mobile phone or playing puzzle games constitute being digitally 
literate? While sending SMS messages represents the height of ‘e-literacy’ for my 
mother, from an educational perspective, SMS-sending, and mobile telephones in 
general, have so far been frowned upon by schools.’  

(Mifsud 2006, p.136) 
 

Digital literacy is far from a revolutionary competence or set of skills for Mifsud. 

She argues that there are broadly four elements to digital literacy: (i) the manipulation of 

digital tools, (ii) an extension of print-based literacies, (iii) appropriate ‘cut-and-paste’ 

and ‘copy/delete’ techniques, and (iv) the ‘inclusion of the visual’ (Mifsud 2006, p.136-

9). Digital literacy, therefore, is effectively a body of basic skills in a digital world. 

Korten and Svoen (2006) point out that media literacy and digital literacy are 

often used as near-synonyms in Norwegian, hence the confusion. Perhaps one reason for 

the recent shift in emphasis in Norway (and in Europe more generally) from digital 

literacy to media literacy is that, as Pietraß puts it, it ‘lead[s] to much more satisfactory 

conceptions… than functional approaches’ (Pietraß 2009, p.132).  
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The history and status of digital literacy in Norway is complex. The term is 

presumed by English-speaking researchers and educators to mean, in a straightforward 

way, the same in Norwegian as it does in English. However, given the difficulty in 

translating words such as ‘literacy’ into Norwegian, and words such as ‘kompetanse’ 

from Norwegian, ‘media literacy’ is a term preferred increasingly to ‘digital literacy’. 

 

 

Singapore 
 

Education in Singapore is often cited as ‘world-class’, largely due to Singaporean 

students’ consistent high performance in the Organization for Economic Co-operation 

and Development’s (OECD) Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA).17 

These tests have been carried out every three years since the year 2000 and are 

administered to several thousand students per country near the end of compulsory 

education. PISA assesses reading, as well as mathematical and scientific ‘literacy’ and 

problem-solving. The OECD claims that the skills tested in PISA are those required in 

adult life. Dissenting voices point out that those countries at the top of the PISA league 

table are only fractionally ‘ahead’ of other countries, and also tend to be largely 

homogenous countries. Hong Kong, having a different political system to China, is 

effectively a country in its own right and, along with Finland and Singapore, is relatively 

small geographically.  

Other important considerations about Singapore by way of context are that it 

became an independent country as late as the 1960s, English is used as the primary 

language of instruction in schools, and corruption is low (Transparency International, 

2009) whilst censorship is relatively high (Press Freedom Index, 2010). A picture of a 

                                                
17 http://www.pisa.oecd.org  
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conformist culture placing a large emphasis on high-stakes testing emerges, as is 

evidenced by one Singaporean in her twenties reflecting on her experiences: 

 

‘Success in Singapore revolves around exams, good grades, and certificates. In 
other words, getting the right paper qualification… Singaporeans are obsessed with 
exams because they want good grades. They want good grades because those are 
essential if you want to go to a famous university’  

(Tan, 1998) 
 

In this standards-based, heavily-pressured educational culture - a society where, 

anecdotally, painkillers are stocked alongside exam-preparation books (Bracey, 2008) - it 

is unsurprising to find the dominant ‘new literacy’ to be Media Literacy. In addition, 

much of the available research literature into new literacies comes from, or through the 

lens of, Singapore’s National Institute of Education. One such example comes in Tan, 

Bopry & Guo (2010) who ostensibly focus on ‘new literacies’ but deal almost entirely on 

the decoding of visual media.  

Another driving force in a country as economically competitive as Singapore is 

productivity. The launch of the International Computer Driving License (ICDL) in 

Singapore in 2010 mentioned explicitly the aim to encourage foreign investment and ‘a 

growth in the national economy through higher productivity and a higher standard of 

living across Singapore’ (ECDL, 2010). Such economic goals are evident in the top-

down ‘Masterplans for ICT in Education’, the third of which runs 2009-2014. One of the 

four stated ‘broad aims’ of this Third Masterplan includes the desire to ‘develop 

competencies for the 21st century’ (Singapore Ministry of Education, 2008a). These, 

however, are closely tied to mention of the ability of Singapore to ‘position [themselves] 

better as a global trading hub,’ to ‘train [their] soldiers in combat,’ and investment in 

high-speed communications to create ‘new opportunities for [their] economy, 

government and society’ (Singapore Ministry of Education, 2008b). 
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An interesting tension is evident in Singaporean educational policy between the 

desire to conform with the more liberal west and the drive for efficiency and 

productivity. On the one hand, therefore, the need to use ICT ‘critically’ and develop 

skills of analysis are mentioned, swiftly followed by mention that ‘school autonomy can 

lead to less efficiency’ (Singapore Ministry of Education, 2008b). The procedural 

elements of new literacies are to the fore with mention of the use of ICT to help develop 

‘competencies to be able to discriminate information require technology literacy, higher-

order thinking skills and even life and collaboration skills’ (Singapore Ministry of 

Education, 2008b). These are to be developed in staff as well as students, but to save ‘re-

inventing the wheel’ grassroots approaches are discouraged in favour of ‘educational 

labs, where innovations can be prototyped and tested’ (Singapore Ministry of Education, 

2008b). The aim of this is to ‘equip the next generation with skills and competencies to 

succeed’ in the never-actually-defined ‘knowledge economy’ (Singapore Ministry of 

Education, 2008b).  

Media Literacy is the dominant new literacy in Singapore and this is evident 

through ongoing research in the country. It is an ‘umbrella term’ (see Chapter 8) through 

which other literacies  such as ‘technology literacy’ and ‘information literacy’ are 

understood. Digital literacy, meanwhile is understood as ‘Digital Curricular Literacies’ 

(DCL), used as shorthand for the contextualisation of ICT in school-based learning. In 

practice (NIE, 2003-6) this tends to be on the level of what Puentadura’s (2010) useful 

SAMR model identifies as ‘Substitution’ or ‘Augmentation’ rather than the higher-order 

aims of ‘Modification’ or ‘Revolutionary’ use of educational technology. Indeed, even 

current research (NIE, 2009-12) aims to ‘contribute to the new media literacy research by 

developing and validating a survey instrument to measure students’ new media literacy’. 
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This focus on quantitative measures is indicative of Singapore’s approach to technology 

as well as associated competencies and literacies. 

Given the focus on Media Literacy and the tight integration of government 

departments and policies, it is appropriate to look at the Singapore Media Development 

Authority’s definition of the term: 

 

‘Media literacy refers to the ability to critically assess information that is received 
daily via different media platforms. When a person is media literate, he would be 
able to read, analyse and interpret messages, regardless of whether he is using 
media to gain information, for entertainment or for educational purposes.’  

(Singapore MDA, no date) 
 

This is equated with a ‘media-savvy population’ that has the ACE attribution of 

Awareness, Competency and Engagement. This approach to new literacies is rather 

passive and based upon a consumption model of literacy. Other definitions of digital 

literacies mention explicitly the importance of being able to create media rather than 

simply access and critically reflect upon it. Although lip service is paid to new literacies 

by the Singapore Ministry of Education, the focus is, in effect, on accessing and critically 

reflecting upon given information. 

 
 

 
 

Australia 
 

Whilst there is evidence that Australian educational policy is influenced by 

outputs from the UK, Europe and the USA, it would be wrong to dismiss it as solely 

derivative. Australia, in fact, has a much more coherent set of policies and strategies 

relating to new forms of literacy than many other countries. 
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The dominant form of New Literacy in Australia is ‘Digital Media Literacy’, 

enshrined in policy documents, strategies and educational frameworks. However, as the 

Australian Communications and Media Authority’s (ACMA) Digital Media Literacy in 

Australia: Key Indicators and Research Sources document points out, there are many and 

varied definitions of ‘Digital Media Literacy’. Whilst referencing Ofcom’s (UK) 

definition – ‘the ability to use, understand and create digital media and communications’ 

- the ACMA settle upon ‘the skills and capabilities needed for effective participation in 

the digital economy’ (ACMA, 2009, p.8). 

Importantly, resources relating to Digital Media Literacy in Australia are collated, 

easy-to-find, and demonstrate some coherence of approach18. This is possibly due to the 

structure of government departments: Australia has a Department of Broadband, 

Communications and the Digital Economy. Interestingly, the focus on the ‘digital 

economy’ is a result of ‘a unique opportunity to shrink the distances that have historically 

dominated our domestic and international relationships’ (DBCDE, 2009), using as an 

example the ‘remote specialist diagnosis of patients’ so important in a land as expansive 

as Australia. There is a growing awareness in Australia of the difference between the so-

called ‘digital divide’ (which focuses on access to hardware) and the ‘digital use divide’ 

(or ‘participation gap’) which involves the Digital Media Literacies necessary for 21st 

century citizenship. 

A 2009 report entitled Australia’s Digital Economy: Future Directions highlights 

Digital Media Literacy alongside other issues such as ‘Consumer Digital Confidence’ in 

a section focusing on the successful elements of a digital economy. The three main 

partners in building such a digital economy are seen as the government, industry and 

‘community’ with Digital Media Literacy included in the latter section. Being a 

                                                
18 http://www.acma.gov.au/WEB/STANDARD/1001/pc=PC_312358  
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government document, however, it focuses chiefly upon the economy and social 

cohesion: 

 

‘Digital media literacy ensures that all Australians are able to enjoy the benefits of 
the digital economy: it promotes opportunities for social inclusion, creative 
expression, innovation, collaboration and employment. People in regional, rural 
and remote areas can also have improved access to these opportunities. Digital 
media literacy gives children the capability to effectively learn online; consumers 
the confidence to search for information and transact online; and businesses the 
ability to become more efficient and compete in a global marketplace.’  

(DBCDE, 2009) 
 

The seeming Australia-wide agreement on Digital Media Literacy as the accepted 

form of New Literacies is explained in part by Gibson (2008). He gives an overview of 

the recent ‘literacy wars’ in Australia, quoting Ilyana Snyder on how the press and 

professional journals keep alive the debates between conservatives and progressives 

(Snyder, 2008). Literacy is an even ‘hotter’ political issue in Australia than other 

countries. The battleground over different forms and manifestations of traditional (print) 

literacy allows, suggests Gibson, Digital Media Literacy to show ‘some promise of a 

revival of educational optimism’ (Gibson, 2008, p.74). He sees Digital Media Literacy as 

a way to transcend entrenched positions, for: 

 

‘When my critical or media literacy can be your illiteracy, the concept has become 
emptied of definite meaning. While literacy is still central to most notions of 
education, it is increasingly unclear what exactly we mean by it.’  

(Gibson, 2008, p.75) 
 

This ‘conceptual fuzziness’ stems from a shift in the media by and with which we 

read and write - and also by what we mean by ‘reading’ and ‘writing’ in the first place. 

This will be explored more fully in Chapter 3, but in the Australian context Gibson 
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indicates that agreement over Digital Media Literacy provides a welcome respite from 

argument and debate over traditional (print) literacy. 

The operationalising of Digital Media Literacy has led to initiatives such as the 

Digital Education Revolution19 in New South Wales. The aim is for elements of Digital 

Media Literacy to be taught across the curriculum. This means, for example, in that in 

English lessons, the students work towards a unit entitled ‘When machines go bad…’ 

where they ‘examine and explore their own humanity in terms of their relationship with, 

and dependency on technology’ (Digital Education Revolution, no date). Other modules 

deal with the creation of new media such as podcasts and using a collaborative online 

whiteboard.  

As would be expected, libraries and librarians in Australia have a history of 

attempting to develop Information Literacy. Definitions of Information Literacy are 

influenced from work carried out in the USA by the American Library Association: 

 

‘Information literacy is a set of abilities requiring individuals to ‘recognize when 
information is needed and have the ability to locate, evaluate, and use effectively 
the needed information’.’  

(ACRL) 
 

This definition was adopted in 2000 at the Council of Australian University 

Librarians in Canberra, revised slightly in 2001, with an Information Literacy Framework 

(Bundy, 2004) developed in 2004 by the Australian and New Zealand Institute for 

Information Literacy (ANZIIL). The latter organisation, however, no longer seems to be 

active, with the ‘Information Literacy policy’ of universities such as the University of 

Sydney referencing 10 year-old standards and documents. Either Information Literacy is 

                                                
19 http://www.schools.nsw.edu.au/gotoschool/highschool/dernsw/  



 
 

 39 

so entrenched that it no longer needs developing or, as is more likely the case, the 

zeitgeist has been captured by Digital Media Literacy. 

 

 

The USA 
 

The United States of America (USA) is a large and diverse country. Its approach 

to New Literacies reflects this, with work carrying on apace in almost every area. In a 

similar vein to the ‘literacy wars’ in Australia taking up most of the space for debate, so 

in the USA almost everything relating to schools has been framed in the past decade by 

the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). This was signed in 2001 by then-President 

George W. Bush and, ostensibly, aimed at setting high standards increasing the number 

of measurable outcomes for schools. These outcomes are tied to funding. 

There have been many outspoken criticisms of NCLB and, indeed, President 

Obama announced in early 2011 that NCLB will be replaced (Obama, 2011). Chapter C 

Part D of the NCLB Act is entitled ‘Enhancing Education Through Technology’ (EETT) 

and has as its primary goal improving student achievement through the use of 

technology. A secondary goal is:  

 

‘To assist every student in crossing the digital divide by ensuring that every student 
is technologically literate by the time the student finishes the eighth grade, 
regardless of the student's race, ethnicity, gender, family income, geographic 
location, or disability.’  

(US Department of Education, 2001) 
 

What is meant by ‘digital divide’ is not made explicit nor what it would mean for 

students to be ‘technologically literate’.  
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Given the federal nature of the USA, some states have different policies relating 

to technology than others. More forward-thinking states such as California have drafted 

policies dealing explicitly with New Literacies, citing the European Union as a ‘leader in 

digital literacy’ (CETF, 2008, p.11). California’s ICT Digital Literacy Framework 

defines ICT Literacy as:  

 

‘using digital technology, communications tools and/or networks, to access, 
manage, integrate, evaluate, create and communicate information in order to 
function in a knowledge society.’  

(CETF, 2008, p.5) 
 

The verbs from ‘access’ through to ‘communicate’ form a kind of taxonomy 

which, the authors of the framework claim, is common to existing national and 

international frameworks. What the Californian framework certainly does have in 

common with other countries is a focus upon competition and the economy. The role of 

individuals in a ‘21st century citizenry’ for example is to ‘Apply digital literacy skills to 

access health, e-government, banking and to support healthy environment [sic]’ (CETF, 

2008, p.14). 

Due to the federal nature of the education system in the USA there are many and 

varied definitions of New Literacies. President Obama, for example, proclaimed October 

2009 to be ‘National Information Literacy Awareness Month’ beginning his proclamation 

with these words: 

 

‘Every day, we are inundated with vast amounts of information. A 24-hour news 
cycle and thousands of global television and radio networks, coupled with an 
immense array of online resources, have challenged our long-held perceptions of  
information management. Rather than merely possessing data, we must also learn 
the skills necessary to acquire, collate, and evaluate information for any situation. 
This new type of literacy also requires competency with communication 
technologies, including computers and mobile devices that can help in our day-to-
day decision making. National Information Literacy Awareness Month highlights 
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the need for all Americans to be adept in the skills necessary to effectively navigate 
the Information Age.’  

(Obama, 2009) 
 

It is clear from this statement that the higher echelons for educational policy-

making in the USA believe the use of technology to be only part of a wider ‘information 

literacy’. In light of the fact that that Professor Henry Jenkins, John Seeley Brown and 

other well-known educators and thinkers in the USA are increasingly focusing upon 

Digital (Media) Literacy, there is seemingly a disconnect between research, practice and 

policy. 

 

Given this vacuum at the national policy level, individuals, groups, and 

organisations have stepped in to promote various visions of New Literacies. Marc 

Prensky, promoter of the digital natives/immigrant dichotomy and whose work I discuss 

in Chapter 5, has claimed that ‘Programming is the New Literacy’ (Prensky, 2008)20 

whilst the Partnership for 21st Century Skills, is a corporate initiative from organisations 

such as AOL, Cisco, Microsoft and Apple, in partnership with the US Department of 

Education.  

The Partnership for 21st Century Skills has representatives of everyone from Lego 

to the American Association of School Librarians on its Strategic Council and sees its 

mission as serving as ‘a catalyst to position 21st century readiness at the center of US K12 

education by building collaborative partnerships among education, business, community 

and government leaders’ (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2004). Importantly, the 

Partnership has ascertained each state’s 21st century ‘readiness’ as well as putting 

together a cohesive framework, including information literacy, media literacy and ICT 

                                                
20 Prensky does not make clear whether he sees programming as the equivalent of 
‘writing’ or ‘making pencils’. If it is the former, then it is a high standard for ‘literacy’ 
and, if the latter, then not necessary for ‘literacy’. 



 
 

 42 

literacy, for adoption by educational institutions. However, they also talk of ‘health 

literacy,’ ‘financial literacy’ and even ‘entrepreneurial literacy’ - without defining any of 

these terms. It is clear that these terms are being used within a wide context of their ‘four 

Cs’ of ‘critical thinking and problem solving; communication, collaboration; and 

creativity and innovation’ (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2004). 

The confusing landscape and the lack of a clear ‘steer’ from national government 

on new literacies means that states have sought to define their own curricula and 

assessment tools. New York City’s (NYC) Education Department, for example, have 

taken the American Association of School Librarians’ Standards for the 21st Century 

Learner (AASL, no date) and developed it into an ‘Information Fluency Continuum’. 

This defines the information literacy standards that students should develop by Grades 2, 

5, 8 and 12 and are coupled with information literacy benchmark skills assessments for 

each Grade level.  

Due to the standards-based, testing culture in US schools, NYC’s approach is 

understandable. They have adopted the publication of an authoritative body who, in turn, 

have reacted to an environment created by US educational policy in the wake of NCLB. 

Such an environment stresses the importance of being ‘information literate’ and focuses 

on the traditional basics but, perhaps, at the expense of a cohesive programme for new 

forms of literacy. 

In the latter stages of writing this thesis, a new web portal21 has been launched in 

the US. Whilst it is too early to evaluate its impact, the most frequently used resource 

according to the front page of the website is ‘Mouse Tutorial: learn how to use a 

computer mouse’. This suggests that functional skills are the main focus. The ‘About Us’ 

page uses the rhetoric of employability and economic competitiveness, stating that ‘the 

                                                
21 http://digitalliteracy.gov  
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ability to navigate the Internet is critical to participate more fully in the economy.’ Due to 

the backing of the Obama administration and major players (including government 

departments) it would seem inevitable that the landscape in the US will become polarised 

between digital literacy as basic, functional skills and information literacy as including 

(some) notions of criticality. 

 

 
 
 
 

Summing up 
 

From these brief overviews of the state of New Literacies in different territories 

around the world, three things become clear. First, there is not one defined version of 

new literacies that is dominant everywhere around the world. The work done in Europe 

on Media Literacy seems to be well-regarded in the English-speaking world, although 

this is always given a contextual twist. Australia, for example, espouses Digital Media 

Literacy yet the preceding ‘literacy wars’ changed the reference points and terms of 

debate.  

Secondly, new literacies seemsto be less about pedagogy and educational 

outcomes and more about individual nations’ internal social cohesion and external 

competition. This internal social cohesion is often labelled ‘citizenship’ and usually 

closely linked to drives for ‘efficiency’ (for example in Singapore) or ‘economic 

competitiveness’ (Europe and Australia). Whilst, as we will see in Chapter 6, definitions 

need to be ‘good in the way of belief’ for communities residing within specific contexts, 

it is striking to what extent the definitions are top-down impositions by governments in 

consultation with big business. 
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This drive for economic competition and positioning in a new world order - or, 

more often ‘Knowledge Society’ - explains the involvement of big business in the 

framing of policy. As one Australian pressure group wondered when hearing about media 

literacy initiatives in Europe, ‘is a push for Media Literacy an excuse to avoid marketing 

regulation?’ (Junkbusters, no date). The emphasis on Media Literacy in Europe, an area 

of more strict regulation than many other places in the world, would suggest so. 

Companies certainly seem to be falling over themselves to be ‘corporately responsible’ in 

the arena of new literacies and 21st Century Skills. It would appear that (understandably) 

they are more interested in market share than pedagogy and development. 

Whilst there have been attempts at worldwide definitions of ‘Digital Literacy’ 

(see I3, 2003 for example) they have, too often, depended upon assessments that are 

outdated as soon as they are drafted. Tornero (2004) bemoaned the narrow focus on 

technology along with the proliferation of terms: 

 

‘Various expressions are used that transmit the same idea with slight differences in 
meaning: ‘information literacy’, ‘literacy in information and communication 
technologies (ICT)’, ‘media literacy’, ‘network literacy’, ‘media education’, 
‘education in communication’ to name but a few.’  

(Tornero, 2004a, p.40) 
 

Tornero saw ‘education in communication’ as being the most ‘all-embracing’ 

whilst the term ‘media education’ is narrower. ‘In both cases,’ continued Tornero, ‘the 

educational dimension is mentioned in quite general terms. It lacks the specific nuances 

we might find in other expressions, which… do indeed include the concept of ‘literacy’’ 

(Tornero, 2004a, p.40). The terms that are used do matter as the process ‘entails 

signalling and placing emphasis on some components of the process you are trying to 

describe, whilst running the risk of not paying enough attention to others’ (Tornero, 

2004a, p.40-1). The problem is the tension between the nuance available in research 
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papers and the level of detail required for policy documents and action. As I will argue in 

Chapter 9, one way around this problem is to cultivate a similar ‘habit of mind’ for 

individuals within an organisation or institution by co-creating definitions of digital 

literacies. 

In 2006 David Buckingham attempted to finish what Tornero started in an article 

entitled ‘Defining digital literacy - What do young people need to know about digital 

media?’ (Buckingham, 2006). Buckingham questioned the ‘proliferation of literacies’ 

which he saw as fashionable rather than justified: 

 

‘The term «literacy» clearly carries a degree of social status; and to use it in 
connection with other, lower status forms such as television, or in relation to newer 
media, is thus to make an implicit claim for the latter’s validity as objects of study. 
Yet as uses of the term multiply, the polemical value of such a claim – and its 
power to convince – is bound to decline.’  

(Buckingham, 2006, p.265) 
 

Most definitions of Digital Literacy, believes Buckingham, are overly-focused on 

information rather than the wider cultural uses of digital (usually online) resources - 

especially by young people: 

 

‘There is little recognition here of the symbolic or persuasive aspects of digital 
media, of the emotional dimensions of our uses and interpretations of these media, 
or indeed of aspects of digital media that exceed mere «information».’  

(Buckingham, 2006, p.266) 
 

It is this lack of understanding by governments and policy-makers of new 

literacies, and of Digital Literacy in particular, that leads to a proliferation of terms and 

the confusion of the arena.  

Now that I have illustrated how the new literacies landscape around the world can 

be seen as largely fragmented, dominated by politics and context-dependent, it is perhaps 
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time to begin to seek a way to move things further forward at a greater pace. There is a 

real need for rigorous yet practical guidance from researchers. I hope to provide this in 

Chapter 9 through a matrix of digital literacies but, before doing so, have an important 

journey to undertake which begins in the next chapter. Chapter 3 demonstrates that the 

problem is not only with the ‘new’ or ‘digital’ part of ‘literacy’ but, to a great extent, a 

legacy of traditional (print) literacy being a surprisingly slippery term. Once we have a 

handle on what we are talking about when we are talking about ‘literacy’ then we can 

begin to look at more metaphorical ways of approaching the term (Chapter 4). 
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Chapter 3: Problematising traditional (print) literacy 
 

 
 

‘Those who speak with sense must rely on what is common to all, 
as a city must rely on its law, and with much greater reliance.’ 

(Heraclitus) 
 

Human beings are tasked with making sense of the external world. We feel the 

need to decipher and communicate oft-repeated experiences and sensations, allowing 

other minds to share the same (or similar) conceptual space to our own. For example, 

research in Phenomenology tells us that two individuals may have two markedly different 

sensations when viewing a red pillar box. If, however, they agree on the category 'pillar 

box' to refer to approximately the shape they see before them, and that the colour 

sensation they are experiencing will be called 'red', then meaningful discourse can ensue.  

 

‘All human activity is subject to habitualization. Any action that is repeated 
frequently becomes cast into a pattern, which can then be reproduced with an 
economy of effort and which, ipso facto, is apprehended by the performer as that 
pattern.’  

(Berger & Luckmann, 2002, p.42)  
 

Every form of human communication must begin in this manner. We train 

toddlers and young children to be able to understand the world around them by allowing 
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them to use the constructs we ourselves use. These constructs we largely inherited from 

our parents, and they from our ancestors. There comes a need, however, in each 

generation to create and agree upon new ways of understanding the world. This can be as 

a result of natural changes in the environment, new (disruptive) technologies, or some 

other way - usually involving politics or economics - that alter human relationships.  

Almost every living being, whether animal or human, has found a way of 

communicating in real-time its understanding of the world through sounds and/or 

gestures. For information and meaning to be disseminated when the information-giver is 

not present, however, requires a different approach. Language must be coded into 

symbols. These symbols have developed from pictorial cave paintings symbolising 

objects or simple ideas to sentences conveying meaning. These have subsequently 

evolved into the ability of humans to convey abstract concepts through an agreed and 

socially-negotiated written language. The person wishing to understand the information 

and meaning disseminated must be able to decode the symbols used. It is akin to giving 

someone a locked box: they must have the correct key in order to unlock it.   

Literacy, then, at its most basic, includes the ability to decode symbols used for 

the purpose of disseminating information and meaning. But literacy has traditionally been 

seen as being more than this, as the 'ability to read and write'. That is to say, the 

individual must have the means not only to decode but encode symbols for the purpose of 

disseminating information and meaning. In the physical sphere when we are dealing with 

printed or written documents, this is straightforward; deciding who is 'literate' or 

'illiterate' is relatively unproblematic. Tests can be written and decisions taken.  

Members of every culture and society have the world of everyday experience 

mediated by technologies, traditions and cultural norms or expectations.22 This shapes 

                                                
22 See Petrina, 2007, p.168 and Achterhuis, 2001, p.71 
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what counts as being 'literate' within that society. I, for example, cannot use a quill pen in 

the same way a medieval monk would in order to create a manuscript; he, likewise, 

would be baffled by the QWERTY keyboard upon which I am currently typing. The 

medieval monk uses a technology relevant to his time period to produce culturally-

relevant documents in a particular idiom. I, in the 21st-century, do likewise.  

Defining literacy in relation to the tools used to encode and decode the symbols 

involved can therefore be difficult. Theorists must ensure that literacy is not defined so 

broadly so as to include almost any activity, but not so narrowly that it is almost 

impossibly prescriptive. 'Literacy' must apply equally to instant, informal electronic 

communications and the creation of formal, written, laboriously-created documents that 

have been handed down through generations. That is to say a balance must be found so 

that technologies used in the past as well as those that will be used in the future for 

reading and writing are included within definitions of 'literacy'. If this cannot be 

achieved, then it may be best to use a different term or way of framing the concept.  

One way in which theorists appeal to a particular use of a communicative 

technology as a 'literacy' is by widening the definition of 'text'. Postmodernists in 

particular are keen to stress that images and films can be considered as such. Given that 

technology opens up new possibilities and opportunities for communication it can be 

difficult to decide what the product of encoding symbols should be known as. For 

example, is the following informational diagram a 'text'?  
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Figure 2 – Diagram from Wikipedia article on Cell Respiration 

  

The diagram does, after all, require 'decoding' and interpreting. To the non-

specialist who is without the tools, to do such decoding is akin to a foreign language. The 

same, it could be argued, goes for paintings, maps and web pages. Many have attempted 

to be as inclusive as possible with the term 'text' giving, in effect, 'literacy' a metaphorical 

aspect. For example, Gee, Hull & Lankshear (1996) boil down 'literacy' to reading 

something: 

‘Whatever literacy is, it [has] something to do with reading. And reading is always 
reading something. Furthermore, if one has not understood [made meaning from] 
what one has read then one has not read it. So reading is always reading something 
with understanding. [T]his something that one reads with understanding is always a 
text of a certain type which is read in a certain way. The text may be a comic book, 
a novel, a poem, a legal brief, a technical manual, a textbook in physics, a 
newspaper article, an essay in the social sciences or philosophy, a ‘self-help’ book, 
a recipe, and so forth, through many different types of text. Each of these different 
types of text requires somewhat different background knowledge and somewhat 
different skills.’  

(Gee, Hull & Lankshear, 1996, p.1-2, quoted in Lankshear & Knobel, 2008a, p.5) 
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If image-based 'texts' are included in definitions such as the one above, this leads 

to the possibility of using modifiers such as 'visual literacy'. As almost anything can 

potentially be considered a 'text' this opens up a Pandora’s box of literacies.   

Literacies are metaphorical if what is denoted is used to connote something else. 

For example, if ‘text’ is applied more widely to non-textual sources, or if non-traditional 

texts (such as programming) are included under the banner of ‘reading and writing’. This 

metaphorical use of 'literacy' has the knock-on effect, however, of creating an unfortunate 

elision between the 'functional' aspect of literacy (skills of reading and writing) and the 

'evaluative' aspect (what is culturally valued). Presupposing a background knowledge and 

requiring 'understanding' of a text for it to have been 'read' presents difficulties. Literacy 

becomes more that a state that can be achieved and more of a socially-negotiated process 

through which individuals pass. It is less the grasping of something objectively ‘out 

there’ and more a habit of mind. 

To avoid the elision, as well as being as inclusive as possible with the term 'text', 

those considering literacy have sought to define new forms of literacy. This is true 

especially in areas relating to new technologies where traditional definitions of literacy 

seem somewhat anachronistic. Instead of being modifiers to an existing 'traditional' form 

of literacy, these are seen as new literacies that result from interaction with new 

technologies. As we will see in Chapter 4, from 'computer literacy' to the more recent 

term 'digital literacy’, theorists have attempted to carve out a form of literacy that is 

bounded in some way yet with a descriptive power that makes the term useful.  
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The problem of literacy 
 

‘Literacy is a characteristic acquired by individuals in varying degrees from just 
above none to an indeterminate upper level. Some individuals are more or less 
literate than others but it is really not possible to speak of illiterate and literate 
persons as two distinct categories.’  

(UNESCO, 1957, quoted in Holme, 2004, p.7) 
 

 

The concept of 'literacy' is akin to the Wittgenstinian problem surrounding the 

concept of a 'game': the audience is aware of what the speaker means by the term, but 

pinning it down in a more formal sense is extremely difficult (Hannon, 2000, p.36). 

Simply conceiving of literacy as 'the ability to read and write' not only sets up a false 

dichotomy (between those who 'can' and those who 'can't'), but makes no allowance for 

reading and writing using various tools and for different purposes. Those who subscribe 

to this definition of literacy conceive it as being a state: despite mention of 'varying 

degrees' literacy is considered to be akin to a staircase climbed by individuals. Even the 

Oxford English Dictionary equivocates between two definitions of 'literate': ‘one who can 

read and write’ and ‘a liberally educated or learned person’.  

Literacy is a term that seems straightforward until one looks at it more closely, in 

a similar way to Wittgenstein's problem of defining what is meant by ‘game’.23 Upon 

doing this it can be seen that definitions of literacy reside somewhere on a continuum. At 

one end of the spectrum are functional definitions of literacy that focus on the acts of 

reading and writing. Gurak (2001, p.13) labels as ‘performative’ these popular definitions 

of literacy: it is the ability to do something is what counts. Gunther Kress is a thinker at 

this end of the spectrum, believing that ‘literacy is the term to use when we make 

messages using letters as the means of recording that message’ (Kress, 2003, p.23). 

                                                
23 See the entry in the Stanford Encylopedia of Philosophy on ‘Ludwig Wittgenstein’ for 
an introduction to this: http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/wittgenstein/  
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Literacy is seen ‘as a competence (as opposed to performance), that is, as a cognitive 

capacity capable of generating numerous specific forms' (Rodríguez Illera, 2004, p.49-

50). It is this definition that ‘has generally dominated curriculum and pedagogy’ (Dighe 

& Reddi, 2006).  

Brian Street outlines two different models of literacy, the autonomous and the 

ideological. The autonomous model, as exemplified above ‘construes literacy as existing 

independently of specific contexts of social practice’ and ‘as independent of and 

impartial towards trends and struggles in everyday life’ (Street, 1984). 

At the other extreme come conceptions of literacy as a critical activity, the 

ideological aspect, also known as the ‘social practice’ model. Instead of there being ‘an 

essential literacy lying behind actual social practices involving texts,’ literacy ‘consists in 

the forms textual engagement takes within specific material contexts of human practice.’ 

Literacy becomes ‘an active relationship or a way of orienting to the social and cultural 

world’ (Lankshear, 1999, no page). Widening the conception of literacy even further, 

some such as Kathleen Welch define it as relating directly to consciousness as: 

 

‘an activity of the minds... capable of recognizing and engaging substantive issues 
along with the ways that minds, sensibilities, and emotions are constructed by and 
with communities whose members communicate through specific technologies.’  

(Welch, 1999, p.67 quoted in Gurak, 2001, p.9) 
 

This tension between the autonomous and the ideological comes because of an 

even more fundamental dichotomy at the heart of literacy: either as a ‘tamer in the hands 

of rulers and the church’ or, on the other hand, as ‘one of the cornerstones of individual 

and social emancipation’ (Rantala & Suoranta, 2008, p.95). On the autonomous view 

literacy is something that can be used as a weapon and tool of oppression in the 

establishment and maintenance of hegemonic power. As we will see in Chapter 8, it is a 
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view of literacy predicated upon a ‘scarcity’ and deficit model of literacy. The 

ideological view, on the other hand, would claim that literacies (in a plural sense) are 

socially-negotiated and culturally situated. They emerge rather than being dictated.  

 

Literacy's relationship with knowledge 
 

Holme (2004) uses the analogy of wave/particle duality in physics to explain how 

'literacy' can have more than one nature yet still be a single concept. This, simply stated, 

is the idea that light exhibits both wave-like and particle-like properties. Instead of this 

being a problem caused by the human race still discovering nature, physicists believe 

such duality to be a fundamental property of the universe. It is not clear, however, 

whether this analogy has sufficient explanatory power. Can literacy (an unseen 

metaphorical concept) be compared to something that can be seen - namely, light? I shall 

explore the ambiguities surrounding models of digital literacies in more depth in Chapter 

5, where I shall introduce a continuum of ambiguity. This particular metaphor of 

wave/particle duality, however, is probably more indicative of our lack of understanding 

of traditional (print) literacy rather than the changing literacy landscape. I would argue 

that rather than having a dual nature, literacy has a multiplicity of natures, which can be 

more or less foregrounded by their position upon a spectrum of ambiguity. 

There are two central questions to the literacy debate, believes Holme, namely: 

(1) How much does one have to know about reading and writing to be literate? and (2) 

What does it really mean to read and to write? As Holme comments, these are seemingly 

simple questions yet are very difficult to answer. The first of these is a question about the 

importance of reflection and intention in literate practices whilst the second (of more 

relevance here) concerns reading and writing as (potentially) metaphorical activities. 
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Holme has a view of literacy that is predicated upon literacy's relationship with 

knowledge, as alluded to in his first question about the role of reflection and intention in 

literate practices. This is manifest in his brief treatment of the components of 'new 

literacies' such as 'computer literacy': 

 

‘For example, a core feature of literacy's meaning is 'a knowledge', often of the 
basic skills, of 'reading and writing'. Now we use the term to refer simply to basic 
knowledge as in 'computer literacy'. Though even more confusingly, computer 
literacy is also bound up with reading and writing skills.  

(Holme, 2004, p.1-2) 
 

The simple fact that one uses a computer does not then, for Holme, constitute a 

new 'literacy.' Instead, reading and writing skills (usually developed elsewhere) constitute 

part of what it means to be defined as 'computer literate.' Knowledge from one domain 

informs literate practices in another with traditional (print) literacy being transposed into 

a digital world with varying levels of success. 

This link between literacy and knowledge is taken up by Gunther Kress in 

Literacy in the New Media Age (2003) in which he asserts, ‘Literacy remains the term 

which refers to (the knowledge of) the use of the resource in writing’ (Kress, 2003, p.24). 

Kress believes that the communication of ideas and meaning-making are covered by the 

terms 'writing' and 'speech'. Knowing how to read and write, and then actually going 

about doing so to communicate meaning, is something above and beyond mere 'literacy' 

for Kress. The 'literacy' comes from knowledge and use of computers, for example, is 

simply putting that knowledge into action for the purposes of communication. 

Despite Kress' erudition and attempted defence of equating literacy with 

knowledge, problems nevertheless arise. The first of these is perhaps best summed up by 

Carneiro when he states, 
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‘New knowledge is undergoing constant metamorphosis. The most important 
change concerns the transition from objective knowledge (codified and 
scientifically organized) to subjective knowledge (a personal construct, intensely 
social in its processes of production, dissemination and application).’  

(Carneiro, 2002, p.66) 
 

Equating literacy with knowledge is relatively unproblematic if the latter is a 

static concept. However, if knowledge is 'undergoing constant metamorphosis' and is 

social in its aspect, then literacy must do likewise. Kress assumes literacy is a fairly static 

concept with only the methods of communication differing. However if, as Muller (2000) 

believes, knowledge is intrinsically social, then this places pressure on conceptions of 

literacy that are tied to a knowledge-based definition. 

The two differing approaches can be represented as follows: 

 

 
Figure 3 - Different approaches to equating knowledge with literacy 
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Literacy's relationship with knowledge is complex. In the evaluative sense 

literacy suggests having a valuable knowledge of what is written. In the functional, 

however, literacy is solely about the skills and meta-skills of reading and writing. The 

difficulty comes in making sense of both the 'knowledge' and 'skills' aspects of literacy. 

In effect, these are two sides of the same coin but it nevertheless presents difficulties 

when attempting to come up with a working and all-encompassing definition of 'literacy'. 

In addition, given that knowledge has ‘broken away from its moorings, its shackles’ 

(Siemens, 2006), it is difficult to know what kind of and which knowledge is relevant to a 

definition of literacy. 

Taking a 'static' view of literacy is difficult in a world of fast-paced technological 

change. Whilst proponents could feasibly argue that the 'knowledge' aspect of literacy 

can remain reasonably constant despite innovations in reading and writing technologies, 

they would be hard-pressed to argue the same for the 'skills' aspect. Reading and writing 

using a word processor on a screen is very different from using a quill and parchment.24 

As we will see in Chapter 6, a methodology for investigating, analysing and evaluating 

conceptions of new and digital literacies needs to take into account this relationship 

between skills and knowledge. Not only is writing using a word processor infinitely 

revisable, but it allows for the content and style of the writing to be altered separately. 

 

 

Literacy as a social process 
 

Given these problems, other writers have contended that literacy should be 

understood not as a 'state' which an individual has managed to reach, but instead as a 

                                                
24 See, for example, Snyder (1998) 
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'process'. Rodríguez Illera believes that we should rethink literacy in terms of 'literate 

practices,' that we should see it as ‘a process and not only as a state, and [emphasise] its 

multiple character and, above all, its social dimension.’ (2004, p.58-59) Viewing literacy 

as a social process gives rise in the literature to much discussion about social and cultural 

practices upon which literacy may be predicated. ‘Literacy is not simply knowing how to 

read and write a given text but rather the application of this knowledge for specific 

purposes in specific contexts’ Rodríguez Illera quotes Scribner and Cole (1981) as 

saying. This would seem to allow for Kress' concern about literacy's relation to 

knowledge, whilst allowing for the social context that so many writers on literacy believe 

to also be important. It does not, however, move far from a knowledge-centred definition 

of literacy. 

The 'proof of the pudding' in terms of whether someone should be designated as 

'literate' is the production of texts. An illiterate person, after all, would not have the tools 

or skills to be able to create such texts. Allan Luke gives a concise overview of the three-

step process by which texts are created: 

 

‘Literacy is a social technology. That is, literate communities develop varied social, 
linguistic and cognitive practices with texts. These require the development and use 
of implements, ranging from plumes and ball point pens to keyboards. The objects 
and products of such practices and tools are recoverable texts arrayed on tablets, 
notebooks or other visual displays.’ 

(Introduction to Tuman, 1992, p.vii) 

 

That is to say communities: 

1. Decide what a ‘text’ consists of. 
2. Use implements to create such texts. 
3. Arrange for texts to be ‘recoverable’ by various means 
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The text is co-constructed (albeit sometimes implicitly) within a community, it is 'written' 

using one of a number of technologies, and then it is displayed. With this social aspect of 

literacy come several issues and problems. Not least of these is the ethnocentric problem 

of being 'literate' according to the norms and practices of one community, yet not so 

according to those in another - even another community speaking the same language. Is 

it enough to assume that because communities share common tools or a common 

language that an individual from one would be understood by everybody from another? I 

will explore this in more depth in Chapter 6 through the work of Richard Rorty but, for 

now, a brief thought experiment should suffice. A situation could arise where an 

individual was more able to communicate with a person from a different community than 

one from his or her own. Would so doing constitute a new literacy or simply the using of 

one already established and socially-negotiated? Is the literacy in the use of the tool they 

used to communicate, or in something else? What constitutes a 'community'?  

The second problem is that it would seem rather problematic to identify literacy 

as depending solely upon the literacy practices of a community. We talk almost 

exclusively of individuals being 'literate' rather than literacy being situated at the level of 

communities. This is potentially problematic as literacy has historically been tied very 

much to individual communication, self-expression and identity. Anthony Giddens has a 

useful theory of Structuration giving primacy neither to individual ‘actors’ nor to the 

structures within they act. This ‘third way’ (as embodied in the results of his advice to the 

Blair government) understands community as constraining individual action, but these 

individual actions as ultimately providing the structure to the very communities that 

constrain them. Defining literacy as residing solely within individuals or, conversely, 

solely within communities, seems problematic. 
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Third, if literacy is a 'cultural expression'  (Freire & Macedo, 1987) then it would 

be possible to be literate at one point in a culture, but not when the culture evolves and 

changes. A response may be that literacy changes at the same speed as culture, meaning 

that individuals are not left behind by the community. However, this would lead to the 

problematic conclusion that we could not allow an individual from a particular time 

period could to be truly 'literate' in the literacy artefacts of that time. For example, whilst 

the average person in the 21st century may have some difficulty understanding 14th 

century Chaucerian language, we would still want to allow that experts could be 'literate' 

in the language of that time period. The same goes for Egyptian hieroglyphics. 

Separating out time and culture, therefore would mean that literacy is dependent upon the 

latter but not the former. It would have to be agreed that the historian could be 'literate' in 

the language of a past time because of their immersion in that culture.  

The first of these problems is a somewhat philosophical one in terms of the 

problem of 'other minds' - does the other person think the same thing as the creator of the 

text when they read it? As we saw earlier, Welch has argued that literacy is not just the 

ability to read and write but constitutes an ‘activity of the minds’ which takes place 

through specific technologies. 

This interaction, and indeed the ability to do so, is for Welch what makes an 

individual 'literate'. Note that this definition is predicated upon technology - whether that 

be pen and paper or digital technologies such as email. Literacy involves the ability to 

read and write: merely speaking about and showing an understanding of what one has 

read does not completely fit the criteria. 

It is available technologies that bind literate practices. The lack of a surface to 

write on other than stone limited the transportability and circulation of 'texts' produced by 

prehistoric hunter-gatherers, for example. The spread of ideas during the Renaissance 
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was limited by the speed at which the technologies bounding literacy practices - in this 

case manuscripts moving at the 'speed of horse' - could travel, be copied, and be 

disseminated. As soon as texts could be transmitted (rather than carried) technology no 

longer remained a limiter to the dissemination of texts and the spread of ideas, but 

became a catalyst. Thus, as Standage (1998) points out in The Victorian Internet, moving 

texts over large distances quickly and easily resulted in a qualitative shift in 

communication. Since the 19th century, new and better ways of disseminating texts have 

been discovered, leading to a rapidly-evolving semiotic environment. In such an 

environment the medium becomes at least part of the message, as McLuhan famously 

argued. I will return to this in Chapter 8. 

If literacy involves not only the creation of texts but their communication, then 

each method of communication could be said to involve a separate literacy. Others would 

argue that literacy is one step removed from this and that a concept such as 'digital 

literacy' would, for example, cover the elements that are similar in transmitting texts via 

(for example) mobile phones and computers. Grouping together 'similar' technologies and 

methods of communication could, however, be seen as somewhat arbitrary. Such 

considerations depend heavily upon context and are a reason that, in Chapter 9, I propose 

a matrix of essential elements to digital literacies rather that an overarching, static 

definition. 

The second problem mentioned above - that of seeing as problematic literacy 

being dependent upon the literacy practices of a community - is dealt with more easily by 

thinking of communities of literate practice. Although in this quotation Carr (2003) is 

referring to more generic skillsets, it can easily be applied to literacy and literacy 

practices: 
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‘…there are going to be skills and activities (such as literacy and numeracy) that all 
need to acquire because no modern person can adequately function without them, 
as well as skills (of auto-repair and secretarial work) that some but not all 
individuals will require for particular vocations.’  

(Carr, 2003, p.18) 
 

Likewise, there are going to be some particular literacy practices - perhaps 

centering around professions or interests - that are specific to smaller communities, but 

this does not preclude there being a wider 'literacy' that all recognise as being relevant in 

a generic sense to all of these sub-communities. To be literate, therefore, can mean to 

build upon the literacy practices of one or more communities, without leading to the 

somewhat absurd conclusion of identifying the communities themselves as 'literate'. The 

literacy practices of a community are a necessary but not sufficient condition for an 

individual to be counted as 'literate'. The individual must bring something to the table, 

must do something with those literacy practices, to be considered literate. 

A problem remains when requiring literacy to be predicated upon such practices 

of a community. If social forms, structures and methods of communications are relatively 

stable, then literate practices are likewise obvious and can be built upon. When, however, 

society itself is in flux, then such practices become more difficult to pin down:  

 

‘Society is being transformed by the passage from the ‘solid’ to the ‘liquid’ phases 
of modernity, in which all social forms melt faster than new ones can be cast. They 
are not given enough time to solidify and cannot serve as the frame of reference for 
human actions and long-term life-strategies because their allegedly short life 
expectation undermines efforts to develop a strategy that would require the 
consistent fulfillment of a ‘life-project’.’  

(Bauman, 2005, p.303) 
 

Individuals during such 'liquid' phases of modernity therefore become alienated 

from one another, as the structures upon which literacy practices are normally built are 

not stable and long-lived enough to do so. Definitions of what it means to be 'literate' in 
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such a community therefore become somewhat problematic. This is also discussed in 

more detail in Chapter 8 through the organising concept of ‘Flow’. 

The third and final problem identified above was that literacy is a 'cultural 

expression' and is therefore historically situated. It would seem that this problem can be 

solved rather straightforwardly with a couple of thought experiments. First, imagine that 

an individual living in the 21st century is taken as they are and dropped in the middle of a 

village in a country whose language they do not know how to speak or read. That 

individual would not be able to read anything that the village community had written 

down, nor write themselves in a manner which the villagers would understand. The 

individual would not be 'literate' in that community.  

The second thought experiment is similar, but involves a time frame. Imagine an 

English monk from the 10th century somehow being transported to modern day England. 

Although some words in Old English and Latin are similar to their modern-day 

equivalents, still the monk would struggle to communicate. Not only that, but he would 

be limited to being able to use, at least initially, those technologies available to him in the 

10th century. As a result he would not be fully 'literate' in a 21st century sense of the 

term. Given these two examples, it seems relatively clear that literacy does depend upon 

culture and has an historical aspect. In fact, it must include the latter for community and 

cultural cohesion: generations have to be able to communicate with one another 

effectively. Literacy evolves rather than is created anew. 'Participation in culture' is 

perhaps the best term to use as one can participate in something without actively creating 

or altering what is there. Thus, the historian could 'participate' in the cultural life of a past 

community (and therefore be 'literate' in regard to the texts produced) without actually 

having lived at that time. 
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It may be argued that an individual is still literate when apart from a community 

and in isolation. This may be the case, but his or her literacy skills are predicated upon 

those learned when within a community. The critic may rebut this argument by thinking 

up a thought experiment of their own where an autodidact stranded on a desert island 

teaches himself to read and write by discovering a library. Again, this may be possible 

but, as Lemke points out, we employ community-constructed social practices even when 

nobody else is around: 

 

‘Even if we are alone, reading a book, the activity of reading - knowing which end 
to start at, whether to read a page left-to-right or right-to-left, top-down or bottom-
up, and how to turn the pages, not to mention making sense of a language, a writing 
system, an authorial style, a genre forma (e.g. a dictionary vs. a novel) - depends on 
conducting the activity in a way that is culturally meaningful to us. Even if we are 
lost in the woods, with no material tools, trying to find our way or just make sense 
of the plants or stars, we are still engaged in making meanings with cultural tools 
such as language (names of flowers or constellations) or learned genres of visual 
images (flower drawings or star maps). We extend forms of activity that we have 
learned by previous social participation to our present lonely situation.’  

(Lemke, 2002, p.36-37) 
 

The three problems relating to literacy being predicated and depending upon the 

literacy practices of a community, therefore, can be seen as solvable. In fact, to try and 

define someone as 'literate' without reference to something produced for another to read 

would be extremely difficult. Now that the problems surrounding literacy as a 

community activity have been discussed and, to some extent, resolved, let us turn to the 

nature of literacy.  
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Hannon points out a distinction between 'unitary' and 'pluralist' views of literacy. 

The unitary view, he states, is predicated upon the idea that literacy is a 'skill' and that 

there is an 'it' to which we can refer - a single referent, 

‘According to this view the actual uses which particular readers and writers have 
for that competence is something which can be separated from the competence 
itself.’ 

 (Hannon, 2000, p.31) 
 

In contrast, the pluralist view believes there to be different literacies. Hannon quotes 

Lankshear who links social literacy practices with a pluralist view of literacy: 

 

‘We should recognise, rather, that there are many specific literacies, each 
comprising an identifiable set of socially constructed practices based upon print and 
organised around beliefs about how the skills of reading and writing may or, 
perhaps, should be used.’ 

 (Lankshear, 1987, quoted in Hannon, 2000, p.32) 
 

Pluralists believe not only that we should speak of 'literacies' rather than 'literacy', 

but reject the notion that literacy practices are neutral with regard to power, social 

identity and political ideology. By intentionally or unintentionally privileging certain 

literacy practices hegemonic power is either increased or decreased (Gee, 1996). The 

pluralist conception of literacy is, to a great extent, similar to the postmodernist 

movement in the late 20th century. Whilst adherents are clear as to what they are against 

(in this case a 'unitary' conception of literacy) it is not always clear what they stand for. 

What constitutes a 'literacy'? What do 'literacies' have in common? Hannon attempts to 

bring some clarity by appealing to the notion of 'family resemblence', much as 

Wittgenstein did for the concept of 'game'. His argument is that although we cannot 

define 'literacy' in a way that would satisfy every critic, we can nevertheless know what it 

means in practice. This fits in well with the Pragmatic methodology I outline in Chapter 

6 and with my belief  that one of the fundamentally important differences beteween 
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considering ‘literacy’ and ‘literacies’ is that the latter foregrounds human agency in a 

way that the former does not. 

Hannon, however, does not position himself as either a 'unitary' or 'pluralist' 

thinker with respect to literacy. After suggesting that theorists prefer unitary or pluralist 

conceptions of literacy depending upon whether they focus on literacy as a skill 

(psychology) or as a social practice (sociology), he questions why we need to choose 

between these two conceptions. ‘A full conception of literacy in education requires 

awareness of both,’ he states (Hannon, 2000, p.38). This is closer to the spectrum of 

ambiguity I will explore in Chapter 5 than the ‘wave-particle duality’ we saw proposed 

by Holme earlier. 

Although Hannon does not give a name to this 'third way' of dealing with literacy, 

it is difficult to argue against his rationale. 'Literacy' becomes 'literacies' and yet the latter 

can still, in some way, be separated from and identified from its cultural production. That 

is to say that, although created with norms and methods (implicitly) negotiated with 

communities, 'literacy' and the texts produced using 'literate practices' can be separated 

from one another. Indeed, without such a position, the concept of 'literacies' could 

collapse into solipsism as there would be no agreed way of talking about such practices 

and cultural constructs.  

Those working more recently than Hannon have indeed given a generic name to 

the types of literacies mentioned above. Known simply as 'New Literacies', their study is 

now a distinct and separate strand of literacy research. They seek, as Durrant & Green 

put it, to describe a more '3D' model of literacies including ‘cultural, critical and 

operational dimensions’ (quoted in Beavis, 2002, p.51). Attempting to describe and, to 

some extent, promote the new opportunities that digital, collaborative technologies afford 

society, 'New Literacies' theorists focus on new ways individuals can express themselves. 
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They debate and try to explain how using these new technologies and methods of 

expression fit within, or complement, existing literacies. Although New Literacies is a 

new field of research there is nevertheless some debate and differing positions that can be 

taken. I shall explore this in more detail in Chapter 7. 

 
 
 
 

Requirements of a ‘literacy’ 
 

From the above, it is clear that for a term or concept to be considered a ‘literacy’ 

and useful in practice it must meet certain criteria. These criteria must be derived from 

conceptions of traditional (print) literacy and related literate practices. Without being 

grounded and bounded by this it would be difficult to see how the word 'literacy' could 

form part of a definition for, example, ‘digital literacy’. 

First, a definition including ‘literacy’ must have explanatory power and make a 

difference in practice. Although by its very nature it is likely to be metaphorical in 

nature, the term must be 'useful in the way of belief' (James, 1995). This Pragmatic 

element will be explored in more detail in Chapter 6 but, for now, I shall take it that 

literacy has to be for a purpose. 

Second, a definition mentioning ‘literacy’ must deal with the retrospective nature 

of literacy, either by including past (and future) instances of literate practice, or by 

explaining why the retrospective element is not required. A definition must deal 

successfully with the historical component and legacy of the 'literacy' element of the 

term. In other words, if the word literacy’ is used in new domains in ways not congruent 

with existing practice, then it would be better that another word was used. This will be 

important in Chapter 8 when we come to analyse what, in fact, ‘digital literacies’ are. 
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Third, any definition that involves ‘literacy’ needs to explain adequately its 

relation to other metaphorical terms in the 'literate practices' arena. Proponents of a 

definition must explain whether the proposed term or concept is a derivative term, 

whether it stands in its own right, what it is predicated upon, and whether it includes 

other forms of literacy. This relates directly to what was latent in Chapter 2 and the 

concept of ‘umbrella terms’ and micro literacies’ explored in Chapter 7. 

Finally, anyone wishing to define a term including reference to ‘literacy’ needs to 

explain to what the modifier (such as 'digital' in ‘digital literacy’) pertains. For example, 

a broad definition of 'digital' would include calculators, whereas a more narrow definition 

may deal solely with devices that can (for example) access the internet. This can be 

difficult to ascertain as it is often merely assumed or implied, as we will see in Chapters 8 

and 9. The definition does not have to go into much detail about this, but some kind of 

explanation of the ‘digital’ element should be present in some form. 

These, then, are the four conditions by which I will judge definitions of digital 

literacy under the Pragmatic method employed in this thesis. Those who propose 

definitions must deal adequately and convincingly with the following elements: 

1. ‘Cash value' or utility 
2. Retrospective element  
3. Metaphorical element  
4. Digital element  

 

The first of these, the utility of the method will be explained in the methodology section 

(Chapter 6).  

I will argue in Chapter 9 that attempting to define a single ‘digital literacy’ (or 

any other new literacy) in an objective, contextless manner is doomed to failure. Instead, 

after applying a Pragmatic methodology and considering the world of McLuhan, Ong and 
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Csikzentmihalyi, I conclude that a matrix of configurable and contextualised core 

elements  is more appropriate for scaffolding new literacy practices. 



 
 

 70 

 
 

Chapter 4: The history of ‘digital literacy’ 
 

 

‘If there are many things, it is necessary that they are just as many as they are, and 
neither more nor less than that. But if they are as many as they are, they will be limited.’ 

(Zeno of Elea) 
 

As alluded to in the introduction, this thesis has a large enough scope in trying to 

come to terms with digital and new literacies without attempting to define exactly what is 

meant by the ‘digital’. In addition, there is a large body of excellent work around 

traditional (print) literacy that I simply do not have the space to consider here. For 

practical reasons, therefore, I begin this chapter in the latter half of the 20th century with 

metaphorical uses of ‘literacy’ created by adding a modifying adjectival prefix (e.g. 

‘information’ literacy). 

The field of 'digital literacy' has a relatively long history; it is a term that has 

evolved. Its beginnings can be traced back to the end of the 1960s when a feeling that 

standard definitions of 'literacy' missed out something important from the increasingly 
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visual nature of the media produced by society. In 1969 John Debes offered a tentative 

definition for a concept he called 'visual literacy':  

‘Visual Literacy refers to a group of vision-competencies a human being can 
develop by seeing and at the same time having and integrating other sensory 
experiences. The development of these competencies is fundamental to normal 
human learning. When developed, they enable a visually literate person to 
discriminate and interpret the visible actions, objects, symbols, natural or man-
made, that he encounters in his environment. Through the creative use of these 
competencies, he is able to communicate with others. Through the appreciative use 
of these competencies, he is able to comprehend and enjoy the masterworks of 
visual communication.’  

(Debes, quoted in Avgerinou & Ericson, 1997, p. 281)  
 

This definition is closely tied to those surrounding Traditional Literacy. It 

mentions interpreting symbols, communication and understanding. Dondis in A Primer in 

Visual Literacy made explicit the reasoning behind considering visual elements as 

requiring a separate 'literacy': 

 

‘In print, language is the primary element, while visual factors, such as the physical 
setting or design format and illustration, are secondary or supportive. In the modern 
media, just the reverse is true. The visual dominates; the verbal augments. Print is 
not dead yet, nor will it ever be, but nevertheless, our language-dominated culture 
has moved perceptively toward the iconic. Most of what we know and learn, what 
we buy and believe, what we recognize and desire, is determined by the domination 
of the human psyche by the photograph. And it will be more so in the future.’  

(Dondis, 1973, p.7) 
 

Those who espoused this doctrine were careful to stress the importance of both 

being able to both decode and encode, creating and communicating via images. 

Considine championed visual literacy as being ‘the ability to comprehend and create 

images in a variety of media in order to communicate effectively,’ leading to those who 

are 'visually literate' being ‘able to produce and interpret visual messages’ (Considine, 

1986, p.38). More recently, with the explosion of what I will later term 'micro-literacies,' 

the concept of 'visual literacy' has been re-conceived of as 'media grammar literacy'. That 
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is to say it stresses the ‘medium as being at least as important as the message’. I will 

explore this further in Chapter 8. 

In essence, the notion of 'visual literacy' is an important corrective to the idea that 

it is only textual symbols that can encode and decode information and meaning. As Lowe 

puts it, ‘visual materials in general are typically not considered to pose any reading 

challenges to the viewer’ (Lowe, 1993, p.24).25 Coupling 'visual' with 'literacy' not only 

prompts a debate about the metaphorical use of language but, by using 'literacy', suggests 

‘entitlement or necessity, and the need to seek out deficiencies and remedy them’ (Raney, 

1999, p.41).  

Hijacking the term 'literacy' for such procedural ends has, however, worried some 

who believe that it conflates 'literacy' with 'competence' (Adams & Hamm, 2001, p.vii).26 

Whilst some in the early 1980s believed that 'visual literacy' may still have some life left 

in it, others considered the concept ‘phonologically, syntactically, and semantically 

untenable’ (Cassidy & Knowlton, 1983, p.88), as ‘not a coherent area of study but, at 

best, an ingenious orchestration of ideas’ (Suhor & Little, 1988, p.470). Each writer on 

the term has written from his or her viewpoint, leading to a situation akin to the 

apocryphal story of the six blind men tasked with describing an elephant, each doing so 

differently when given a different part to feel. The feeling from the literature seems to be 

that whilst there may be something important captured in part by the term 'visual 

literacy', it all too easily collapses into solipsism and therefore loses descriptive and 

explanatory power. 

The concept of 'visual literacy' continued until the late 1990s, eventually being 

enveloped by 'umbrella terms' combining two or more 'literacies.' Parallel to visual 

                                                
25 This is considered in more depth by Paxson (2004, p.vi), Sigafoos & Green (2007, 
p.29), Bazeli & Heintz (1997, p.4) and Kovalchik & Dawson (2004, p.602). 
26 This is similar to the concerns raised in Chapter 2 about the nature of ‘literacy’ in 
Norway. 
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literacy from the 1970s onwards came the development of the term 'technological 

literacy.' It began to gain currency as a growing awareness took hold of the potential 

dangers to the environment of technological development as well as economic fears in 

the western world about the competition posted by technologically more adept nations 

(Martin, 2008, p.158). 'Technological literacy' (or 'technology literacy') was a marriage of 

skills-based concerns with a more 'academic' approach, leading to a US government-

funded publication entitled Technology for All Americans. This defined 'technological 

literacy' as combining ‘the ability to use... the key systems of the time,’ whilst ‘insuring 

that all technological activities are efficient and appropriate,’ and ‘synthesiz[ing]... 

information into new insights’ (quoted in Martin, 2008, p.158) This literacy was one 

defined and prompted by economic necessities and political concerns. 

Although stimulated by competition with non-western countries, a growing 

awareness in the 1980s that computers and related technologies were producing a 

‘postmodern consciousness of multiple perspectives’ with young people ‘culturally 

positioned by the pervasiveness of computer-based and media technologies’ (Smith, et 

al., 1988, referenced by Smith & Curtin, 1998, p.211-2) reinforced the need for the 

formalization of some type of literacy relating to the use of computers and other digital 

devices. Technological literacy seemed to be an answer. As we saw in a previous chapter, 

Gurak (2001, p.13) dubbed this a 'perfomative' notion of literacy, ‘the ability to do 

something is what counts.’ Literacy was reduced to being 'technology literate' meaning 

‘knowing how to use a particular piece of technology.’  The 'critical' element of literacy, 

which Gurak is at pains to stress, including the ability to make meta-level decisions 

judgements about technology usage, were entirely absent from these 1970s and 80s 

definitions. Technological or technology literacy is too broad a concept as ‘nearly all 

modes of communication are technologies - so there is no functional distinction between 
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print-based literacy and digital literacy.’ (Eyman, no date, p.7) Discussions about, and 

advocates of, 'technological literacy' had mostly petered out by the late 1980s/early 

1990s. 

Growing out of the perceived need for a 'technological literacy' came, with the 

dawn of the personal computer, calls for definitions of a 'computer literacy.' Before the 

Apple II, 'microcomputers' were sold in kit form for hobbyists to assemble themselves. 

With the Apple II in 1977, followed by IBM's first 'Personal Computer' (PC) in 1981, 

computers became available to the masses. Graphical User Interfaces (GUIs) were 

developed from the early 1980s onwards, with the first iteration of Apple's 'Finder' 

coming in 1984 followed by Microsoft's 'Windows' in 1985. There is a symbiotic link 

between the hardware and software available at any given time and the supposed skills, 

competencies and 'literacies' that accompany their usage. As computers and their 

interfaces developed so did conceptions of the 'literacy' that accompany their usage. 

The term 'computer literacy' was an attempt to give a vocational aspect to the use 

of computers and to state how useful computers could be in almost every area of learning 

(Buckingham, 2008, p.76). Definitions of computer literacy from the 1980s include ‘the 

skills and knowledge needed by a citizen to survive and thrive in a society that is 

dependent on technology’ (Hunter, 1984, p.45), ‘appropriate familiarity with technology 

to enable a person to live and cope in the modern world’ (Scher, 1984, p.25), and ‘an 

understanding of computer characteristics, capabilities and applications, as well as an 

ability to implement this knowledge in the skilful and productive use of computer 

applications’ (Simonson, et al., 1987, p.232). As Andrew Molnar, who allegedly coined 

the term, points out 'computer literacy,' like 'technological literacy' is an extremely broad 

church, meaning that almost anything could count as an instance of the term: 
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‘We started computer literacy in '72 [...] We coined that phrase. It's sort of ironic. 
Nobody knows what computer literacy is. Nobody can define it. And the reason we 
selected [it] was because nobody could define it, and [...] it was a broad enough 
term that you could get all of these programs together under one roof.’  

(My emphasis, quoted at thefreedictionary.com) 
 

 

It is somewhat ironic that 'computer literacy' was chosen as a term because it was 

ineffable, indefinable and a little outré. Later in the decade an attempt was made to 

equate computer literacy with programming ability. The idea of literacy not being the 

same as fluency is one to which we will return to in Chapter 8:  

 

 
‘It is reasonable to suggest that a person who has written a computer program 
should be called literate in computing. This is an extremely elementary definition. 
Literacy is not fluency.’  

(Nevison, 1976 quoted in Martin (2003, p.12) 
 

In the 1980s applications available from the command line removed the need for 

users to be able to program the application in the first place. Views on what constituted 

'computer literacy' changed as a result. The skills and attributes of a user who is said to 

be 'computer literate,' became no more tangible, however, and simply focused on the 

ability to use computer applications rather than the ability to program. On reflection, it is 

tempting to call the abilities that fell within the sphere of 'computer literacy' as 

competencies - as a collection of skills that can be measured using, for example, the 

European Computer Driving License (ECDL). By including the word 'literacy,' however, 

those unsure about the 'brave new world' of computers could be reassured that the digital 

frontier is not that different after all from the physical world with which they are familiar. 

Literacy once again was used to try to convey and shape meaning from a rather nebulous 

and loosely-defined set of skills. 
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Martin has identified conceptions of 'computer literacy' as passing through three 

phases. First came the Mastery phase which lasted up until the mid-1980s. In this phase 

the computer was perceived as alien, as ‘arcane and powerful,’ with emphasis being 

placed upon on programming and gaining control over it. This was followed by the 

Application phase from the mid-1980s up to the late 1990s. The coming of simple 

graphical interfaces such as Windows 3.1 allowed computers to be used by the masses. 

Computers began to be used as tools for education, work and leisure. This is the time 

when many certification schemes based on 'IT competence' began, including the ECDL, 

and computers began to be integrated into the home and workplace. From the late 1990s 

onwards came the Reflective phase with the ‘awareness of the need for more critical, 

evaluative and reflective approaches’ (Martin 2008, p.156-7). It is during this latter phase 

that the explosion of 'new literacies' occurred. Some type of 'synthesis' occurred with 

leisure time and workflows taking account of the transformative capacity of more widely-

defined digital technologies. 

The main problem with computer literacy was the elision between 'literacy' as 

meaning (culturally-valued) knowledge and 'literacy' as being bound up with the skills of 

reading and writing (Wiley, 1996). As we have seen above, both knowledge and skills 

are elements that need to be dealt with explicitly in any definition of literacy. Procedural 

knowledge about how to use a computer was conflated in definitions of 'computer 

literacy' with the ability to use a computer in creative and communicative activities. 

Being able to use a computer to access knowledge and media is different from using a 

computer to create knowledge and media.  

The assumption that using a computer to achieve specified ends constituted a 

literacy began to be questioned towards the end of the 1990s. A US National Council 
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Report from 1999 questioned whether today's 'computer literacy' would be enough in a 

world of rapid change: 

 

‘Generally, 'computer literacy' has acquired a 'skills' connotation, implying 
competency with a few of today's computer applications, such as word processing 
and e-mail. Literacy is too modest a goal in the presence of rapid change, because it 
lacks the necessary 'staying power'. As the technology changes by leaps and 
bounds, existing skills become antiquated and there is no migration path to new 
skills. A better solution is for the individual to plan to adapt to changes in the 
technology.’  

(US National Council, 1999, quoted in Martin, 2003, p.16) 
 

Literacy is seen as fixed entity under this conception, as a state rather than a process. 

It became apparent that ‘definitions of computer literacy are often mutually 

contradictory’ (Talja, 2005 in Johnson, 2008, p.33), that ‘computer literacy’ might not 

‘convey enough intellectual power to be likened to textual literacy,’ (diSessa, 2000, 

p.109), and with authors as early as 1993 talking of 'the largely discredited term 

'computer literacy'’ (Bigum & Green, 1993, p.6). Theorists scrambled to define new and 

different terms. An explosion and proliferation of terms ranging from the obvious 

('digital literacy') to the awkward ('electracy') occurred. At times, this seems to be as 

much to do with authors making a name for themselves as providing a serious and lasting 

contribution to the literacy debate. 

As the term 'computer literacy' began to lose credibility and the use of computers 

for communication became more mainstream the term 'ICT literacy' (standing for 

'Information Communications Technology') became more commonplace. Whereas with 

'computer literacy' and the dawn of GUIs the 'encoding' element of literacy had been lost, 

this began to be restored with 'ICT literacy.' The following definition from the US-based 

Educational Testing Service's ICT Literacy Panel is typical: 
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‘ICT literacy is using digital technology, communications tools, and/or networks to 
access, manage, integrate, evaluate, and create information in order to function in a 
knowledge society.’  

(ETS ICT Literacy Panel, 2002, p.2) 
 

The skills outlined in this definition are more than merely procedural, they are 

conceptual. This leads to the question as to whether ICT literacy is an absolute term, ‘a 

measure of a person's total functional skills in ICT’ or ‘a relative measure’, there being 

ICT literacies, with individuals on separate scales (Oliver & Towers, 2000). Those who 

believe it to be an absolute term have suggested a three-stage process to become ICT 

literate. First comes the simple use of ICT (spreadsheets, word processing, etc.), followed 

secondly by engagement with online communities, sending emails and browsing the 

internet. Finally comes engagement in e-learning ‘using whatever systems are available’ 

(Cook & Smith, 2004). This definition of literacy is rather 'tools-based' and is analogous 

to specifying papyrus rolls or fountain pens under conceptions of Traditional (Print) 

Literacy. A particular literacy is seen as being reliant upon particular tools rather than 

involving a meta-level definition. 'Functional skills' is a term assumed to cover both the 

knowledge and the skills elements of literacy. 

We saw the issues with the multiplicity of understandings of ‘digital literacy’ in 

Chapter 2. The problem is that, as with its predecessor term, 'ICT literacy' also means 

different things to different groups of people. The European Commission, for example 

conceives of ICT literacy as 'learning to operate... technology' without it including any 

'higher-order skills such as knowing and understanding what it means to live in a 

digitalized and networked society' (Coutinho, 2007). This is direct opposition to the ETS 

definition above - demonstrating the fragmented and ambiguous nature of the term. Town 

sees 'ICT literacy' in the United Kingdom as ‘a particularly unfortunate elision’ as: 
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‘ICT (information and communications technology) literacy appears to imply 
inclusion of information literacy, but in fact is only a synonym for IT (or computer) 
literacy. Its use tends to obscure the fact that information literacy is a well 
developed concept separate from IT (information technology) literacy. 

(Town, 2003, p.53) 
 

As Town goes on to note, this is not the case in non-English-speaking countries. 

ICT literacy is a concept that resides on the 'skills' end of the spectrum whilst claiming a 

'knowledge' element that it cannot deliver. 

 
 
 
 
The role and status of information literacy 

 

Before moving on to definitions of digital literacy it is important to mention one 

more major influential 'literacy' coined in the last 30 years that has been alluded to above: 

'information literacy.' This is a term that was coined in the 1970s but which has 

undergone a number of transformations to keep it current and relevant. Unlike 

'technological literacy,' 'computer literacy,' and 'ICT literacy' it is not bounded by 

technology (and therefore likely to become outdated), nor is it a corrective to an existing 

'literacy' (as with 'visual literacy'). Because it is not dependent upon any one technology 

or set of technologies, 'information literacy' has been eagerly taken onboard by librarians 

(Martin 2008, p.160) and governments (Fieldhouse & Nicholas, 2008, p.50) alike. Indeed 

more recently it has been defined as a 'habit of mind' rather than a set of skills: 

 

‘[I]nformation literacy is a way of thinking rather than a set of skills... It is a matrix 
of critical and reflective capacities, as well as disciplined creative thought, that 
impels the student to range widely through the information environment... When 
sustained through a supportive learning environment at course, program or 
institutional level, information literacy can become a dispositional habit...  a ‘habit 
of mind’ that seeks ongoing improvement and self-discipline in inquiry, research 
and integration of knowledge from varied sources.’  

(Center for Intellectual Property in the Digital Environment, 2005, viii-ix) 
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This ‘habit of mind’ approach is something I consider when discussing the 

Pragmatic methodology introduced and applied from Chapter 6 onwards. Literacy 

becomes not something explicitly measurable, but an attitude or a positioning of oneself 

towards information. 

Although evident in the literature since the 1970s, the concept of 'information 

literacy' gained real traction in the 1990s with the advent of mass use of the internet. 

Suddenly information was a few effortless keystrokes and mouse clicks away rather than 

residing in great tomes in a distant physical space. Accessing and using this information 

correctly constituted, for proponents of the concept, a new 'literacy'. This was a time 

when politicians such as Al Gore used the term 'Information Superhighway' or 'Infobahn' 

to loosely describe the opportunities afforded by the internet. The emphasis was not upon 

content creation but upon access to knowledge. The metaphor of a road network 

exemplified the assumption that it would be governments, businesses and NGOs that 

provided the information or knowledge. The revolutionary aspect would be the 

democratization universal access to this would provide. 

'Information literacy' as a term was boosted greatly by a definition and six-stage 

model for developing the concept agreed upon by the American Libraries Association in 

1989. The committee tasked with investigating information literacy proposed that an 

‘information literate person’ would ‘recognize when information is needed and have the 

ability to locate, evaluate, and use effectively the needed information’ (quoted in 

Fieldhouse & Nicholas, 2008, p.52). Achieving the state of being 'information literate' 

involves passing through six stages, outlined in Bawden (2008, p.21-22): 

 

1. Recognizing a need for information 
2. Identifying what information is needed 
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3. Finding the information 
4. Evaluating the information 
5. Organizing the information 
6. Using the information. 

 

Boekhorst believes that, indeed, all definitions of information literacy presented 

over the years can be summarized in three concepts. First there is the ICT concept: using 

ICT to ‘retrieve and disseminate information’. Second is the information resources 

concept: the ability to find resources independently ‘without the aid of intermediaries’. 

Finally comes the information process concept: ‘recognizing information need, 

retrieving, evaluating, using and disseminating of information to acquire or extend 

knowledge.’  As such information literacy has at times been seen as including computer-

related literacies, sometimes as part of such literacies, and sometimes as being tangential 

to them (Boekhorst, cited by Virkus, 2003). This is what I refer to in Chapter 7 as an 

‘umbrella term’. 

From these statements in the late 1980s/early 1990s information literacy 

developed to include an ethical dimension (‘knowing when and why you need 

information, where to find it, and how to evaluate, use and communicate it in an ethical 

manner’, SCONUL,1999)27 and an economic dimension (‘Information literacy will be 

essential for all future employees’).28 Information literacy has been seen as a 'liberal art' 

with an element of critical reflection, critical evaluation, and as involving problem-

solving and decision-making dimensions (Bruce, 1997). 

Graphic designers are keen to stress the importance of their work, that it has 

parity with text-based representations of thoughts and ideas. Thus this explanation of the 

'literacy' involved in graphic design is representative: 

 

                                                
27 Quoted in Fieldhouse & Nicholas, 2008, p.52) 
28 Langlois (1997)  
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‘Literacy issues are of utmost importance to information designers because they 
affect the audience's ability to receive messages. In a knowledge economy, our 
understanding of the term ‘literacy’ has expanded. It no longer simply refers to 
reading and writing skills, but also focuses on the ability to find, process, interpret, 
and apply information.’  

(Visocky O'Grady & Visocky O’Grady, 2008, p.91) 
 

The problem with such definitions and models is that they continue to view 

literacy as a state which can be achieved rather than an ongoing process and group of 

practices. They may make reference to the fact that the world has changed, but this is 

understood in big leaps rather than incremental change.  

In addition 'information literacy' is biased heavily towards the reading and 

understanding part of literacy rather than the creation of texts. However much 

'information literacy' may be praised for being an inclusive term (Doyle, 1994), be 

evident in the policy documents produced by western governments and seen as 'essential' 

to the success of learners, it has 'no agreed definition' (Fieldhouse & Nicholas, 2008). It 

is, in the words of Stephen Foster ‘a phrase in a quest for meaning’ (Snavely & Cooper, 

1997, p.10). How, wonders Foster, would we recognize, and seek to remedy,  

'information illiteracy'? As Karl Popper would have it, such a term is 'unfalsifiable'. 

Despite this, many theorists propose information literacy as an ‘overarching 

literacy of life in the 21st century' (Bruce, 2002) and bodies such as the US Association of 

Colleges and Research Libraries come up with 'performance indicators' for the concept 

(Martin, 2008 p.159), 'information literacy' suffers from a lack of descriptive power. It is 

too ambitious in scope, too wide-ranging in application and not precise enough in detail 

to be useful in an actionable way. Even a move from talking about being 'information 

literate' to 'information savvy' (Fieldhouse & Nicholas, 2008, p.47) runs into difficulties 

for the same reasons. Definitions of the concept are too 'objective' and independent of the 

learner, even when there are 'seven key characteristics' to work towards (Bawden, 2008). 
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The evolution of digital literacy 

 

After 'visual literacy,' 'technological literacy,' 'computer literacy,' and 'information 

literacy' ultimately proved unsuccessful, many sought to find a term more in keeping 

with digital communications and the Internet age. Although the concept of 'digital 

literacy' was not invented by him, the beginning of real discussion of the term was the 

publication of Paul Gilster's 1997 book Digital Literacy. Despite the promising title, the 

book has been criticized for giving multiple definitions of 'digital literacy,' with Gilster's 

idiosyncratic writing style cited as a reason why it didn't have an immediate impact. 

(Bawden, 2008).  

Nevertheless, Gilster's work did begin to have an impact in the early years of the 

21st  century with others citing his ‘generic expression of the idea’ as a ‘strength’ 

(Bawden, 2008, p.18). Gilster makes no less than eleven attempts at a definition of the 

concept ranging from digital literacy as ‘the ability to access networked computer 

resources and use them,’ (Gilster, 2007, p.1) to it being ‘partly about awareness of other 

people and our expanded ability to contact them to discuss issues and get help’ (p.31). 

The idea most cited by other authors, however, is Gilster’s assertion that digital literacy is 

about ‘mastering ideas, not keystrokes’ (p.15). This explicitly addresses the meta-level 

nature of literacy so conspicuously missing from earlier computer-related conceptions of 

literacy. 

The 'impressionistic and wide-ranging' nature (Bawden, 2008, p.19) of Gilster's 

account means that, to a great extent, those following him and using the term could quote 

his work in support of theirs. Indeed, at the time of writing (2011), Google Scholar 
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indicates that Gilster has been cited ‘about 630’ times. Interestingly, when I first wrote 

this paragraph in 2010 the number was 375: 

 

 
Figure 4 – Google Scholar citations for Paul Gilster’s book Digital Literacy 

 

Bawden attempts to derive a list of the elements Gilster believes to be present in 

the term from the latter's work. He comes up with the following: 

• ‘knowledge assembly,’ building a ‘reliable information hoard’ from diverse 
sources 

• retrieval skills, plus ‘critical thinking’ for making informed judgements about 
retrieved information, with wariness about the validity and completeness of 
internet sources 

• reading and understanding non-sequential and dynamic material 
• awareness of the value of traditional tools in conjunction with networked media 
• awareness of ‘people networks’ as sources of advice and help using filters and 

agents to manage incoming information 
• being comfortable with publishing and communicating information, as well as 

accessing it 
(Bawden, 2008, p.20) 

We will see in Chapter 5 that although Gilster’s approach was so wide-ranging 

that a definition of digital literacy was unable to gain traction, positioning it on the cusp 

of a phase I will term ‘Creative ambiguity’ has led to useful work amongst researchers 

and practitioners. 

As with other new literacies, there are almost as many definitions of 'digital 

literacy' as there are proponents of the concept. Listing and unpacking each of these 
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would take up an undue amount of space and involve much repetition so I intend to focus 

on the work of those theorists that represent particular streams of thought: Martin (2008), 

Eshet-Alkalai and Amichai-Hamburger (2004), Tornero (2004b) and Bélisle (quoted in 

Martin, 2008). As my aim in this thesis is primarily to look forwards, not backwards I 

attempt in what follows to ascertain the contributions of each of these theorists whilst 

pointing out where their organising framework remain deficient. Subsequently, I identify 

eight ‘essential’ elements of digital literacies culled from a ‘meta’ definition based upon 

their work. 

Although what follows suggests some order and cohesion in the literature, all that 

the definitions have in common, in essence, is that digital literacy 'captures the notion 

that the literacy practices referred to are enacted in digital spaces' (Eyman, no date, p.7). 

As Eshet-Alkalai notes, ‘indistinct use of the term causes ambiguity, and leads to 

misunderstanding, misconceptions, and poor communication.’ There is, he notes: 

‘…particular inconsistency between those who regard digital literacy as primarily 
concerned with technical skills and those who see it as focused on cognitive and 
socio-emotional aspects of working in a digital environment.’  

(Eshet-Alkalai, 2004, quoted in Bawden, 2008, p.24) 
 

This is something I shall pick up in more detail in Chapter 5. 

Martin (2008) claims to have abstracted from the prior research literature in the 

digital literacies arena come up with five 'key elements': 

1. Digital literacy involves being able to carry out successful digital actions 
embedded within work, learning, leisure, and other aspects of everyday life; 

2. Digital literacy, for the individual, will therefore vary according to his/her 
particular life situation and also be an ongoing lifelong process developing as the 
individual's life situation evolves; 

3. Digital literacy is broader than ICT literacy and will include elements drawn from 
several related ‘digital literacies’; 

4. Digital literacy involves acquiring and using knowledge, techniques, attitudes and 
personal qualities and will include the ability to plan, execute and evaluate digital 
actions in the solution of life tasks; 

5. It also include the ability to be aware of oneself as a digitally literate person, and 
to reflect on one's own digital literacy development. 
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(Martin, 2008, p.165) 

 

This overview foregrounds the important notion of context (exemplified in the first bullet 

point) and mentions the importance of literacies in their plurality, something that is 

missing from other definitions of a single digital literacy. It is a useful overview that is 

additive in that each of the five points depends upon the previous. Seemingly missing 

from Martin’s overview, however, is an explicit acknowledgement of the importance of 

the creative act in digital literacies. His mention of ‘digital actions’ does not seem to 

convey the same level of experimentation as we would want to perhaps ascribe to the 

digitally literate individual. In addition, Martin makes no reference to power relations and 

the emerging consensus around actions within what are termed ‘affinity spaces’. 

Rigorous testing for digital literacy is perhaps less important than with traditional (print) 

literacy as it understood as a moving target. Martin’s five aspects of digital literacies are 

‘soft’ skills and meta-level understandings, whereas those things that can be tested have, 

necessarily, to be clearly bounded, rigorously defined and, ultimately, measurable. The 

lack of explanation as to what the ‘digital’ part of ‘digital literacy’ applies is a wider 

problem, however, as we shall see in Chapter 8. 

Eshet-Alkalai and Amichai-Hamburger attempt a rigorous yet practical overview 

of digital literacy by using a 'skills' framework. Digital literacy thus includes: 

• Photo-visual skills (''reading' instructions from graphical displays') 
• Reproduction skills ('utilizing digital reproduction to create new, meaningful 

materials from preexisting ones') 
• Branching skills  ('constructing knowledge from non-linear, hypertextual 

navigation') 
• Information skills ('evaluating the quality and validity of information') 
• Socio-emotional skills ('understanding the ‘rules’ that prevail in cyberspace and 

applying this understanding in online cyberspace communication'). 
(Eshet-Alkalai & Amichai-Hamburger, 2004, p.421) 

 



 
 

 87 

Whilst, unlike Martin, this overview includes ‘Reproduction skills’ that enable 

‘new, meaningful materials [to be created] from preexisting ones’ it still the creative act 

of individuals creating something from scratch. A rejoinder to this may be that every 

literacy practice is derivative from at least one other pre-existing literacy practice. If this 

is the case, then all creative acts are derivative. Problems then arise with completely 

original works. Do they involve a 'literacy' or not? If so, is it a 'literacy' specific to that 

particular medium or technology? 

Again, something that is not considered in enough depth by Eshet-Alkalai and 

Amichai-Hamburger is notion of literacy practices being situated within semiotic, 

community-defined, domains. Whilst the authors mention understanding (and applying) 

the ‘rules’ that prevail in cyberspace, such ‘citizenship’ is a concept that goes above and 

beyond the mere obeying of rules. It is not only understanding one's rights and behaving 

appropriately, but recognizing and acting upon one's responsibilities within a given 

domain. However, the ‘branching skills’ mentioned by Eshet-Alkalai and Amichai-

Hamburger along with ‘photo-visual skills’ are an important reminder of how literacy 

differs from traditional (print) literacy, both in the metaphorical use of ‘text’ and the 

understanding of ‘network effects’.  

Tornero (2004b) believes digital literacy to be very similar to UNESCO's 

definition of 'media education': 

‘[Media Education] enables people to gain understanding of the communication 
media used in their society and the way they operate and to acquire skills in using 
these media to communicate with others. 
... 
[It] is linked with communication in general and is part of the basic entitlement of 
every citizen, in every country in the world, to freedom of expression and the right 
to information and is instrumental in building and sustaining democracy.’  

(Tornero, 2004b) 
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As a result, Tornero comes up with four dimensions involved in the 'process' of digital 

literacy: 

1. Operational: The ability to use computers and communication technologies. 
2. Semiotic: The ability to use all the languages that converge in the new multimedia 

universe. 
3. Cultural: A new intellectual environment for the Information Society. 
4. Civic: A new repertoire of rights and duties relating to the new technological 

context. 
 

Whilst this certainly remedies the lack of community and civic elements in the 

two models outlined above, it again fails to make explicit the creative element of digital 

literacy. One could argue that the ability to use computers and communication 

technologies is a 'competence,' not an area of literacy. This is why the 'creative' element 

is important in digital literacy. Nor does Tornero deal adequately with the 'critical' nature 

of digital literacy. That is to say he does not consider, for example, an individual deciding 

to use one tool over another as a matter of literacy. Whilst it could be argued that this is 

not, in fact, a matter for literacy, such critical reflection is mentioned only in passing by 

Tornero. What is nevertheless useful in Tornero’s framework is the focus upon the 

semiotics of new digital spaces and the multiple ‘languages’ that converge to allow 

reading and writing to happen in new ways.  

Claire Bélisle believes ‘literacy’ to be an evolving concept with three distinct 

stages thus far. The first is the model favoured by UNESCO: the functional model. This 

conceives of literacy as the mastery of simple cognitive and practical skills. Most 

theorists in the literature of this research area, and especially those who espouse 'new 

literacies', would see this as a definition of competence, not literacy. Thus, 'digital 

competence' could involve a basic understanding of how the internet works (e.g. 

hyperlinks) and having the practical skills to be able to navigate it. 
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The second model in the evolution of literacy cited by Bélisle is the socio-cultural 

practice model. This model takes as its basis that ‘the concept of literacy is only 

meaningful in terms of its social context and that to be literate is to have access to 

cultural, economic and political structures of society’ (quoted in Martin, 2008, p.156). It 

appears intuitive that individuals have to be literate for something, so within the digital 

sphere the socio-cultural practice model makes sense. It deals specifically with the 

disenfranchisement felt by those not literate within a given domain. The model can also 

explain how hegemonic power can be grasped or maintained by those with access to 

literacy tools. A good example of the latter would be the Catholic church in Europe in the 

Early Modern Period. Banning books being churned out of newly-invented printing 

presses was an attempt to control literacy practices. The model is also a useful call-to-

arms for those concerned about liberty and equality in society; in other words, social 

justice. It provides an arena for discourse about the importance of literacy in living a 

productive and rewarding life in a way that Paolo Friere would term ‘emancipatory’. 

There are, however, problems with the socio-cultural practice model of literacy. It 

deals with literacy as an ideology more than as a practical skill. As a result, constructive, 

creative and critical elements that we may want to foreground when defining digital 

literacies are only alluded to at the expense of the cultural, communicative and civic. The 

‘cognitive’ element of digital literacies is not addressed, nor is the link between literacy 

and some kind of confidence (which I shall explain below). The socio-cultural practice 

model of literacy does not, therefore, have sufficient explanatory power to be used as the 

bedrock for new forms of literacy. 

The final stage in the evolution of literacy, according to Bélisle, is the intellectual 

empowerment model. This deals with the link between new tools and new ways of 

thinking: 
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‘Literacy not only provides means and skills to deal with written texts and numbers 
within specific cultural and ideological contexts, but it brings a profound 
enrichment and eventually entails a transformation of human thinking capacities. 
This intellectual empowerment happens whenever mankind endows itself with new 
cognitive tools, such as writing, or with new technical instruments, such as those 
that digital technology has made possible.’  

(Bélisle, quoted in Martin, 2008, p.156) 
  

This 'meta-level' view of literacy certainly deals with the cognitive element 

missing in the socio-cultural practices model as well as, to some extent, the critical and 

communicative aspects. However, no specific mention is given to the civic, constructive 

and confidence aspects of literacy I mentioned earlier.   

If these conceptions of literacy have indeed 'evolved' from one another then they 

are, in a similar way to Martin’s five elements, additive; they build upon one another. If 

that is the case, the functional, socio-cultural practice, and intellectual empowerment 

models of literacy would together seem to cover all of the essential elements for digital 

literacies. That is to say all eight ‘Cs’ mentioned above are present: 

1. Cultural 
2. Cognitive 
3. Constructive 
4. Communicative 
5. Confident 
6. Creative 
7. Critical 
8. Civic 

, 

Melding these, we would get a definition of literacies similar to the following: 

Literacies involve the mastery of simple cognitive and practical skills. To be 'literate' is 
only meaningful within a social context and involves having access to the cultural, 
economic and political structures of a society. In addition to providing the means and 
skills to deal with written texts, literacies bring about a transformation in human thinking 
capacities. This intellectual empowerment happens as a result of new cognitive tools (e.g. 
writing) or technical instruments (e.g. digital technologies).  

 

This definition would seem satisfactory, dealing with the essential elements of digital 

literacies from the research literature. As I mentioned in my introduction, I believe that 
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previous work in the arena of digital and new literacies has been using the correct 

questions but using the wrong lens. Not only has a single ‘digital literacy’ been 

repeatedly redefined but the methodologies used have not been productive. I shall deal 

with these two issues in more detail in chapters 7 and 6 respectively. 

Now that we have arrived at a working definition of literacies based on the 

research literature, we need to test it against the four conditions outlined earlier that 

would make for a valid definition. This is because digital literacies are necessarily 

predicated upon a bedrock definition of 'literacy'. Being 'literate' is a necessary, but not a 

sufficient, condition of being 'digitally literate'. To recap, the four conditions introduced 

earlier were: 

 

1. ‘Cash value’ – it must be useful and must be able to make a difference in 

practice. 

2. Retrospective nature – it must include past (and future) instances of ‘digitally 

literate’ practice. 

3. Metaphorical nature – its position to other metaphorical terms in the literate 

practices arena must be explained adequately. 

4. Digital element – advocates must be able to explain to what the ‘digital’ part of 

‘digital literacy’ pertains. 

 

It is clear from the research literature that to continue to attempt to define a single 

‘digital literacy’ is an untenable proposition. We must instead, therefore, focus upon 

digital literacies. The resultant meta definition taken from the work of theorists explored 

above has the potential to deal adequately with the 'digital' part of 'digital literacy' in that 

it acknowledges that changes can take place as a result of new 'cognitive tools' and 

'technical instruments'. Likewise, the definition can deal with both past and future 

instances of literate practices, as it mentions the 'transformation in human thinking 
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capacities' that literacy brings about. Given that literacies are altered by these cognitive 

tools and technical instruments, changes in the latter produce changes in the former. The 

metaphorical aspect of literacy is dealt with through its explanation that 'the concept of 

literacy is only meaningful in terms of its social context'. The 'cash value' of the 

definition could be seen to be a call to action due to literacy involving gaining 'access to 

cultural economic and political structures of society'.  

Given the espoused practical aim of this thesis, however, it is not good enough 

for a definition of digital literacies to merely meet the four conditions in order to make it 

valid. It must also be useful. Is coming up with a meta definition from the research 

literature a useful approach? Or would, as I argue in Chapter 9, a better approach be to 

co-construct definitions with reference to the eight essential elements identified above? 

Before this, in Chapter 5, I introduce a continuum that helps the research area navigate 

the ambiguities inherent in metaphorical definitions of newer forms of literacies. Then, in 

Chapter 6 I go into more detail explaining and justifying the Pragmatic methodology 

employed in this thesis. I believe new literacies involve new ways of being and therefore 

require a new lens through which to conceptualise the concomitant practices. Chapter 7 

explains what I have alluded to several times thus far around ‘umbrella terms’ in the 

research area whilst Chapter 8 considers the conceptual frameworks of McLuhan, Ong 

and Csikzentmihalyi. This leads into Chapter 9 in which the ‘eight essential elements of 

digital literacies’ I have derived in this chapter are explained in more depth and organized 

into a ‘matrix’. 
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Chapter 5: The ambiguities of digital literacy 
 

 

‘From the weakness of our senses we cannot judge the truth.’ 
(Anaxagoras) 

 

As we saw in Chapter 4, ‘digital literacy’ remains an ambiguous term despite 

having a longer history than other, related, terms. In a similar way to the term ‘digital 

native’, the use of the term ‘digital literacy’ can be seen as existing within (what I shall 

introduce in this chapter as) a ‘continuum of ambiguity’ that features productive, creative 

and generative parts. These terms are not merely vague, but ambiguous in ways 

originally identified by Empson (1930:2004) and subsequently augmented by Robinson 

(1941) and Abbott (1997).29 

This chapter explores Empson’s seven types of ambiguity, originally used in 

literary criticism, along with subsequent work in the area. The concept of ‘digital 

literacy’ is juxtaposed with the ‘digital native/immigrant’ dichotomy that has followed a 

trajectory through the three stages of ambiguity. The idea of ‘dead metaphors’ is used to 

                                                
29 I had been struggling with the ambiguous nature of digital and new literacies when, 
serendipitously, I came across a remaindered version of Empson’s Seven Types of 
Ambiguity in a bookshop. This sparked more widely-applicable ideas and the discovery, 
after some research, of work in the area by Robinson (1941) and Abbott (1997). 












































































































































































































































































































































































