The value of digital literacy

Computagéo e Sociedade [

Conferencista: Pedro Guedes de Oliveira e Sofia Marques da Silva

The notion of digital literacy is frequently unclear or
too broad. Some speak even of “digital literacies”’,
“new literacies”? , or even multiliteracies. It may

be useful to distinguish between a conceptual
definition and a standardized operational one®,

the first as an extension of the literacy concept to

the understanding of information provided in digital
format enabling individuals to become engaged in
social life through the use of media, while the second
is the capacity to execute tasks or demonstrate

skills, using specific cognitive-thinking orders to use
digital information. In today’s world we have, in
general, to use both concepts, either to fully exercise
citizenship and participation in a global community,
or to better perform in the context of a professional
activity. In this presentation we will emphasise the
importance of digital literacy, in the first part as a
technical and scientific competence that will enhance
individual and collective professional value in the
knowledge society, and in the second part as a basic
competence for the whole society at depths that can
vary substantially, still having to assure, in all cases,
an essential minimum value.

At present in practically any profession the ability

to use software and to operate digital devices is a
basic requirement. However, quite often more than
that is necessary, namely “a large variety of complex
cognitive, motor, sociological, and emotional

skills [...] for example, “reading” instructions from
graphical displays in user interfaces; using digital
reproduction fo create new, meaningful materials
from existing ones; constructing knowledge from

a nonlinear, hypertextual navigation; evaluating

the quality and validity of information; and have a
mature and realistic understanding of the “rules”
that prevail in the cyberspace.*” Without such
competences, the capacity to get a good job drops
significantly.

However, in other professions, a more advanced
knowledge in computer science and engineering is
required, be it to work in software development or

in industries and services that require it for purposes
like advanced planning, robotization, digital
simulation of processes and products, information
retrieval, machine learning and other Al methods.
These professions will surely be among those that will
bring a larger added value, well-being, sustainability
and last but not the least, the capacity to keep the
environment where we live, under control.

Digital technologies permeate significant aspects

of our lives and digital literacy is needed to

perform quite different tasks from education to
management, from communication to creation.

As Eshet-Alkalai says, digital literacy is a “survival
skill in the digital era”. To make sure that the whole
population in its diversity and different qualifications
have access to a set of skills that enable them to
communicate and critically understand information
is a matter of social justice.

As digital literacy requirements change to keep pace
with the changes in information technologies, people
have to acquire new skills to participate in the global
knowledge economy. And if this may be easier for
young generations that view themselves as digital
creators, while others are caught in the convergence
of old and new media and others, still, due to age,
gender, geography, ethnicity or social and cultural
backgrounds are in a worse situation to benefit from
digital technologies and their opportunities. That

is why it is “important fo make sure that all young
people and adults have the opportunity to acquire
the required competences in initial education and
training, higher education, continuous professional
training, adult education or different forms of non-
formal and informal learning”®.

But even young people are affected by persistent
inequalities and being “digital native” is not really

a transversal condition. Being familiar with and
using digital technologies on a daily basis does

not necessarily mean to use it skilfully. There is a
debate taking place on the necessary skills for the
21 century, influencing training and educational
approaches, pedagogies and curricula design that
should promote competences in design thinking,
programming and creative problem solving as a
means to enhance opportunities for fully exercising
citizenship and having equitable opportunities for
the growing demand of technical profiles
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