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Digital literacy is not:
 Ensuring every student has a device

 Learning how to use multi-media to research 
 and investigate a specific topic only 

 Having a computer lab at your school

 Typing projects instead of writing them

 Using search engines to find information

 Consuming digital content and media 
     without the ability to judge accuracy

What is digital literacy?
The term digital literacy is bandied about so commonly that we 
assume we know what it means, without thinking twice. But what 
is digital literacy, really?  Is it being able to operate a smartphone? 
Knowing how to post on social media?  How to navigate Google 
Classroom? Is it the ability to discern fake news from real information? 
Let’s start by agreeing what digital literacy is not.
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“Like information literacy, digital literacy requires 
skills in locating and using information and in 
critical thinking. Beyond that, however, digital 

literacy involves knowing digital tools and using 
them in communicative, collaborative ways through 

social engagement. ALA’s Digital Literacy Task 
Force defines digital literacy as “the ability to use 
information and communication technologies to 

find, evaluate, create, and communicate information, 
requiring both cognitive and technical skills.” 

— American Library Association

Media literacy ≠ digital literacy

One of the common myths is that media literacy and digital literacy 
are one and the same. In fact, media literacy is just one of many 
components of digital literacy.

https://literacy.ala.org/digital-literacy/


True digital literacy requires a broad range of digital skills including:

Knowing how
 to use devices 

keyboarding, using a mouse, 
navigating an operating system, 

troubleshooting

Creating with 
tools and apps 

presentations, 
word processing, 

spreadsheets

Understanding 
computational 
thinking and 

coding
critical thinking and 

problem solving, 
recognizing patterns, 

collaboration skills

Being a good 
digital citizen 
understanding 

online safety, privacy 
concerns, and 
cyberbullying

Leveraging the 
power of the 

internet 
including how to 

do online research, 
vet information, and 
collaborate virtually
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Therefore, we propose the following definition of digital literacy: 

Digital literacy is the ability 
to safely use, understand, 
communicate and create 
with technology, media and 
digital resources in real-world 
situations.
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94%
of educators 
say COVID-19  
increased the 
need to teach 
digital skills  1

41%
of employees will 
continue working 
remotely, at least 
part time, after 
Covid-19 2

Digital literacy in the post-pandemic era
The COVID-19 pandemic elevated the primacy of digital literacy, both 
for students of all ages and employees across nearly every industry.

In schools, every student, parent, teacher, staff 
and administrator made enormous adjustments 
to their daily routines. Those schools and 
individuals who were already investing time, 
money and resources to develop digital literacy 
skills faced huge challenges during the transition 
to online education during the pandemic. But 
by comparison, their peers with fewer digital 
resources and little to no digital literacy skills 
established, had a Herculean task to keep 
education going during the pandemic.

Now, over a year later, it’s safe to say nearly every 
teacher and student uses a device to enable 
some or all of their education. Technology has 
been integrated into every single subject, from 
P.E. to music and math to history.

In the workplace, those who already had strong 
digital skills also fared better during the pandemic. For two months 
after widespread economic shutdowns began, demand for digital 
skills remained above 2019 levels. Computer programming, software 
development and managing data were among the skills that helped 
insulate workers from the economic impact.1

The COVID-19 pandemic elevated
the primacy of digital literacy.
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1 in 5
4th-8th graders have given 
their phone number to a 
stranger online 3

63%
Of U.S. teens say cyberbullying  
is a major problem 4

Unpacking Digital Literacy 
Essential skills for today’s students and tomorrow’s workforce

 Being a good (and safe) digital citizen

If we worried about how much time kids spent on screens prior to 
the pandemic, we should be petrified now. Kids are online seemingly 
constantly — whether on smartphones or desktop computers. Even 
before the advent of “physical distancing,” 53% of kids said they 
accessed a computer for reasons other than schoolwork every day.3

The world of information at our children’s fingertips creates wonderful 
opportunities to discover new things, communicate and create. But 
dangers lurk online, as well. In fact, 4 out of 10 students in 4th through 
8th grade admitted to connecting or chatting online with a stranger. 
And more than half of those gave their phone number to a stranger.3 

Kids also need to learn how to interact with each other online, and 
what to do when they encounter all-too-common cyberbullying – 
either as the victim or a bystander. According to Pew Research, 59% 
of U.S. teens have been the target of cyberbullying. 4



Digital literacy includes....

Digital Citizenship
● Modeling legal, and ethical behavior when using technology

Online Safety
● Understanding safety, challenges and responsibilities of using the

internet, including privacy, your digital footprint and cyberbullying
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In this Level 3 interactive EasyTech lesson about Online 

Safety, 3rd grade students identify how to create safe online 

profiles and what to do in the event of being cyberbullied. 
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 Knowing how to use devices

Keyboarding became an essential skill at the 
elementary level when state assessments began 
requiring students as early as 3rd grade to take 
tests online. Yet, many students at this age and 
older do not type with proper technique, or without looking down 
at the keyboard. Even though students of all abilities and income 
levels have access to games, phones and electronic devices that 
require them to point and click or to swipe on a screen, proper typing 
technique still requires diligent classroom instruction and practice.

Immediately after the shift to online testing, some states found 
students taking tests online had lower scores that those using 
traditional pencil and paper tests. In part, this difference can be 
attributed to the fact that worrying about where to find letters on 
the keyboard or feeling awkward using a mouse takes up valuable 
cognitive resources.5 Students need to spend time with classroom 
technology – preferably on adaptive learning tools – to develop 
muscle memory training and confidence with keyboarding and basic 
computer skills.

The touch-typing skills that students build early on are critical skills for 
success later in school and future careers.

“NCTE (National Council of Teachers of English) 
and other respected educational organizations view 

digital skills such as keyboarding as essential for 
learners to communicate....” 

— Matt Renwick, Author & Principal

https://edtechmagazine.com/k12/article/2014/06/how-should-keyboarding-be-taught-elementary-school
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Digital literacy includes....

Keyboarding
● Fluently and efficiently touch typing
● Knowing common keyboard shortcuts
● Practicing proper posture

Computer Fundamentals
● Proficiently logging on, using a mouse
● Navigating online learning environments
● Recognizing common icons
● Understanding networks and local storage; creating and

organizing files and folders
● Conducting basic troubleshooting

In this interactive EasyTech 

lesson on Keyboarding 

for grades 2-5, students 

receive direct instruction and 

practice in the area of basic 

keyboarding techniques 

needed to type using the 

home row keys.
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 Creating with apps & tools 

Digital skills are essential in today’s workforce and, in a world where 
even food orders are made online, the bar for what constitutes the 
most basic digital skills will only continue to rise. And while educators 
themselves see the clear and urgent need to equip their students with 
digital skills, most of them believe schools are falling short. Fully 68% 
of educators say digital skills are essential, but only 39% say they are 
being taught well. 1

Individuals with digital skills demanded higher salaries in the 
workplace, and were better insulated from the economic downturn 
of the pandemic. As we emerge from the pandemic, employees will 
continue to rely even more heavily on digital skills. Perhaps the most 
obvious sign of this is the shift to working from home — which nearly 
half of workers are expected to continue, even once offices reopen.2 
Corporations are already planning to train and upskill workers for 
this increasingly digital future — but even those employee learning 
opportunities will rely heavily on remote and online trainings.6  Clearly, 
those who can fluently navigate online environments will be better 
prepared not only to enter the workplace, but to continue learning and 
growing within their chosen field.

+$30,000
of annual salary 
premium for high 
school grads   
with digital skills 1

78%
of middle skill jobs 
require fluency 
with tools & apps 
like spreadsheets 
and presentation 
software 7

only 39%
of educators 
believe digital 
skills are   
taught well
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Digital literacy includes....
Technology & Productivity Tools 
● Enhancing learning, increasing productivity, and promoting creativity
Spreadsheets & Databases
● Understanding how spreadsheets, databases, and other similar digital

tools are used to collect, organize, process, analyze and visualize real-
     world data
Word Processing 
● Using word processing software to translate information into organized,

effective documents
Presentations 
● Creating linear and non-linear presentations tailored to specific

audiences that present research, tell a story, or exchange ideas using
slideshow software and applications

Multimedia 
● Communicating ideas visually and graphically using appropriate digital

tools and applications
Visual Mapping 
● Planning and creating visual digital products that express thoughts,

illustrate complex processes, and share stories in a sequential manner

In this interactive EasyTech 
lesson on Word Processing: 

Creating and Organizing 
Content for grades 3-5, 

students learn how to organize 
information in a document, 

create lists and insert pictures.
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 Understanding computational thinking and coding 

In a society dominated by apps for everything from health care 
to music, it’s unsurprising that demand for programming jobs are 
growing 50% faster than the market overall.8  But, contrary to popular 
belief, coding and computational thinking are not solely for computer 
geeks or those who plan to pursue a career in programming.  
Increasingly, coding skills are in-demand across industries beyond 
computer science including engineering, healthcare, data analysis, 
science, IT and arts & design. By 2025, jobs that require some amount 
of coding skills are expected to grow 7.2%.9  

Parents are already keenly aware of this demand in the workplace, 
with 93% wanting their child’s school to teach their children computer 
science. However, less than half of high schools (47%) offer a 
computer science course.10  And there’s no reason to wait until high 
school to introduce computational thinking skills. Research suggests 
that lessons in coding and computational thinking for children as 
young as 6 years can have beneficial impacts on other aspects of 
academic and cognitive development, including planning skills.12 

50%
of Americans 
rank computer 
science as 
1 of the 2 
most important 
subjects after 
reading and 
writing 11

Computer Science Inequity 
Access to a foundational computer science course 
for U.S. high school students varies by ethnicity13
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Digital literacy includes....

Computational Thinking 
● Leveraging technology for
w Problem Solving
w Critical Thinking
w Decomposition
w Pattern Recognition
w Abstraction

Coding
● Algorithmic thinking
● Programming
● Collaboration

In this interactive EasyTech 
lesson for grades 3-5 on 
Computational Thinking: 
Algorithms, students 
practice recognizing 
algorithms and then use 
algorithms to solve a 
problem, make a decision 
or accomplish a task.
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9%
of 15 year olds 
globally can tell 
fact from opinion14

2                 3 
of U.S. high school 
students can’t 
distinguish news 
from ads on a 
website 15

 Leveraging the power of the internet 

With the entire internet at their fingertips 24/7, 
today’s students have never had easier access 
to more information. This access provides rich, 
engaging learning opportunities. Students can 
take a virtual tour of the Great Wall of China, 
visit the Louvre or watch a livestream from a 
Mars rover at any time. But this flood of online 
information requires children — and adults — to 
develop increasingly savvy skills to discern fact 
from opinion and real news from fiction. 

Not only in the U.S., but around the world, 
students are falling far short of proficiency in 
vetting online sources. Our students need to 
understand how to search a variety of online 
sources, evaluate credibility, synthesize content 
and collaborate with others online.

“Technology is so much fun but we can drown 
in our technology. The fog of information 

can drive out knowledge.” 
— Daniel Bornstein

out 
of
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Digital literacy includes....
Online Communication
● Online etiquette

Online Research
● Search strategies
● Evaluating resources for validity, accuracy, relevance and credibility
● Analyzing how media can be used to distort, exaggerate, and

misrepresent information
● Understanding plagiarism and copyrights

Online Collaboration
● Recognizing and protecting against the potential risks and dangers

associated with online communities
● Using Web 2.0 tools
● Creating, sharing and utilizing collaborative workspaces
● Reflecting on their responsibilities and rights as online creators

and consumer

In this animated EasyTech video 
lesson for 3rd grade about 

Information Literacy, students 
are introduced to information 

literacy through an experience 
surrounding fact and fiction.
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What’s Next?
Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, reliance on technology and the 
internet was expanding rapidly in schools and workplaces. The digital 
skills necessary to claim true digital literacy are at an all-time high — 
and will only continue growing.

All students deserve the instruction and practical opportunities to 
master the full breadth of skills required to safely use, understand, 
communicate and create with technology, media and digital 
resources that they will encounter in real-world situations. Doing 
so prepares them to safely create and socialize online today and to 
succeed in jobs and industries that we have not yet imagined.
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