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Introduction to digital literacies: Their roles in higher education
Universities now provide access to computers as a standard service. Almost all students need to use a computer in some way for their studies and information and communication technologies (ICTs) are seen as a core component of learning. However, higher education institutions (HEIs) tend to believe that all that they need to do, in order for students to use technology for their learning, is to provide access. The question that arises is: is access to technology enough to guarantee students use of ICT for learning?

Research indicates there is a small but consistent group of first-year students who have insufficient basic computer literacy skills when they arrive at university (Nash 2009), and that the majority of students – even those who are deemed to be computer literate – lack the most basic information literacy skills and are extremely poor at finding and evaluating sources of information (Asher et al. 2010). Furthermore, even those students who are more acquainted with a variety of digital media lack the ability to transfer their technology skills into the academic context (Kennedy et al. 2010). It has also been noted that, while many young people can operate a digital device ‘many teens are more likely to be digital naives than digital natives’ (Hargittai 2010). These teenagers are the age group that is assumed: (1) to have grown up surrounded by technology and (2) to be digital literate (Prensky 2001). The above implies that, in the dynamically changing world of ICTs and rapid information production, students need to constantly learn new academic skills. 

Many learners enter further and higher education lacking the essential skills needed to apply digital technologies to their learning. The United Kingdom-based Joint Information Steering Committee (JISC), in its 2011–13 project[footnoteRef:1] on digital literacy, noted that students who lack digital capital of all kinds – devices, know-how and positive experiences with technology – risk being marginalised. In other words, digital literacies comprise those capabilities which fit an individual for living, learning and working in a digital society (JISC 2011). These digital literacy competencies go beyond the ability to find, evaluate and use information (information literacy), to encompass: communication, collaboration and teamwork, social awareness in the digital environment, understanding of e-safety and creation of new information. Therefore, higher education cannot afford not to equip students with these skills.  [1:  http://www.jisc.ac.uk/guides/developing-students-digital-literacy] 


Current international trends and thinking
Universities, globally, have shifted from talking about computer skills (functional IT use) to digital literacies and associated graduate attributes. Such literacies are now globally accepted to be a core need for students in higher education (Goodfellow & Lea 2013). In developing countries such as South Africa, an already complex requirement is made additionally complicated by the variety of ICT access considerations, not least of which are practical. 

While on-campus bandwidth in South African universities is equivalent to European universities[footnoteRef:2], and individual students have access to devices that vary dramatically in terms of functionality, off-campus bandwidth remains very uneven (Department of Higher Education and Training 2012). However, while physical access to ICT is a foundational component of digital literacies, students need to become competent in their use of ICTs so that they are better able to achieve their academic purposes and, ultimately, they need to move to the level where they become producers, not simply consumers of online content.  [2:  Greaves D, personal communication, Director of TENET, January 2014 
] 


Using ICTs to create, design, plan and behave in ways that shape students’ personal, academic and future professional lives is a form of digital literacy, as noted by Beetham and Sharpe (2011) in their Literacies Development Framework. The framework is, however, sometimes criticised for being narrowly focused on capabilities and consumption of technology, rather than on a more proactive contribution to production, using technology. Newman (2009) provides an alternative lens: digital literacy involves knowledge and competency with digital tools, critical thinking and social awareness of technology. Notions of transliteracy (being literate across a variety of platforms) have also merged recently a way of viewing the role of ICTs in academic practice (Wheeler 2012). 

Current use in South African contexts
Most South African studies on digital literacies examine students’ general technology use (Thinyane 2010; Brown & Czerniewicz 2010) and the prevalence of social media use SA Student Village 2014), while a few focus on specific formats: blogging (Cronje 2012), wikis (Rowe 2012), visual arts eportfolio design (Noakes 2011; 2012.), video editing and production (Deacon, Morrison & Stadler 2005; Cronje 2010.), digital storytelling (Barnes, Gachago & Ivala 2015) as well as music-making (Haupt 2008; 2012). Universities are beginning to adopt the terminology of digital literacies[footnoteRef:3] but probably have a long way to go in adopting practices that emphasise the fuller vision of what digital literacies encompass.  [3:  see: http://www.sun.ac.za/english/Lists/news/DispForm.aspx?ID=1989 and Wits at: http://www.wits.ac.za/students/3897/webct.html)] 


Considerations informing integration 
ICT literacy is not an isolated skill or need, and should not be treated as such. It makes sense, given links between digital inclusion and social inclusion that ICT literacy is tied up with other academic development issues. As boundaries between information literacy and other academic literacies become more porous, it is essential that librarians, educational technologists, and academic literacy professionals work together to develop students' digital literacies within the context of their backgrounds and current disciplines (Brown 2012).
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1. Digital literacies need to be thought of as more than computer literacy, as the concept encompasses a range of practices, including computer literacy, information literacy, media literacy, communication literacy, visual literacy and technology literacy.
2. Digital literacies should not be equated with as computer literacy, as digital literacies do not depend on the computer as a device. Many students interact with the Internet via cellphones very successfully, even before they have learned to use computers.
3. The focus needs to be on successful learning practices. What do students need to survive and thrive as learners in the 21st century?
4. Digital literacies need to be learnt in the context of specific disciplines, and therefore must be embedded in courses and subjects. 
5. Digital literacies are cross cutting and multi-disciplinary. They are embedded in the entire learning process, from finding information, to evaluating it critically, to being able to present it electronically and responsibly.
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