policy brief: Digital Competence for Lifelong Learning

The ICT cluster set up under the Education and Training 2010 and representing the Ministries of Education of several Member States met on October 8th 2008 in Thessaloniki  and again in Vienna on 1-3 December 2008 to discuss the key role of digital competences for lifelong learning. The ICT cluster would like to address the following important messages: 

Digital literacy consists of the ability to access digital media and ICT, to understand and critically evaluate different aspects of digital media and media contents and to communicate effectively in a variety of contexts. Digital competence, as defined in the EC Recommendation on Key Competences (EC, 2006) involves the confident and critical use of ICT for employment, learning, self-development and participation in society. This broad definition of digital competence provides the necessary context (i.e. the knowledge, skills and attitudes) for working, living and learning in knowledge society, also for people outside ICT-related professions. 
Status:  The young people in EU27 are quite well equipped with basic internet skills, as only 11% of 16-24 year-olds have not done any internet-related activities, as opposed to 71% of 55-74 year-olds in 2007. There are further social differences, as the percentage of people with no internet activities was 40% for the total EU27 population, but only 12% for the highly educated and 63% for those with low or no education (Eurostat). Furthermore, the skills level varies between countries; in Romania, Bulgaria, Greece and Cyprus less than 40% of population have used an internet search engine, as opposed to Iceland and Netherlands with more that 80%. 
Challenges: Advanced digital competence does not automatically follow from the ability to use ICT tools. Even the current younger generation which is growing up with digital technologies often lack a critical approach and understanding of ICT applications in society, and these skills are strongly needed also for those that are not anymore in formal education. Challenges relate to i) Disclosing private information in the internet; 79% of young US internet users are not careful when sharing private information online with others (Pew/Internt, 2005), 40% of social networking users with age 50+ would give their contact information for connecting with others (OCLC, 2007) ii) Ethical and legal use; 32% of US teenagers have been targets of cyberbullying (Lenhart, 2007) and also Australian schools in almost all states are banning access to social media sites because of cyberbullying (Ala-Mutka, 2008). Furthermore, a survey study suggests that only 37% of students are aware of IPR rules for acceptable use of online materials (Chou et al, 2007). iii) Critical attitude in creating content is important also for employability; even 22% of hiring US managers use social computing sites to screen potential employees (Careerbuilder.com, 2008). Furthermore, 21.4% of US companies had detected exposure of sensitive company information in blogs or similar by their employees, and 19.2% of the companies disciplined employees, and 9.1% terminated their contracts (Proofpoint, 2007). iv) Critical attitude in using content is needed, as online content affects people's decisions and activities. 34% of European internet users have decided, based on a blog, not to buy a product (Deere, 2006). 7.9% of respondents in eUser study decided not to follow a doctor's advice, 19.5% not to go to a doctor, because of online information (eUser). Several HE institutes have banned Wikipedia usage for coursework, as students have not had skills to use it critically and are also fighting against plagiarism (Ala-Mutka, 2008). 
Education and training systems need to answer on the growing need for graduates with advance digital competence, in all subject fields. Learning ICT related skills needs to take place both as separate subjects and embedded within subject teaching. This ICT education and ICT embedding in education should start as early as possible building digital competences starting from primary education through learning to use critically, confidently and creatively the digital tools, with attention to security, safety, and privacy. This requires advanced digital competence of the teachers.
Recommendations

Enable pedagogical innovation with digital competence

· Turn digital competences into a key priority in teacher training. Teacher training for both ICT and non-ICT fields should include advanced digital competence for teachers and their teaching, not concentrating only on ICT user skills. This training needs to be ensured both for initial teacher training as effectively to all in-service training. The training needs to cover considerations both for using ICT as a learning tool within subject teaching and for supporting learners when using ICT for their coursework outside the school. 
· Teachers and trainers of all fields and disciplines should be confident and competent to encourage students to use ICT for their learning tasks

· Teaching digital competences should include the development of a critical attitude to the digital media (media competences) when using it (plagiarism, information sources and reliability, privacy and security concerns)
· Teachers education and training should involve creative and innovative learning approaches (collaborative learning etc)

· Learning digital competence within context. Students should be allowed and encouraged to use ICT for their learning, information searching and creation tasks. This supports their learning to apply ICT to different fields, taking into account the subject-specific considerations of searching for relevant information, evaluating online information reliability, IPR aspects, critical attitude in publishing online content, and being creative with digital tools within the subject area.
· Innovative learning approaches also support digital competence. Mainstreaming ICT in education and training through innovative teaching and learning approaches is independent of the subject. ICT for learning has the potential to put the learner at the centre and engage him/her actively in the learning process with discovery learning, experiental learning, problem solving, etc. These bring forward at the same time skills related to the advanded digital competence, collaboration with confident and critical use of the digital tools. 
Embed digital competence in organizational strategies
· Awareness of the importance of digital competence. The importance of advanced digital competence needs to be promoted both for teachers themselves and for the headmasters and managers of the schools, as well as for parents. Teachers need to be equipped with skills and organizational support to emphasize the digital competence viewpoints, IPR issues, security and privacy issues for the learners.

· Embed digital competence in its wide sense in all curricula. Educational policies should make sure that digital literacy in its wide sense is included in educational curricula in the basic education (primary and secondary education). Education should start as early as possible building digital competences in primary education through learning to use critically and creatively the digital tools until teaching specialized items in upper secondary education.
· Include digital competences in curricula/frameworks. ICT related subject courses should pay more attention to the broad scope of digital competences and not only to the ICT user skills relevant to their fields and present tasks
· Curricula for ICT professions should become more interdisciplinary as this could make ICT careers more attractive (especially for women)  

· There is a need for broad partnerships between the government, the private sector and universities and the promotion of good practices 
· Enhancing recognition of informally and non-formally acquired competencies is essential. E-skills are increasingly being acquired via informal and non-formal learning, in informal learning communities, and in communities of practice (e.g. peer learning).  Hence, specific approaches need to be developed to address this. 
Support digital competence in Lifelong Learning strategies. Digital competence needs to be a priority in lifelong learning strategies, as ICT is becoming increasingly important tool for leisure, learning and work in all fields. Also workplace training needs to pay attention to these issues, to establish and promote norms for online interaction of their workers on job-related issues (Ala-Mutka, 2008). Educational policies should ensure that digital competences are included in educational curricula across all levels and disciplines

Acknowledge and benefit from the technological innovations 
· Revisit regularly digital skills strategies. Presently, needs for digital competence is being re-shaped by the emergence and use of new social computing tools, which give rise to new skills related to collaboration, sharing, openness, reflection, identity formation but also to challenges such as quality of information, trust, liability, privacy and security. However, as technologies and their usages continuously evolve, and new skills and competences arise with them, digital competence approaches should be dynamic and regularly revisited. 
· Support informal learning in the emerging online communities. Social computing tools are developing fast and creating continously new communities around them. These new communities and technological platforms are important places for learning ICT skills, as they gather knowledge of different users and attract new people to use ICT. 50% of European learn IT skills by self-study by doing, and 47% with informal assistance from others (Eurostat, 2007). There is need to develop resources that promote awareness and emphasize the need for advanced digital competence for these learners and communities, such as sites for specific target groups that can be easily shared between informal learners.

· Bridge digital competence and eSkills. ICT courses provided in vocational and higher education, workplace training and adult education should pay more attention to digital literacy and not only to the ICT user skills relevant for their fields. By embedding digital competence and an opportunity to learn more ICT in other subject fields supports creating interdisciplinary learning paths (technical + societal + business), which enables innovation and creativity by preparing workers capable for cross disciplinary perspectives and new collaboration, which enables new technological innovations to emerge.
� See Staff Working Paper on the use of ICT in innovation and lifelong learning for all, SEC(2008) 2629. 


� See e.g. � HYPERLINK "http://teachtoday.eu" ��http://teachtoday.eu�  site that has been developed to help teachers and pupils with these issues
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