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6.
The Learner Who Had the 
Necessary Literacies

The tweed jacket, bow tie, and graying hair of the learner on the 
other end of my research assistant’s webcam presented the 
quin tes sen tial image of a professor. Graham was indeed a 
professor; he had spent the previous 30 years researching 
higher education policy at a prominent British university. It 
 wasn’t  until 2012,  after learning about MOOCs from articles 
in the mass media, that he took his first online course.

Although it had been quite a while since he had enrolled in 
a course as a student, Graham spoke enthusiastically about 
this course, a MOOC called “E- Learning and Digital Cultures” 
from the University of Edinburgh. “It was  really massive— 
about 34,000  people. That was the first time I’d done any on-
line course, so it was pretty overwhelming and exciting 
 because I just  didn’t know about this kind of  thing. It was a 
massive learning curve, and it was tremendous fun. It  really 
was a hoot.” Unlike the typical face- to- face or online courses 
that rely on lectures and instructors presenting information, 
this one used instructor- provided resources as jumping- off 



60   LEARNING ONLINE

points for  conversations among peers that took place across a 
number of online spaces. In addition to learning about the topic, 
Graham was learning how to use a number of technologies to 
interact with  others. He reported, “ There was so much  going 
on— people  here,  things to look at  there. I was quite over-
whelmed. Quite.” A bit sheepishly, he confessed, “I still  don’t 
 really understand how Twitter works, but I suspect that some-
one  else’s feed looks very diff er ent from mine, and that even if 
I read the hashtag,  there are still conversations and such I’m 
missing. Is that the way it works?”

At the end of the course, Graham said, the participants 
 were asked to create an artifact to demonstrate their learn-
ing. Recalling that his  daughter had recently created a  music 
video for a school proj ect of her own, Graham de cided to put 
together a song composed of snippets of conversations he’d 
had during the course. “The  music  thing, that was a new di-
rection. But I’d seen my  daughter do it. I knew  there was this 
 thing— Alacrity, maybe it was called?—so I could just ask her 
about it.” He did, and Graham’s  daughter installed the right 
software for him, which was actually named Audacity. “And 
even  after she put it on my computer, a  couple of times I just 
stood at the top of my study stairs and yelled ‘Help!’ So, I was 
lucky to have somebody like that to help me out. But being 
difficult  didn’t  matter so much,  because I wanted to do it.”

Graham’s second online learning experience was quite dif-
fer ent. The course, “Understanding Dementia,” was a much 
more typical one based on segmented topics, videos, and quiz-
zes. “It made it easier to get what I wanted. I  didn’t have to 
 jumble around to find information, it was all right  there.” But, 
frowning slightly, he also noted that “it just  wasn’t as much 
fun.” Graham had enjoyed the conversations in the first class 
and thus had put a  great deal of effort into talking with  others 
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in the forums in the second, responding to discussion threads, 
asking questions, and sharing his insights. He had found most 
co- participants very friendly. As for  those who  weren’t, he 
wondered if perhaps  there was something about the platform 
that made them unaware of their rudeness: “Perhaps  they’re 
just  those chip- on- the- shoulder types who get by just fine in 
real life but who  don’t understand that you  can’t be like that 
online.”

Used to reflecting on and analyzing his experiences, Graham 
ended the conversation by thinking aloud about the digital and 
learning skills and abilities needed by  today’s citizens. As he 
noted, this area “is an absolute ocean, and as you get more in-
volved, you realize how much  you’ve just dipped your toe in 
and  there’s so much more to learn. I sort of feel it’s just re-
sponsible to have more understanding of your digital identity 
and to participate on the web.” He saw this in part as a pro-
fessional issue: “I just feel like I need to be on top of this so 
that I can teach my students how to be on top of this. It’s digi-
tal literacy, what ever that means, the con temporary dimension 
of being literate. It’s just the kind of literacy we need to have 
 these days.”

•••
The digital literacy that Graham refers to has become a signifi-
cant area of interest among researchers and something of a 
buzzword in education circles in recent years. Yet as Graham’s 
words also reflect, many  people remain confused as to just 
what digital literacy means. Although many authors have tried 
to disentangle its meanings (e.g., Bawden 2008), the term of-
ten remains elusive.

Literacy has traditionally been defined as the ability to read 
and write, a meaning that, over the past half  century, has 
been expanded to include the ability to develop knowledge or 
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 competence in a par tic u lar area. Our understanding of literacy 
has thus widened to include terms like visual literacy, techno-
logical literacy, and computer literacy. The term digital literacy 
entered popu lar parlance through Gilster’s 1997 book by the 
same name, where it is defined as “the ability to understand 
and use information in multiple formats from a wide range 
of sources when it is presented via computers” (1). Although, 
at the time, the internet still resembled the “one- to- one” or 
“one- to- many” pattern of traditional printed text, it has since 
evolved to enable “many- to- many” communication, thereby 
requiring skills, practices, habits, and understandings on the 
part of users that are much dif er ent from  those of  earlier 
forms of communication. And as digital technologies con-
tinue to evolve, what it means to be digitally literate has and 
 will also continue to change.

One aspect of Glister’s work that remains pertinent  today 
is his distinction between two dimensions of digital literacy: 
skills and proficiencies with tools, which he called mastering 
keystrokes, and understanding and engaging with larger mean-
ings of technology, which he termed mastering ideas. Accord-
ing to Belshaw (2014),  these dimensions can be seen as two 
ends of a continuum ranging from literacy as a set of func-
tional skills at one end to literacy as a social practice on the 
other.

The myriad definitions of digital literacy posited by 
 researchers can be positioned along this continuum (e.g., 
Jenkins et  al. 2006; Lankshear and Knobel 2013; Meyers, 
Erickson, and Small 2013; Stewart 2013; Bali 2016). A common 
ele ment of  these definitions, however, is that they generally 
understand digital literacies as situated—as difering by con-
text and situation (Barton and Hamilton 2000; Beetham, 
McGill, and Littlejohn 2009; Meyers et al. 2013; Belshaw 2014). 
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To understand digital literacy in relation to online learning, 
therefore, we need to consider both its ethos and its techno-
logical components, which together constitute the skills, habits 
of mind, practices, and capabilities that allow learners to par-
ticipate successfully in online courses.

Graham’s story highlights a number of  those components. 
To even enroll in an online course, regardless of  whether it is 
a MOOC or a typical online course, learners need to draw 
upon a substantial set of digital skills: turning a computer on, 
using a mouse or touchpad, connecting to the internet, sign-
ing into a website, playing a video, responding to a comment, 
and so forth. That Graham  didn’t even mention  these skills 
during the interview suggests he had become so proficient and 
comfortable with them that they had become automatic and 
taken for granted. Online courses, particularly less structured 
ones like the first one Graham took, often involve a variety of 
tools and applications that require participants to deploy a 
wide- ranging set of digital skills and proficiencies (Waite et al. 
2013). Participants who  don’t have such skills, or the compe-
tence and confidence to develop them, can become over-
whelmed or limit themselves to only a subset of the technolo-
gies and practices available in the course (Fini 2009). As 
Graham noted, he had to explore new technologies to partici-
pate in that class, and although he can tweet, he’s still unsure 
about how Twitter actually “works.”

Being able to interpret information is another key digital lit-
eracy required in online learning. Information literacy typi-
cally involves not only understanding or interpreting content 
but also identifying what information is needed, finding it, 
evaluating its reliability and appropriateness, and integrating 
it into the learner’s existing knowledge. Graham’s comparison 
of his experiences in his first class— where information was 
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fragmented across a variety of spaces— with  those in the 
second— where information was presented in a structured and 
sequenced manner— illustrates how some courses require 
higher levels of information literacy than  others.

As Graham’s story also illustrates, online learning increas-
ingly requires a third set of literacies that we might term lit-
eracies of participation: the ability to create and pre sent an 
 online identity; to develop relationships with  others from di-
verse backgrounds; and to share, collaborate, and contribute 
to a larger community or network. While some courses may 
be solitary and in de pen dent endeavors, researchers also note 
that online learning is a site of social engagement, interac-
tion, and collaboration that requires that learners as well as 
instructors have the skills to facilitate such participation. That 
Graham encountered some participants who seemed to strug-
gle with understanding the social conventions and cultural 
expectations of such online spaces demonstrates that  those, 
too, are impor tant components of this type of literacy. Litera-
cies of participation also include the ability to connect with 
 others and draw on the knowledge of networks to support 
learning, which is sometimes referred to as relational agency 
(Edwards 2005). Graham demonstrated this ability when he 
enlisted his  daughter’s knowledge and skill to help him create 
a song.

Digital literacies are neither novel nor unique to online 
courses but part of what are often termed “21st  century learn-
ing skills” or “the capabilities which fit someone for living, 
learning and working in a digital society” (JISC 2015). Like 
many educators working in higher education, Graham is aware 
of the importance of helping students develop  these skills. As 
he discovered, digital literacies are not only necessary but de-
veloped and enhanced through participating in online expe-
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riences. In his words, this is “just the kind of literacy we need 
to have  these days.”

•••
• Digital literacies are essential for success in online learning 

contexts.
• While some learners may command such literacies,  others 

may need support in developing them.
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