Is technology changing the meaning of literacy, and if so,
then how is it changing teaching and learning in adult
literacy programs?
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The other day I was having supper with my family in a restaurant. Nearby, at other tables, were
two young families with children under the age of ten. Each of the four children had their own IPad. They spent the time before and after dinner totally engrossed on their computers. I was
struck by the fact that I-Pads, and computers in general, are an integral part of kids’ lives. And it
made me think about how technology is changing the way we live and learn.
Some interesting statistics
Did you know…
• 27.4 million Canadians are online (80% of the population)
• 93% go online for product information
• 60-70% of Canadians have a mobile phone
• 80% of those use a smart phone
(September 2012 Google Engage Canada Conference)
The International Adult Literacy Skills Survey (IALSS, 2005) told us that 42% (over 9 million)
of Canadian adults do not have the reading, writing and numeracy skills needed to function well
in their lives. Ironically, according to the statistics from Google Engage, many of those 42% of
Canadians are online and using their mobile or smart phones to search for information and
communicate with one another.
Using FaceBook, texting, emailing and reading online – our ways of communicating are
changing and, likewise, our ways of learning. Today, we are far beyond using paper and pencil
as primary tools for building literacy. New technologies are transforming the way we interact
with, and use text, for reading, writing and numeracy.
Using technology for education is not new. In 1925, the Canadian National Railroad radio
network began providing educational programming as a public service to children and adults
(Buck, 2006). In 1927, CKUA, Canada’s first public broadcaster operating out of the University
of Alberta, started broadcasting concerts, poetry readings and university lectures, and the
Department of Education of Nova Scotia’s broadcasts started in 1928 (Keast, 2005).
What is different today is the rapid and unprecedented growth in the use of technologies in all
areas of our lives including learning and teaching. Technology is more than the invention of new
machines, and much more complicated than just learning how to use a cell phone or personal
computer. New technologies (the Internet in particular) are influencing how we understand and
learn about the world, locally and globally.

When we think about using technology for learning, it helps to consider two different but
connected approaches.
Using technology to learn
The first approach looks at technology as a set of tools (electronic machines) that can be used to
help people improve what are considered traditional literacy skills (i.e. reading, writing and
numeracy). For example, Speech-Assisted Reading and Writing (SARAW) at Bow Valley
College is a talking computer program that teaches basic reading, writing and math skills to
adults who are reading and writing at levels between beginners and Grade 6. Dragonally
Speaking and Kurzweil are other examples of speech to text technologies that help adults with
dyslexia and other learning disabilities as well as English Language Learners.
Learning to use technology
The second approach does not separate traditional literacy practices from digital literacy. A study
by Australia’s National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) proposes that
“literacy education is equally and simultaneously digital literacy education.” The study calls for
“a fundamental shift in understandings of what constitutes adult literacy teaching and learning,
and recognition that adult literacy programming should be re-envisioned to meet the learning
needs of learners in a society that is changing based on the pervasive availability and use of
technologies.” (Moriarty, M., 2011)
Digital literacy is more than simply being able to turn on a computer. The NWT Literacy
Council (http://www.nwt.literacy.ca/digital_literacy.htm) has developed the following
introduction to digital literacy within the framework of adult literacy:
“Digital literacy is the ability to locate, organize, understand, evaluate, and create information
using digital technology. The term ‘digital literacy’ relates to the functional skills of knowing
about and using digital technology. These include:
1. The ability to analyze and evaluate digital information
2. Knowing how to act sensibly, safely and appropriately online
3. Understanding how, when and why to use technology”
(Moriarty, M., Finding Our Way, p.17)
Digital literacy has become fundamental to communication (e.g. mobile phones) and for many
people, using digital technologies enable fuller participation in life and learning. The challenge
for adult literacy practitioners/educators is how do we integrate more traditional teaching
approaches to building literacy skills with the emergence of what is called digital literacy skills?
The technology jargon alone can be overwhelming for both practitioner and learner. “Digital
Literacy” for example, is changing how literacy is defined and understood. A fundamental
question is: How do we as instructors and tutors help learners to both use technology to learn,
and learn how to use technology?

The AlphaPlus 2012 report Incorporating Digital Technologies into Adult Basic Education
(http://alphaplus.ca/en/web-tools/online-publications-a-reportsgroup1/incorporatingtechnologies-in-abe-2012.html) presents five vignettes of community organizations incorporating
technology into their programming. They speak about these promising practices, among others:
1. Access to up-to-date computers with Internet, a printer and speakers.
2. Sustainability: People need to know that once they commit to learning that the resources will
continue to be there.
3. Integrity in learning programs requires opportunities for practicing new skills.
4. Trained literacy educators who can recognize and provide support in the moments when
people’s literacy needs and interests shift. (For example from being curious to surfing the net to
creating web pages; from reading other people’s writing to creating their own texts.)
“The technologies used in programs should reflect the everyday lives of learners and support
opportunities for practice, moving closer toward a closer match between formal curricula and
learners’ everyday technology uses” (Smythe, 2012).
Other studies (Jimoyiannis & Gravani, 2011) emphasize that the principles of adult learning still
apply to teaching technology, namely:
a) self-directed learning as a preferred model
b) adults’ prior experience and interests as a rich resource for the course
c) a task based, rather than a technology centered approach (e.g. learning to do online banking,
researching health resources) and
d) the importance of the wider social context in technology cultivation and learning.
Digital technologies are constantly evolving. What are the implications for training and
professional development for practitioners? Adult literacy practitioners are particularly
challenged to both develop their own technology skills and understanding of digital literacy, and
to create a meaningful approach to the inclusion of digital literacy skills in their programming.
Ongoing training and professional development for educators is essential if we are to provide
coherent, integrated programs that encompass all literacies, traditional and digital (Snyder et al,
2005).
“We have confirmation that we are headed in the right direction with the inclusion of online
technologies for the instruction and engagement of adult learners, even those with the most
limited skills and language proficiencies. What the field needs now is a compass and a few
strategic landmarks to chart a course forward with online technologies – our learners already
inhabit the landscape.”
(National Institute for Literacy, 2008, p. 34)
Stories from the Field is a research project that hopes to uncover some navigational themes that
best support literacy learning and teaching in the areas of reading, writing, numeracy and
technology. We invite you to join the discussion with your points of view, teaching and learning
practices, and references that guide you as instructors and tutors as you steer your own course

through this digital landscape.
Please contact Sandi Loschnig at sloschnig@bowvalleycollege.ca or 403-283-6343 for more
information and to share your stories from the field.
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