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Who runs the world? Technology.
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In a world where your toddler learns how to take selfies on an iPad before learning how to walk and where a child plays with their neighbour in an online game rather than outside and you have to make a doctor's appointment via an app on your phone, it is clear that digital competence isn’t an optional skill to be learnt anymore. It is a necessity! A survival skill perhaps?
What is digital competence?
The knowledge, attitudes and abilities that allow the creative, and critical use of technology and systems is known as digital competence. Being knowledgeable and competent around technology is essential for young people to be capable of succeeding in today’s society. Information and communication technology (ICT) and digital competence are not the same thing. Alongside literacy and numeracy, digital competence is one of the three cross-curricular responsibilities. With the main goal being students establishing digital abilities that they can use in a variety of ways that will be applicable to the world of work (Education Wales, 2018).



The Digital Competence Framework
Wales’s Digital Competence Framework (DCF) has established clear strategies for helping students of all ages develop their digital skills. The goal of this framework is to guarantee that young people have the information and develop the ability to thrive in a digital world.
Practitioners from pioneer schools developed the framework with assistance from outside specialists. The DCF consists of four equally significant strands, each of which have a number of components (Wales Eurydice Unit, 2018).
(Education Wales, 2018)








Citizenship
An essential strand of the DCF is ‘Citizenship’. This stand is in place to ensure that young people are taught how to be safe online. Through the progression steps the children should learn about what they should be sharing online, who they should be communicating with and appropriate online behaviour. The ‘Citizenship’ strand covers online behaviour and bullying which is an increasing problem in Wales. In 2024, an international study was undertaken and shockingly out of 37,000 young people surveyed in Wales, 17% reported that they have experienced bullying online (PA Media, 2024). This statistic shows just how essential it is for young people to be educated on this matter. The citizenship strand also focusses on health and well-being – another essential learning point for children. A survey undertaken by Children’s Commissioner in 2022 showed shocking results:
· 45% of young people between the ages of 8 and 17 have seen content online that they felt was inappropriate or that upset or worried them.
· Compared to girls, boys were more likely to have viewed harmful content online.
· Children who were eligible for free school meals were more likely to view dangerous content on the internet. This includes content such as self-harm, suicide, diet restriction, anonymous trolling and sexualised and violent images (Children’s commissioner, 2022).

Why has the DCF been introduced in Wales?
The DCF places strong emphasis on the development of young people’s computational thinking, as well as other critical digital skills including digital literacy, communication and collaboration. These skills are necessary for success in a variety of elements in an individual’s life such as:
· Education
· Social Interaction
· Employment
The DCF has been put into the curriculum to prepare young people in Wales for the digital age and to ensure that students will have the knowledge and skills required to succeed in a world where technology is taking over more aspects of life (GwE, 2023). 
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As previously mentioned, according to the curriculum for Wales, digital competency, literacy and numeracy are required cross-curricular skills. Developing these skills is the duty of all practitioners and they must attempt to improve these cross-curricular skills in all subject areas (HWB, 2019).
Easy as that! Let’s put it into practice…
When it comes to teaching young people about the correct way in which to use technology, it isn’t as simple as some may think! It does come with it’s challenges. Here is an example of experiences I have witnessed in my time working within a primary school.
Picture this: You are a year 4 teacher, you have 30 students in the classroom, and you have perfectly planned your science and technology lesson. You have planned for the students to research and make notes on the solar system.
You give your instructions to the students:
Step 1: Log onto the computer
Step 2: Visit www.britannica.com
Step 3: Read one of the solar system articles
Step 4: Make notes in their workbooks.
You have finished your introduction and set the students off on task, with 45 minutes remaining of the lesson.
Step 1:	
My username and password isn’t working!


My computer has no battery!

Where’s Google?
(Andy.Illustrator, N.D)
(Andy.Illustrator, N.D)
(Andy.Illustrator, N.D)






Don’t worry, it’s ok! We can find the log in details, get a different laptop (fully charged) and show the class how to get onto Google.
Moving onto step 2:
The website is asking me if I want cookies?

www.britannika.net
doesn’t work!

I still can’t find Google!
(Andy.Illustrator, N.D)
(Andy.Illustrator, N.D)
(Andy.Illustrator, N.D)







By the time you have sorted out the questions for step 2, you will most likely find yourself saying: “Unfortunately we have ran out of time for today's lesson, let me show you all how to log off your computers”. In this time, we have learnt how to log on to the laptop and find google. So, no actual science was learnt by the students.
The situation above is just an example of how important it is for young people to build digital competency skills, but also an example of how difficult it is to teach children cross curricular skills when they haven’t got the basics down yet.
To finish things of...
The DCF is a document that hasn’t had much time in action. It was released in 2018, followed by a worldwide lockdown and pause on learning. Therefore, there is little evidence to show whether it is having a positive or negative impact on education in Wales. But saying that, it does have good principles and has the student’s future success in mind with the digital world. Although in my experience there has been a struggle to include it in cross-curricular lessons with younger pupils, once the pupils become more computer literate, it can be a great tool to enhance teaching.
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From Swings to Screens: Young people in the Digital Playground
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(AI Generated Image, 2024)

Not so long ago, children used to play outside. They played on swings, climbed trees and got the occasional cut on the knee. But that was back when dinosaurs roamed the earth and Wi-Fi didn’t exist. Now we live in a digital world, many children are raised looking at screens. Not only has the number of smartphones increased, but the average amount of time spent on them by adults and children has also risen in recent years. Lockdowns have contributed to the rise in smartphone usage (Skopeliti.C, 2024). As many adults are still trying to figure out how to mute their microphones on Teams, young people are born with their Wi-Fi password embedded into their brain. But how does this new technological world affect the development of young people? 
It’s not what you know, it's who you know!
George Siemens and Stephen Downes (2005) developed the Connectivism Theory. According to this theory, knowledge exists within an enormous network of connections and information. Learning occurs when we link “nodes”, which can be resources, people or ideas. This implies that knowing where to look for information is just as crucial as really knowing it and the size of your network, not your current level of knowledge is what counts (Cloke. H, 2024). A link to the Connectivism theory is the Social Learning Theory as both theories suggest that we acquire knowledge through by observing and interacting with others. According to Bandura (1977), it is important to watch, model and imitate the attitudes, behaviours and emotional responses of others (McLeod. S, 2024). Both theories suggest that it is easier to increase our knowledge the more connected we are to others.

Positives of Theory
Collaboration - Students learn and collaborate on projects together with their peers and expand their knowledge with different viewpoints.
Motivation - Knowing they have more control over their work, students are more enthusiastic about their lessons. When children and young people engage in group activities, they get even more enjoyment out of it.
Diversity - The theory fosters a learning environment where a variety of experiences and viewpoints are respected since it takes social and cultural backgrounds into account. Different viewpoints enhance a supportive, positive environment.
(Pappas. C, 2023)
Negatives of Theory
Educators - Teachers may find it challenging to move from leadership to partnership roles.
Age vs Skill - Instead of learning according to age, students learn according to their skill level (this could be considered to be an advantage in some ways).
Grouped - The ability level of each student determines their label and grouping, this could cause anxiety if students are singled out based on their skill  levels.
(Weebly, N.D)












But with all this access to knowledge, how well are our young people retaining this information?
Wait... what were we talking about?
With the invention of TikTok, YouTube Shorts, and a never-ending scroll of pictures of cats, there is no surprise that the attention span of young people has been affected as a result of this. Many experts think that children’s attention spans are being destroyed by TikTok and similar social media sites. “TikTok Brain” is a less than flattering term used to describe the decrease in attention span. According to new research, young people who watch short-form videos may find it more difficult to participate in activities that don't provide instant gratification. Using apps like TikTok is reinforced by the continuous release of dopamine (Crispo. N, 2024). During the Coronavirus pandemic, many children and teenagers developed an addiction to TikTok. TikTok has a wealth of information available to children and teenagers in the form of 30 second videos. Their attention span has decreased as a result of their brain’s inability to concentrate for extended periods of time in order to process information which now means that many students are struggling to readjust into their school curriculum (SG Analytics, 2023).


Parental Control
Ok, this one is for all the parents! Let’s have a look at some troubling statistics...
· Nearly 90% of children between the ages of 10 and 15 reported using the internet daily.
· In the past 12 months, 1 in 50 children (2%) reported messaging or speaking to someone they thought was their age on the internet but who turned out to be much older.
· In the past 12 months, an estimated 5% of young people between the ages of 10 and 15 met up in person with someone who they had only spoken to online
 (Office for National Statistics, 2021).
Whilst children are using all these different platforms and websites, it is improving their technical literacy, not all websites on the internet are safe to use, and it can be challenging to identify adult and hazardous content. By just looking at the above troubling statistics, as a parent, they cannot go unnoticed. So, what can parents do to protect their youngsters whilst they’re online? 
Although enabling parental controls on their devices may seem intrusive to young people, there are major benefits to doing so, such as keeping your child from using Instagram and TikTok while they should be working on their homework or preventing children from accessing adult websites and unsavoury content, ensuring they are only speaking to people they know (Collins. B, 2024).
The takeaway
While the digital world undoubtedly offers a load of opportunities for young people to connect, learn and grow, it also presents significant challenges for their development. From the impact of screen time and attention spans to the dangers of online interactions. Both children and adults need educating on the digital age as it requires careful navigation. The Connectivism theory offers insight into how knowledge is gained through network and connections, but as we have explored, is the knowledge children learn online retainable?
Ultimately, while technology is an integral part of modern life, ensuring that children engage with it thoughtfully and safely will help them thrive in both the digital world and the real world.
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Click, Log in, Learn! Navigating the digital revolution in education
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My experience with online learning
Let’s take a little throwback... It’s 2019, we’re in school face to face, the occasional paper jam in the printer was the biggest drama of the day, nobody had even heard of Microsoft Teams! Fast forward to today, whether you were a limited technology user or not, the Pandemic forced you to become an IT whizz. But when I got my Learning Support Assistant (LSA) job in a primary school during the pandemic, I had no idea of regular school life. I started in one of the hub schools for students with essential working parents. I went in on my first day, face mask and face shield at the ready, prepared to help! First challenge, log onto Microsoft Teams with little Timmy, his teacher is waiting on a call to start his Maths lesson. We logged on, found teams and then we were stuck. I say “we”; Timmy was the one who pointed out that I actually had to enter the team to join the call, but we were in! Maths lesson had begun, we had missed the introduction to the lesson, but we could see the work. The call kept losing signal, but we could always type our answers... if we actually heard the question. I remember trying my best to make a good first impression with my new colleagues and students, some of whom I was meeting for the first time the other side of the webcam. But I remember being totally lost on how to help this student with his Maths work because frankly, I didn’t hear half the lesson. Obviously, that was my first day of digital learning and although my digital skills have come a long way and Microsoft Teams have made major improvements to the software since then, I have to question, if we went back to full online learning in 2025, would the same difficulties arise or have we since then cracked the code on learning in the digital era?
Who still does online learning?
Actually loads of people! Myself included, I am currently in my fourth year of university and I would not have been able to enrol in the course without the option of online learning. I live 1.5 hours from the university. So being able to go to work and return home and remotely join university lectures is truly a blessing! Higher education is now more accessible thanks to distance education, particularly for working adults, carers, students with disabilities and others whose schedules and responsibilities conflict with attending traditional, in-person lectures. The number of students enrolled in further online education has increased at a higher rate over the last ten years than the total number of students enrolling in face-to-face college and university courses (Wallis. L, 2016). A study shows that nearly 80% of further education students agreed or strongly agreed that online courses and degrees were worth the tuition fees, and 78% of students believe that the online classroom setting is on par or better than traditional face-to-face methods (Dos Santos. L, 2022). Even though it can be convenient, flexible and more comfortable studying online, there are some drawbacks to being in a digital classroom.
Time management – Juggling your regular daily duties is challenging enough, without being a student. Managing all of these obligations might become even more challenging when you include online study.
Distractions – We are all well aware of how simple it is to get sidetracked, when you are learning from home it is easy to be distracted by TV, cooking, roommates or family. But along with the physical distractions, there are also online ones too! With social media, blogs, YouTube and TikTok videos.
Isolation – Humans are sociable creatures by nature. Isolation is one of the main challenges with online learning. Students can feel cut off from both their teachers and their classmates. While they have the opportunity to communicate with them online, it is not the same as face-to-face physical interaction. This can cause students to disengage and not participate as they would in the traditional classroom (Binder. M, 2024).
Digital Inclusion
Digital exclusion is not a new problem we face in the world of education. But the Coronavirus pandemic and the closing of schools that followed brought attention to how crucial digital access is for children and young people in the UK. As a result of this, having access to the internet is no longer a luxury. Instead, digital inclusion means having equal opportunities for all students (Unicef, 2023). During the pandemic, the school I work at sent out devices and Wi-Fi dongles to all the students that didn’t have the equipment. But this was not a ‘quick fix’ solution! This is due to the technology only addresses one of the obstacles to digital exclusion, the others remain unsolved. A person who has never used the device was expected to know how to set up accounts, connect to the Wi-Fi dongle and connect their children to the virtual lessons. 
Looking into this further, schools must overcome digital inclusion barriers for young people who have a sensory or physical impairment, English as a second language students or students with disabilities that require modified devices to meet their individual needs (Tutin. J, 2020).
If a child is being digitally excluded, they may begin to feel lonely and not part of the classroom community. This means they are not meeting their social needs on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943). Without this they will not be able to progress further and reach their full potential. However, this can be said for all digital students. For young people to reach the third level of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs in an online classroom, they must participate and retain good attendance, just like the traditional classroom! Through email, and chat students are able to communicate with each other and build that social tier (Milhrim. K, 2012).
Logging out
So as we try and navigate through online learning, it is clear that we have come a long way since the chaos of 2020. While we have all upskilled our technical abilities, we have also discovered how complex the digital classroom truly is. With issues regarding digital inclusion and the unique distractions of learning from home, the online classroom has highlighted both the opportunities and challenges of moving away from the traditional classroom. Will we ever crack the code on digital learning? Maybe, after all if little Timmy could teach me how to log on to a Teams lesson in 2020, think of what he can do now! There is hope for us all!
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Word to the wise, Microsoft Word in education
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(Monticellllo, N.D.) 




Microsoft Word, a piece of software I have used in primary and secondary school, college, university and my work life. With all the different software available in todays digital world, Microsoft Word stands out as the go-to software for writing. This groundbreaking program was first released in 1983 under the name ‘Multi-Tool Word’, later developing into the Microsoft Word we know today, overtaking it’s competitors to become one of the most popular and successful software programs ever (Wollaston. V, 2023).

Money Money Money…
With every piece of software, you have to figure out whether it is worth the price you pay for it. You compare it with other software, see if it is the best option for you and usually you end up spending either a hefty one-off payment, or subscription. But here is the thing about Microsoft Word, for students it is completely free. Yes you read that correctly, free! Microsoft 365 Education comes with Microsoft Word and many of Microsoft’s other services. All you need to access this, is a working school email address (Prokopets. M, 2020).




Is Microsoft Word accessible for everyone?
Whilst the software may just look like a program you use to type, it has so many more features which can make the lives of any individual easier, especially our ALN students.
Below are just some of the features in Microsoft Word that assist our ALN learners:
· Spellcheck and grammar: While this is not a replacement for learning the rules of spelling and grammar, these features can be a great scaffolding tool. When students misspell, they can catch their errors quickly which can reduce anxiety and stress.
· Customizable fonts and layouts: Adjusting fonts, font colour, l i n e   s p a c i n g and background colours can improve readability for dyslexic children, children with visual impairments or just any young person that struggles to read certain fonts. Having the ability to change fonts and layouts allows the students to find which style and colours are easiest for them to read.
· Speech to text: For individuals who have difficulties writing or typing, Word has a speech to text feature that allows students to dictate their thoughts directly into the document.
·  Text to speech: Word has a built in feature that can read aloud any content you type. For students with dyslexia or reading difficulties, this can make a world of difference. It not only helps with comprehension but also helps attention and retention as the students are using multiple senses all at once.
· Ideas: This feature makes use of AI technology to take into account real speech patterns and it also recommends language that is more inclusive for all genders.
(Doyle. J, 2019)

Microsoft Word and the DCF
With the Welsh Digital Competence Framework in full swing, I have to discuss whether Microsoft Word fits into the educational framework.
The DCF consists of four different strands and each strand divulges further into progression steps. The four different strands are:
· Citizenship
· Interacting and collaborating
· Producing
· Data and computational thinking

Microsoft word has a feature called ‘real time collaboration’ which means multiple students at one time can work on a document. This falls under the DCF’s Citizenship and Interacting and Collaborating branches as the students can enhance their teamwork and collaborative skills. Data literacy and computational thinking are supported by Word by allowing the students to organise and present their work in a way in which they feel works best for them through fonts, colours, layouts and other editorial features (HWB, 2019).
Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)
The ZPD theory developed by Vygotsky (1934) is the belief that giving a student the right kind of help when they are in the Zone of Proximal Development for a certain task will give them enough of a “boost” to complete it! The difference between what a student can accomplish on their own and what they can accomplish with the support of a partner. Vygotsky believed that when a student is struggling they should receive instruction or direction to acquire abilities they can use independently (McLeod. S, 2024).
The supportive partner in this case is Microsoft Word, with all the tools previously listed such as spell check, voice to text and speech to text, Word allows the students to improve their work. When a student is working, they may be in their ZPD, where they are able to use the tools provided by Word to complete their work and then over time, they should hopefully be less reliant on these tools as they become more proficient in their work.
Word Out
Microsoft Word has proven to be so much more than just a program to do you writing on. It is constantly adapting to accommodate a variety of individuals and to meet the needs of a diverse group of users. All of the accessibility features included in this program make it an invaluable resource for many of our ALN learners, and with it being free for students (which is rare to have anything for free) it can really develop a students literacy skills. With it’s compatibility with the DCF is basically just a bonus for Welsh schools. All the tools at hand the co-inside with the framework embody what the DCF stands for. Linking with Vygotsky’s ZPD, Microsoft word is definitely the supportive partner Vygotsky was talking about! The software supports both individual growth and collaborative growth in schools. For professionals, students and those in-between, Microsoft Word remains an essential tool. I used it when I was in school, the children I assist use it in school now, and I believe it will be used for years to come.
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