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Blog 1 - Digital. Technology. Online. Wifi. Data. – The world we find ourselves in.

Technology is omnipresent in our lives. If you were to say this to the technophobes of the older generation, they would quite possibly faint. Our world is changing. For our younger generation to grow to be a crucial part of it, developing specialist digital skills that are vital for learning, work and everyday life in an increasingly digitalised world is paramount. 

So, what are these specialist digital skills? How are they developed within our children and young people? Where can they be applied beyond school? 

Lets find out… 

Digital competence is a set of skills, knowledge and attitudes that enables the creative, critical and confident use of systems and technologies. Today, it is essential that learners are capable and have the potential to be successful in this fast-changing world. Digital competence is much different to Information and Communications Technology (ICT) – the one all us millennials were forced to learn in secondary schools. Digital competence is based more on the ability and confidence of using digital tools and technologies effectively (Welsh Government, 2018). 

So how is it taught? Let’s move on 

Digital Competence Framework (DCF) Wales

Within the new curriculum for Wales 2022, digital competence is one of the three cross-curricular responsibilities, alongside numeracy and literacy, which focuses on developing digital skills that can be used in a wide range of subjects and scenarios that can be transferred into real life work (Welsh Government, 2022).

“We are committed to ensuring that all our learners in Wales will have higher standards of literacy and numeracy, and will become more digitally and bilingually competent, to evolve into enterprising, creative and critical thinkers” (WG, 2018). – C’mon Cymru!

The DCF, developed by practitioners, encapsulates a set of skills that will make learners thrive in our increasingly digital world. It has been developed to be inclusive to all learners from the age of three, where it covers the development of skills in the earliest stages that young children need to learn (Welsh Government, 2018). The DCF is an integral part of the new Welsh Curriculum, where the literacy, numeracy and digital competence area of learning and experience (AoLE) alongside 5 other AoLEs, are compulsory in all Welsh schools. 

The DCF comprises 4 strands - citizenship, interacting and collaborating, producing and data and computational thinking, that sets out the digital skills to be attained by learners between the ages of 3 and 16. 
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Professor Graham Donaldson stated in his report ‘Successful Futures: Independent Review of Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales” that digital competence is as important as literacy and numeracy today, as it is necessary for learners to be confident in the digital world (Donaldson, 2015). 

Included in the DCF document is various supports and classroom task ideas designed by professionals to help teachers incorporate the DCF within their planning. It also encourages teachers to share their resources and ideas for other schools across Wales through the Hwb website. Cool ey? If you’re a teacher, check it out!

Don’t be a technophobe! – teachers who possess and develop their ICT skills and have adequate digital competence skills are more likely to create skilful students (Monteith, 2002). 

To put it simply, the Digital Competence Framework (DCF) Wales:

· 4 strands: Citizenship, Interacting and collaborating, Producing, Data and computational thinking
· Different elements within each strand.
· 5 progression steps in every element.
· Focuses on the need of the learner as they become digital citizens.

Seems important right? But how can it be used to support digital learning and understanding?

Digital literacy

Remember the days where you’d work your socks off writing with a pencil in order to be rewarded with that lovely red pen in primary school. Or when you’d spend the day reading Biff, Chip and Kipper books. In today’s world, being literate is not enough. It is essential that the children of today become digitally literate. 

Digital literacy simply means being able to use and understand technology. That’s it! It relates to the ability to find, create and use information online in a way that benefits you. It also includes understanding the dangers that using technology entails (Siu, 2023). 

As I scan over the four stands of the DCF, one particular strand stands out… Citizenship. Within the world we live in and since the COVID-19 pandemic where everyone stayed home, there has been a massive focus on health and well-being and online behaviour.


Social Influence
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Description automatically generated]With social media currently booming, young people are facing more risks than ever. With virtually all teens (95%) using social media, there is a higher link to adverse effects, including depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, eating disorders, online harassment, and inadequate sleep. These risks are far greater for girls than boys, and for those already experiencing mental health issues (AECF, 2023). 
(Chung, 2022)

The focus on the Citizenship strand is on the development of the specific skills needed to contribute to a positive digital world. These skills help an individual to be prepared for encounters that may occur, positively and negatively, while being a digital citizen. This strand also educates learners on being a conscientious digital citizen, who can critically evaluate their place within this digital world. 

Teachers have a duty to educate learners to act appropriately online by behaving in a responsible manner and by keeping themselves safe from harm. Students will learn that copying the work of others and presenting it as their own is plagiarism and will be taught the importance of citing sources when researching – the bane of all students lives (including mine currently). The strand will enable children to develop their own skills as well as understanding their health and wellbeing while online and how to treat others within the digital world. 
 
So to conclude, digital literacy is not just knowing how to check Facebook and Snapchat. The important topics within digital literacy include:

· Cyberbullying
· Internet Safety
· Ethics of using online information
· Digital Footprints 

The development of technology and ICT has changed our lives. Nowadays, we tend to rely on technology for just about everything. Technology came to the rescue during lockdown, where people took to video calls and social media paved the way for staying in contact. I remember when our class in school only space for two or three computers because they were gigantic! Now, students are given individual Chromebooks to carry around from class to class. But I think by the incorporation of digital competence in the curriculum, it has raised the standards for pupil potential. With the majority of jobs now requiring digital skills, it is estimated that by 2030, 75% of jobs need employees to have technology skills. Therefore, it is essential our youngers are tech geeks! 
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Blog 2 - DIGTIAL WORLD: HELPING US OR HURTING US?

Over the past decade, our world has truly transformed as technology has infiltrated our lives. It wasn’t until the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020 that people realised just how much technology has developed and just how much we rely on it. According to Common Sense Media (a technology and entertainment guidance provider for parents), children aged 8-12 spend approximately 6 hours a day looking at little screens, and teenagers averaging 7 hours (Common Sense Media, 2015). This doesn’t include the time they spend using technology for schoolwork. Crazy! Although, this data predates COVID-19 and the global lockdown, which seen an estimated 1.5 billion children and young people stuck at home in April 2020. The pandemic encouraged the increase in screen time due to children spending an excessive amount of time on phones and game consoles and in front of TV screens. Even us adults can relate! During COVID-19 I was able to kit myself out with a whole new wardrobe, watch umpteen series and movies, participate in quizzes with family and friends via various social media apps which allow face calls and stay in touch with everyone I’d usually see daily. If digital technology hadn’t advanced to what it is today, I’m not sure many people would have stayed home to save lives. Would you? 

The children of today are entering this technology driven world and even though the prevalence of technology grants opportunities for education, work and social connections, its increased usage presents challenges for the mental and physical health of children and young people and their development – which COVID-19 exacerbated (EEF, 2022). This is why I am looking into the digital world of today and the effects (positive and negative) it may have on children and young people. 

As the influence of digital technology and the internet has significantly increased, the debate about the impact it has on our children and young people has augmented. Is offering unlimited opportunity for communication beneficial? Or is it a threat? Because for better or for worse, digital technology is concrete for this generation. 

The internet is “reflecting and amplifying the best and worst of human nature” (UNICEF, 2017 p.2). 


UNICEF (2017) describes what we have today as a digital opportunity, an opportunity to use digital technology to our advantage to channel its immeasurable potential. UNICEF pinpoint 4 key points surrounding children and young people in our digital world. 

1. In the interest of children’s learning, digital tools must be supported with strong teachers, motivated learners and sound pedagogy. 
2. Children that are connected to the internet are making their voices heard through social media, videos, blogs and other forms. They recognise the importance of digital tools to help them seek solutions to problems and access information. 
3. The digital world is creating job opportunities, including for youth who possess specialised skills. 
4. Digital technology is being used to enhance information sharing and communication that can benefit families and children in emergencies. 

Connectivism

Connectivism is a learning theory for the digital age, where learning is derived from forming connections. Because of the structure of the theory, connectivism is perfectly suited to the use of technology in education and the internet. Connectivism recognises that technology is a significant part of the learning process and that these opportunities should be used to make choices regarding learning (Greenwood, 2020). Basically, the theory is saying that children learn and develop more if they are taught to steer their way through the digital world and create social networks to use to learn.  

The digital age. In a world with Alexa, Siri, Google Assistant and other forms of digital information assistants, we have come to rely on such technology to answer our questions and find information. It’s no different for the students of today where they can simply type their question into Google or ask their smartphones. It’s very clear that technology has dramatically changed the way children and young people learn. Rather than learning from textbooks, laptops and smartphones now form as the ‘hubs’ of information (WGU, 2021). 

Almost three quarters 964%) of schools in the UK use technology in everyday teaching and learning practices (Education Business, 2022). 

Connectivism builds on already established theories (especially constructivism) to propose that technology is changing how, where and what we learn. Siemens and Downes established eight key principles of connectivism, three of which are: 

· Learning is a process of connecting specialised nodes or information sources – you need to draw from other sources, whether its Google, TikTok or colleagues. You are also a node in which people learn from. 
· The ability to see connections between fields, ideas and concepts is a core skill. 
· Accurate and up-to-date knowledge is the purpose of all connectivist learning. 
(WGU, 2021). 

However, the connectivism theory is frowned upon by many, with some pedagogues claiming that it is too similar to other key pedagogical theories and therefore should not be considered a separate theory. This type of critique is inevitable seeing as the connectivism learning theory is still fairly new and isn’t fully established. But, if you look at the different components of the connectivism theory, the differences that separates it from other theories, you will begin to recognise why connectivism is being labelled the ‘pedagogy of the future’.

Schools play a pivotal role in ensuring children and young people are taught safe internet use, and how to develop safe behaviour in the digital world. This includes preparing children to become responsible digital citizens It is the roles of teachers to support the development of digital skills and competencies for students across all subject areas, to ensure students are prepared for life in the digital age.

Professor Graham Donaldson, in his ‘Successful Futures: Independent Review of Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales” report states that the need for digital competence is as important as the need for literacy and numeracy (Donaldson, 2015). It makes sense to assume that the more digitally literate teachers are, the more skills they will display in the classroom, which will in turn promote the development of digital skills in the students (USC, 2023). Since schools are positioned to help all children and young people, with up-to-date technology and resources, it is their job to adopt a responsibility in supporting the children and their families in developing digital literacy and safety skills. These efforts should be established within the whole school curriculum – Example: Curriculum for Wales including digital competence as one of the 3 mandatory cross-curricular skills. 

So, if there are all these positives to living in a digital world for children and young people, and you only need digitally competent teachers, what’s the problem? Let me tell you… 

I used to get in from school, quickly get changed into comfy clothes and run straight back out the door with my packet of crisps, grabbing the football on the way past and off to go and knock for my friends. I then would not return home until my (and I’m sure every person’s) parents instructed – when the streetlights come on. 

Through playing games – football, tag & mob, to bike rides, we learned a whole load of street-smart skills, social skills, resilience, appreciation of our hometown and improved relationships, just by having FUN. However, this day in age, children come home from school and head straight for their devices, which may increase the struggle for children and young people to develop a variety of skills through play and social interaction with friends. 
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(Skenazy, 2017)



With social media having a significant impact on children and young people, online spaces provide new opportunities and tools to bully individuals. Where bullying was once confined to school and the playground, it now follows victims to their homes (UNICEF, 2017). Cyberbullying has a profound impact on an individual’s mental health and wellbeing, particularly for those who are more vulnerable, and has a significant impact on their learning if they do not feel safe to attend school. Also, the perception of being able to act anonymously online can lead to savage behaviour that would less likely happen if the perpetrator was known. 

Our digital world today can impact children and young people in many ways, positively or negatively, and the people who make the decision on what the experience will be surround each individual everyday – parents, teachers, carers, friends. The implication of teaching digital and safety skills and our teachings of pedagogical approaches – connectivism, will minimise negative experiences. The more teachers and friends mediate internet use, the more developed the children’s safety and digital literacy skills are. Children and young people must encounter or explore some risks to gain resilience and to learn (Livingstone et al., 2011).  More skills lead to more opportunities and opportunities are linked to risks. But more skills could reduce the harm encountered or experienced by our young people from online dangers.
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Blog 3 - Stay Home. Save Lives. Digital Learning

COVID-19. 2020. The year the world stood still. The year which seen an estimated 1.5 billion children sent home by April 2020. The coronavirus pandemic seen the closure of schools, colleges and further education sites, where face-to-face learning and teaching was restricted for 14-weeks from April 2020, and again for 8 weeks in winter 2021. What happened next would change the way children and young people are educated forever. 
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Within my current role as a Senior Learning Assistant/ Teacher Cover Assistant in a special education school, I experienced many positives and negatives to digital and online learning during the pandemic. Therefore, today I will discuss the advantages and disadvantages of digital learning, barriers to digital learning and digital inclusion, and solutions to how we can mitigate the barriers. 
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Description automatically generated]To most children and young people, the partial closure of schools was probably a blessing. Imagine being able to stay home, attend lessons from the comfort of the sofa or bed, having snacks on request, and being able to choose how to spend your leisure time between lessons. Bliss! The comfortableness and accessibility were considered an advantage to both students and teachers, with the teachers also being able to set the learning pace and schedule that suits all (Conahec, 2023). There was unlimited access to the teaching materials online as well as contact direct to the teacher whenever necessary. (Pappas, 2022)


However, as appealing as distance learning is, there are several disadvantages that come with it. If you are stuck on your task within the classroom, all you would need to do is raise a hand or ask the teacher for instant help. Yet, while distant learning, the lack of immediate feedback or communication would make it more difficult for students to contact teachers and for teachers to be aware of the student’s understanding.  

Furthermore, some students experienced disruption to their distant learning as a result of not being able to access technology. Throughout the academic year 2020/21, it was found that pupils from high deprivation backgrounds (primarily those who are eligible for free school meals) experienced the biggest learning loss compared to their more affluent peers (DFE, 2022b). 

“Schools with higher levels of disadvantage have experienced higher levels of loss than other schools, particularly in secondary (2.2 months in schools with high rates of free school meals eligibility and 1.5 months in schools with low rates of free school meals eligibility)” (DfE, 2021). 

An Ofcom (2020) report estimated that between 1 and 1.8 million young people do not have access to a desktop, laptop or tablet at home. It also stated that 6% of UK families struggled to afford broadband costs, and 5% were not able to pay their phone bill. Families who were already struggling to pay their food and heating bills now had the stress of trying to pay expensive phone and internet packages. Disadvantaged families were officially “locked out” of education as a result of the costs of online learning. 

In order to mitigate the barrier to learning, the Department for Education (DfE) delivered 54,000 routers to low-income households, and the government scheme saw the distribution of over 800,000 laptops to school children. However, there were still many children unable to get online. The BBC also created it’s ‘Make a Difference’ campaign which aimed to bring communities together by encouraging the donation of technology devices. The project seen 17,645 devices donated since January 2021, with a further 30,000 donated by businesses across England (BBC, 2021). The DfE were desperate to tackle the socio-economic divide by providing schools with laptops, tablets and connectivity support, based on the percentage of disadvantaged individuals (DfE, 2022a). 

Obviously, we have more education facilities in the UK than just mainstream schools. Special schools often get forgotten amidst the vast number of mainstream primary and secondary schools. For students in a special school, using a computer may be something they do not do on a regular basis, and some may have never experienced a technology device. Technology devices are widely used in special schools as communication aids (also referred to as AAC devices), which extremely benefit individuals who have little or no speech. 
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Description automatically generated]Technology can also be a trigger for unwanted behaviour – which is very much the case within my classroom! iPads especially are often mistaken for play or free time, so when you put one in front of a student and request them to do work, you may think twice next time! Reflecting on experience of distant learning during the pandemic, there was not much online teaching and learning for students. Instead, technology (through our chosen platform – Dojo) was used to contact each student and their family individually to ensure they were safe and to see how each were getting on. Teachers created video of fun and physical activities to try, but learning was not enforced. Connection, at the most basic level, is what teaching is about. Teachers in special education were very uncertain of their specific roles and how special education would be provided during distance learning. (ClassDojo 2023)


Teachers also expressed their opinions on distance learning for special education during the pandemic, where many stated that there were not sufficient distance education applications for students with special needs or applications that support the development of individual IEPs (Individual Education Program). In essence, the materials provided for distance learning were inadequate (Ayda et al., 2020). A significant part of teaching children and young people with additional needs is the relationships made with each individual. Students need to feel safe and secure in their learning environment before being encouraged to learn. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that when we transferred to distance learning, the relationships built on comfort and happiness faded along with teaching and learning. 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1954) is a motivational theory comprising of a five-tier model portraying human needs. For an individual to be able to reach the self-actualisation level and to be able to achieve their goals, their lower four deficiency needs need to be satisfied. These include psychological, safety and security, love and belonging, and self-esteem needs. The psychological needs (also referred to human survival needs) include our most basic needs for physical survival – food, drink, clothing, shelter, warmth (McLeod, 2023). Consequently, if an individual is living in poverty or an area of deprivation, these needs may only be met in school. 

Digital teaching and learning have significantly evolved since the coronavirus pandemic, and this is only the beginning. Digital literacy is now deemed as important as numeracy and literacy, and it is likely that schools will continue with the blended learning, where the digital platforms will contribute to minimising teacher workload and support in-person classroom teaching (Fleming, 2021). 
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Reading eggs
Online reading games and activities, making learning to read fun and engaging for kids!
It really works! 

Reading Eggs is a multi-award-winning early learning online resource which supports children’s learning to read journey through reading games and activities. The games have been carefully designed so that they are easy to follow, self-paced and highly engaging. 

But how does Reading Eggs teach children to read? This blog explains how!

Created by Blake eLearning and launching in 2008, reading eggs is based on well-founded scientific research to give young learners the best chance to learning to read. It focuses on core skills and strategies that are essential for reading success and has been developed by highly experienced teachers, web developers, animators and educational writers. 
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Who is Reading Eggs for? 

Reading eggs is designed for learners aged 2-13 years old. The program starts at absolute beginner level and develops essential reading skills in a progressive way that’ll take a non-reader to a year 3 or Key Stage 2 level.  Reading Eggspress then takes learners through skills that will take them to a year 7 level (Key Stage 3). 

There is 3 programs – Reading Eggs Junior – ages 2-4 years, Reading Eggs – ages 3-7 years, and Reading Eggspress for 7-13 years old. 

Reading Eggs has been particularly successful for children with autism spectrum disorder and other learning difficulties or struggling readers. Repetition is key for these learners and is identified as one of the keys to success. The Reading Egg games are fun to play so children will enjoy repeating them. 

Reading Eggs has made a massive difference within my educational setting, a special school which I’ll refer to as School A for now. In School A, a large number of classes use Reading Eggs, including mine! My class includes children with ASD and they all love Reading Eggs, so much we use it as a motivator to do other pieces of work in fact. 

An estimated 91% of parents reported a noticeable improvement in their child’s reading skills and here is why…

By focusing on five essential keys to reading success, Reading Eggs unlocks all aspects of learning to read. 

1. Phonemic Awareness – the ability to hear and manipulate different sounds in words.
2. Phonics – recognising the connection between letters and the sound that they make.
3. Vocabulary – understanding the meaning of words. 
4. Reading comprehension – understanding the meaning of text.
5. Fluency – the ability to read aloud with understanding, speed and accuracy. 

Children begin Reading Eggs by learning the appropriate sound for each letter in the alphabet and then learning letter combinations. Each letter of the alphabet features in it’s own lesson, which build up on each other systematically. 

By lesson 9, children are able to read their very first book!


Link to DCF and Welsh Curriculum – Digital Literacy

Working on a computer, tablet or iPhone, it is a great way for children to develop their reading skills as well as their digital literacy skills. As stated by the Welsh Government, it is essential for learners to develop digital competence skills, knowledge and attitudes that enables the critical, creative and confident use of technology systems (Welsh Government, 2018). Reading Eggs enables learners to focus on two of three cross-curricular skills – literacy and digital competence, while simply playing games. 

The world is changing fast and we have found ourselves in an undeniably digital world, where the ability to use digital technology is paramount. The new Welsh Curriculum 2022 and their 4 purposes supports children and young people to use digital technologies creatively to communicate and find information as well as building up knowledge and skills to connect and apply knowledge in different contexts (Welsh Government, 2022). 

Nevertheless, children and young people, especially those with ASD, spend an excessive amount of time on screens which may lead to them not developing other skills particularly social skills or handwriting.  The creator of Cyw magazine stated that after the COVID-19 lockdown, children’s digital skills developed immensely which is greatly beneficial as they develop educationally. However, Jones highlighted the important fact that as much as developing digital skills need to be emphasised, it should not be at the expense of children’s basic skills. 

Llio Jones - “we saw that some children hadn’t held a pencil or crayon during lockdown” (Cyw, 2021). 

Why do children love Reading Eggs?

It has everything children and young people love to do! 
Reading Eggs has games, songs, a variety of activities and rewards, which all work together to make an enjoyable and exciting working experience. 


Golden Eggs
[image: A screenshot of a computer

Description automatically generated]The learner is rewarded with golden eggs as they complete and progress through lessons. These eggs enable them to go to the game section where they can choose a game to play. Children become determined to complete lessons in order to earn more eggs so they can play the games. But through the determination, they are concentrating and working hard to achieve new reading skills.

A child is more inclined to repeat a behaviour if they are being rewarded immediately, consistently, and if it is achievable (Welsh Government, 2012). This is widely known as the Operant Conditioning theory by B.F Skinner (1937), which is a method of learning that uses rewards and punishments to modify behaviour (Wahome, 2022). Reading eggs gives positive reinforcement through clapping, cheering, praising and rewards (eggs) throughout as you progress through the levels, which a student can choose how to spend them in the game section. 

That’s what the eggs and games are for – a fun way to say well done!



[image: A screenshot of a game

Description automatically generated]How Reading Eggs works
· Reading Eggs requires a username and password, making it easily accessible for students to log in at school or at home. 
· When a student first starts the program, there is an option to start from the beginning or alternatively to complete a placement quiz to ensure they are starting at the correct level. 
· Children earn a certificate at the end of each map which is printable for them to share with their families at home.
· Teachers and parents can access detailed progress reports to record how the young people is progressing.
· There are also hundreds of downloadable activity sheets that correspond with all the lessons on the program. 
· The colourful platform stimulates the brain and increases student engagement. 

One of the main impacts on student engagement is the amount of colour. The software has a bright colourful homepage, the lessons use colourful information, as well as fun songs, characters and rewards to keep young ones engaged and motivated. Colours are proven to stimulate the brain and can enhance memory retention (Jutlay, 2023). Colours capture student’s attention and making learning so much more enjoyable!  
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