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Navigating the Digital Landscape: Defining Digital Competence in Welsh Education. Blog 1 of 4

In a world where the digital landscape evolves at an unprecedented pace, not just a part of our lives but an integral force shaping our daily interactions, the concept of digital competence has emerged as a crucial skill set for individuals and organisations alike. This has transformed the way we work, communicate, and access information, making it imperative for us to not just coexist with these advancements but to thrive in the digital realm. The role of education in preparing students for the future has never been more crucial. As classrooms transform into dynamic hubs of technology, educators and learners alike find themselves navigating a digital frontier that demands a unique set of skills. At the heart of Wales this transformation lies the concept of the Digital Competence Framework (DCF) in education, a term that goes beyond mere familiarity with gadgets and software.
Let’s decode Digital Competence?

Digital competence encompasses more than mere technological proficiency; it encompasses the ability to use digital technologies confidently, critically, and ethically to engage with information, solve problems, and communicate effectively (Jenkins et al. 2009, p. 4). In the Welsh educational framework, the term is embedded within the Curriculum for Wales, reflecting a commitment to equip learners with the skills and knowledge necessary for active participation in an increasingly digital society.1

As Wales progresses deeper into a curriculum that fosters not only academic achievement but also the holistic development of learners, understanding digital competence becomes paramount. The DCF serves as the cornerstone for this understanding, providing a structured approach to cultivating the skills essential for thriving in the digital age (Welsh Government, 2018).
What is the Significance of Digital Competence in Welsh Education?

The significance of digital competence in the Welsh educational context cannot be overstated. In an era characterised by rapid technological advancements, students must be adept at leveraging digital tools for learning and problem-solving. Moreover, educators need to be proficient in integrating technology seamlessly into their teaching practices to enhance the learning experience.
The incorporation of digital competence into the Welsh curriculum aligns with global initiatives to prepare students for the challenges of the 21st century. By nurturing digital competence, Wales aims to empower learners to become active contributors to a digitally driven world, capable of adapting to new technologies and effectively participating in the digital economy (European Commission, 2018).

How does this impact on Students and Educators?

The implications of digital competence extend beyond the classroom, influencing students' ability to navigate an increasingly digital world and educators' capacity to facilitate meaningful learning experiences. As students develop digital skills, they become not only consumers of information but also creators, collaborators, and critical thinkers (Voogt et al. 2013, p. 407). For educators, embracing digital competence entails adapting teaching methodologies, fostering a culture of innovation, and promoting continuous professional development to stay abreast of technological advancements.
Exploring Digital Competence in Action: Unpacking the DCF Strands

The Digital Competence Framework (DCF) in Wales serves as a comprehensive guide to developing digital competence among learners. This section will delve into specific examples from the DCF, focusing on the four strands—Citizenship, Interacting and Collaborating, Producing, and Data and Computational Thinking—to demonstrate how it supports digital learning and understanding.
Citizenship Strand:
Highlights responsible digital conduct, covering digital rights, online identity, and the societal impact of digital technologies. In areas like online behaviour and safety, students learn to assess online source reliability, recognise risks, and employ strategies for digital well-being (Welsh Government, 2018). 
Recently, the year six students at our school received a visit from the local police school liaison officer. During the session, the officer presented a video clip that significantly enhanced the students' awareness, emphasising that not everything they encounter online is necessarily true, especially when it comes to the identities of individuals they may not have met in person.






Interacting and Collaborating Strand:
Enhances learners' digital communication and collaboration skills, progressing from basic online interactions to engaging in collaborative projects with various tools, promoting digital citizenship and connectivity. (Welsh Government, 2018).
Across our school children are introduced to digital learning groups of children from our year two class worked with some children year 5 class to produce a scratch Math game. Which was shared with their other classmates to have a go at, this project was a big success and was shared with other schools within our cluster, with the game being altered for younger or older children. 






Producing Strand:
Promotes active digital contribution, guiding students through the creation and sharing of digital content. Progression steps develop skills from basic to advanced, fostering proficiency in multimedia production and creative use of digital tools (Welsh Government, 2018).Lately, a group of our More Able and Talented (MAT) students collaborated with an external organisation to enhance their digital skills. They focused on designing and creating a school logo keyring, and the final product was produced using a 3D printer.




Data and Computational Thinking Strand:
The steps guide students in learning data representation, analysis, and problem-solving with computational approaches. Progression leads to essential digital skills and a deeper understanding of how data and algorithms impact digital decision-making (Welsh Government, 2018).
An illustrative lesson aimed at reinforcing data literacy and computational thinking skills involves guiding students to use Jit2e on Hwb to create a pie chart or graph based on data they've gathered, such as the preferred colours of their classmates.





In bitesize:

In our ever-evolving world, the importance of digital skills reaches into every corner of our lives and careers, seamlessly aligning with the skills championed by the four purposes of the Welsh curriculum. The prevalence of digital technology emphasises the need for individuals to skilfully navigate and utilise digital tools. Whether in the classroom, the workplace, or personal endeavours, having a knack for digital skills not only boosts adaptability but also empowers us to actively contribute to a vibrant, tech-driven society. Integrating digital skills into education is, nurturing learners who are not just prepared, but thrive amidst the challenges and opportunities of our contemporary world.
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In the era of rapid technological advancement, the digital world plays a pivotal role in shaping the experiences of children and young people (CYP). This blog delves into the positive and negative effects of the digital realm on CYP, drawing insights from relevant theories and practical examples.
Positive Effects:

The digital world has facilitated educational advancements for children and young people (CYP) through interactive learning platforms (Anderson, 1998, p. 42). Access to vast online resources promotes information acquisition and enhances cognitive skills (Livingstone & Helsper, 2007, p. 271). Additionally, digital communication tools foster social connections, aiding in the development of interpersonal skills (Subrahmanyam & Smahel, 2011, p. 257).
Negative Effects:

Conversely, excessive screen time correlates with sedentary behaviour, contributing to physical health issues like obesity among CYP (Hinkley et al., 2010, p. 97). The digital world also exposes CYP to cyberbullying risks, affecting mental well-being (Kowalski et al., 2014, p.1097). Furthermore, unrestricted access to inappropriate content may impact emotional development negatively (Livingstone et al., 2017, p. 157).
What do theorists have to say?

Marshall McLuhan's communication theory
Particularly his famous phrase "the medium is the message," holds significant relevance in the context of the digital world's impact on children and young people (CYP). According to McLuhan (1970), the medium through which information is transmitted shapes individuals' perceptions and experiences more than the content itself. In the digital era, the omnipresence of screens, social media, and interactive technologies profoundly influences how CYP perceive and engage with information.
McLuhan's concept of the "global village" is evident in today's interconnected digital landscape, where CYP can instantly access information globally. The digital medium fosters a new mode of communication and social interaction, influencing how CYP construct their identities and relate to the world (McLuhan & Fiore, 1967, p. 31).
However, the digital medium also brings challenges. McLuhan's idea that technologies have unintended consequences (McLuhan, 1970) is evident in issues like cyberbullying and the potential erosion of face-to-face communication skills among CYP in the digital age.
McLuhan's theory offers a lens to understand the impact of the digital medium on CYP's communication experiences, emphasising the need for careful consideration of both positive and negative consequences.
George Siemens and Stephen Downes' theory of Connectivism
Connectivism, articulated by Siemens (2005), illuminates how the digital world impacts children and young people (CYP), emphasising the role of networks in learning. This theory recognises that learning thrives through connections among people, information, and technology, aligning seamlessly with CYP's dynamic digital experiences. In the realm of Connectivism, CYP engage in diverse learning networks through online platforms, social media, and collaborative tools, fostering both information accessibility and an interactive learning environment (Downes, 2012, p. 31). However, navigating the vast digital landscape demands CYP to cultivate critical digital literacies, a key aspect emphasised by Siemens (2005). Acknowledging that knowledge is distributed across networks, Siemens and Downes underscore the vital skill of connecting to these networks in the digital age. Educators and parents play a crucial role in guiding CYP to develop effective strategies for networked learning, striking a balance between the advantages of connectivity and the necessity for discernment in an information-rich environment. 
In the classroom, Connectivism theory by Siemens and Downes becomes more than just a concept. It's about educators guiding children through collaborative online projects (Siemens, 2005, p. 8), where they dive into diverse perspectives, understanding the digital world through teamwork. Teaching digital literacy (Downes, 2012, p. 30) empowers children to question and critically evaluate online information. Online forums serve as virtual spaces where children don’t just consume but also produce digital content, honing their skills to navigate and contribute meaningfully. This shift was crystal clear during the COVID-19 era, where online platforms like Google Classroom and Teams became the new normal for education.
Other theorists 
Lev Vygotsky's socio-cultural theory reminds us that learning isn't just an individual process; it's deeply tied to social interactions and cultural contexts. In the digital era, this underscores the importance of creating collaborative and interactive learning environments for children and young people (CYP) (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). Jean Piaget's cognitive development theory, even in our digital age, explains how CYP adapt and shape their understanding of the world through digital interactions (Piaget, 1970, p. 103). Howard Gardner's theory of multiple intelligences urges us to acknowledge diverse talents in digital education for CYP (Gardner, 1983, p. 23). Urie Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory, focusing on environmental influences, becomes crucial in understanding the impact of the digital environment on CYP within their families, social circles, and educational settings (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 3). Henry Jenkins' work on participatory culture and media literacy sheds light on how CYP interact with digital media, providing valuable guidance for educators, parents, and researchers as they navigate the opportunities and challenges presented by the digital world (Jenkins, 2006, p. 48).
How to safeguard our children? 

Here at our school, we prioritise the safety of our learners in the digital world. We regularly organise Online Safety events to shed light on both the positive and negative aspects of technology. Our local community officer visits and engages with students from year 2 to year 6, discussing crucial aspects of online safety. Recognising the importance of parental involvement, we offer a digital awareness course for parents to able them to access what their children have access and to keep them safe.
In tandem with these initiatives, statutory regulations like the Children's Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA) and the Data Protection Act (2018) provide a legal foundation for safeguarding children's online privacy (UK Government, 2018) Our commitment extends to providing guidelines and awareness programs for parents, ensuring they understand online safety measures and responsible digital behaviour (NSPCC, 2021). Within our educational setting, we employ online monitoring tools to track and manage students' digital activities (Department for Education, 2019). Our educators stay abreast of digital safety concerns through professional development and training programs facilitated by the UK Safer Internet Centre (2021). Collectively, these efforts address the dynamic challenges of keeping learners secure in the ever-evolving digital landscape.
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In the ever-evolving landscape of education, the rise of digital learning has totally shaken things up, changing the game for both students and teachers. As I reflect on my experiences, it becomes evident that the benefits of digital learning are multifaceted and extend beyond the convenience of virtual classrooms. 
What is my position, and how do I make use of technology in my role?

In my role, I wear multiple hats as a Higher Level Teaching Assistant (HLTA), Forest School lead, Outdoor Learning Coordinator, Eco coordinator and animal husbandry. My work is cantered around the great outdoors, and in our daily activities, the use of technology isn't something that happens very often. Yet, when we do incorporate technology, we uncover a multitude of advantages and obstacles. Here are some examples of how we use and have used technology in our school and the benefits  and barriers:


Home learning during covid 19.

The shift to home learning for primary school children during the COVID-19 pandemic brought about a range of advantages and challenges, for staff, students, and parents.
Benefits 
The transition to digital home learning allowed for the continuation of education during unprecedented disruptions, while keeping everyone safe. This shift not only ensured the academic progress of children, but also underscored the adaptability of education systems in navigating unforeseen challenges, a testament to the resilience of both educators and students during the global pandemic.
According to Piaget (1952, p.12), learning is not a passive reception of information but an active process where students construct knowledge through their experiences and interactions with the environment. Digital platforms gave the opportunities for adapting learning, tailored resources and accommodating individual learning styles offering personalised learning experiences.
Engaging with digital platforms during the period of home learning has played a pivotal role in enhancing children's digital literacy skills, using google classroom, Teams, Zoom, Seesaw, and many other platforms used by schools. In my school we used YouTube for recording stories for the children to listen to so they could listen to our voices, we also set challenges such as a nature photography challenge.   Bruce's (2008, p. 45) concept of "informed learning" underlines the importance of developing information literacy skills, including the ability to find, evaluate, and use information effectively.
Barriers 
As we entered into the first lock down and home learning this proved to be challenging for some of our families and staff, as they faced the dilemma of being without reliable access to devices and the internet leading to disadvantages. Bourdieu's (1986, p. 243) theory of cultural capital highlights how access to technology influences educational success. During the second lock down funding was available for extra ipads, laptops and internet dongles however depending on where you lived is whether the internet would work. 
Home learning placed a significant burden on parents. Epstein's (1995, p.702) theory of overlapping spheres of influence stresses the importance of collaboration between schools, families, and communities. However, parents, especially those working from home, struggled to provide adequate support, affecting the quality of the children’s learning experience.
Woodland book project.

I'm currently engaged in a project with our year six students, working on creating a wildlife book dedicated to our woodland area. The students have been actively involved in observing and gathering data on the flora and fauna inhabiting the space. Bringing this data back to the classroom, they've delved into researching details about each creature, plant, or tree. Impressively, some of the students have taken their creativity to the next level by producing artwork using Procreate on iPads with digital pens. 

What Benefits and barriers did we face?

Benefits
The children are expanding a diverse set of skills as they delve into researching information, Identifying trusted websites like Woodland Trust and Wildlife UK. They not only retrieve information but also effectively transform and showcase it through the creation of informative fact sheets.
Furthermore, they are expanding their proficiency in digital art by actively using Procreate and exploring various devices. It is particularly inspiring to witness even those who typically claim they cannot draw stepping out of their comfort zones and enthusiastically embracing the creative possibilities offered by this technology.
Barriers
Despite having a fantastic outdoor classroom, as mentioned earlier, we conducted this work within the school building because the school's internet does not cover the woodland area. Even 4G dongles have unreliable connectivity down there. This limitation aligns with the ecological framework proposed by Bronfenbrenner (1979, p. 25), emphasising the influence of external factors, such as technological access, on the learning environment.
As highlighted in the advantages of children utilising iPads for art creation, I've observed that the more adept and talented youngsters sometimes perceive this digital medium as too straightforward. Rather than challenging themselves to enhance their skills, some of them tend to rely on the ease of using the iPad as an excuse to avoid more demanding tasks and are reluctant to explore their talents through other traditional mediums. This resonates with the concerns raised by Papert (1980, p. 145), Papert argued that technology, if not integrated thoughtfully, may lead to a superficial understanding and utilisation of skills.
Reflecting  theorists like Piaget and Vygotsky would emphasise the importance of hands-on experiences and social interaction in learning, suggesting that a balance between digital and traditional methods is crucial for holistic development (Piaget, 1952; Vygotsky, 1978). This project underscores the necessity of navigating this balance to ensure a comprehensive and enriching educational experience for students.
Have we overcome the barriers?

The benefits and barriers of digital inclusion paint a nuanced picture of the transformative impact of technology on our society. On the positive side, digital inclusion opens doors to vast educational resources, job opportunities, and social connectivity. It fosters innovation, empowers marginalised communities, and enhances overall economic development. However, the digital divide persists, posing challenges related to unequal access, skills gaps, and privacy concerns. Bridging this gap requires concerted efforts from governments, institutions, and communities to ensure that the benefits of digital inclusion are equitably distributed, creating a more inclusive and accessible digital landscape for all.
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In the evolving landscape of education, digital tools have become integral in shaping the learning experiences of young learners. Within my educational setting, "Teach Your Monster to Read" stands out as an engaging and innovative educational game tailored to cultivate early literacy skills in children.  This blog post delves into the Pros and cons associated with the utilisation of this game in the educational sphere.
First let’s find out a bit more about this literacy app...

"Teach Your Monster to Read" is an educational game developed by the Usborne Foundation in collaboration with game developers, The Usborne Foundation being the charitable arm of the UK-based Usborne Publishing (Usborne,2024). The development of the game began in 2012, and it was released as a web-based version initially. The project aimed to create a resource that would be both educational and enjoyable for children, incorporating principles of phonics, a method widely used in early reading instruction (Teach your monster, 2024). Having garnered more than 300 million plays globally since its launch, the app boasts a monthly engagement of over 2 million children. It has consistently held its position as a top selling children’s app on the Apple App Store (Teach your monster, 2024). What are the Benefits of "Teach Your Monster to Read"?

Engaging Learning Experience
The game provides a captivating and interactive platform, making the process of learning to read an enjoyable experience for children with colourful graphics, the ability to personalise your monster and crazy adventures (Frail, 2018, p. 23 ) In our school we use this resource through the children’s progression to each year group for as long as they need it, as this app allows them to use both in school and at home we encourage the children to carry on with their learning at home playing along and sharing their achievements with family members. 


Phonics Instruction
"Teach Your Monster to Read" is all about phonics, a key element in helping children decode words and better understand the relationship between letters and sounds (McKeown & McGlashon, 2019, p. 72). This aligns with the constructivist theory of learning, which highlights the importance of hands-on, experiential learning (Piaget, 1954, p. 32). This approach encourages children to actively engage in the learning process by solving problems and participating in adventures, fostering a deeper understanding of literacy concepts. This user-friendly literacy tool is an integral part of our daily curriculum, spanning from nursery to year 3. It's delightful to witness children seamlessly absorbing knowledge through enjoyable gameplay, blissfully unaware that they're actively learning.


Customised Learning Paths
"Teach Your Monster to Read" embraces personalised learning through its adaptive design, enabling each child to advance at an individualised pace. This aligns with the educational theories of constructivism and Vygotsky's socio-cultural approach, emphasising the importance of tailored learning experiences for optimal understanding and development (Vygotsky, 1978, p.57). As mentioned earlier, we incorporate this resource daily, focusing on progression steps 1 and 2. However, for some children who are in progression step 3, and find the learning difficult, this resource proves beneficial in advancing their literacy learning. 


More than just Phonics
Over the years, "Teach Your Monster to Read" has evolved to include a mathematical component, seamlessly blending literacy, and numeracy. This expansion allows children to engage in problem-solving activities alongside their monster, fostering a holistic approach to both literacy and mathematical skills development (McKeown & McGlashon, 2019). This blend of literacy and numeracy reflects Howard Gardner's philosophy, highlighting the interconnection of learning domains. Gardner emphasises that a comprehensive understanding arises when literacy and numeracy work together harmoniously (Gardner, 1983, p. 42).

What are the Barriers of "Teach Your Monster to Read"?

Access and Technology Requirements
Unfortunately, not every child has the same access to necessary technology, leading to potential disparities in learning opportunities. This inequality highlights the importance of addressing digital access issues to ensure all children can benefit from educational resources. This aspect was previously discussed in Blog 3, where we explored Bourdieu's (1986) theory of cultural capital, emphasising how access to technology plays a crucial role in shaping educational achievements. Our school is fortunate; each classroom is equipped with resources for accessing these apps. Unfortunately, the same cannot be said for many students' home environments, where some lack internet access, let alone personal devices. 


 Limited Social Interaction
Educational games, while valuable for learning, often lack the face-to-face social interaction inherent in traditional classrooms, potentially affecting children's interpersonal skills. The importance of social interaction in education is emphasised by theorists like Lev Vygotsky, who viewed it as vital for cognitive development (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57). 
To address this, although I mentioned daily use of this app, it is not intended to substitute face-to-face teaching. The literacy curriculum is delivered through a carousel of activities. Students rotate in small groups, engaging in various tasks such as focused learning with the teacher, reading with the learning support assistant, and utilising the educational app.

Screen Time Concerns
Children are spending more time in this technology driven era with a device in their hands on social media, watching videos or playing games. Widespread concerns about excessive screen time underscore the necessity of maintaining a balance between digital learning and other activities. Research by the American Academy of Paediatrics (AAP) emphasises the need for a well-rounded approach, suggesting that excessive screen time may have adverse effects on children's physical and mental well-being (Hill et al, 2016).
Striking a Balance

"Teach Your Monster to Read" serves as a valuable tool for early literacy, yet striking a balance is crucial. Research, such as that by Hutton et al. (2019), emphasises the importance of diverse learning experiences. Educational apps are like dynamic companions in our modern learning journey, infusing excitement, and interactivity to boost a range of skills. Finding that sweet spot between digital and traditional methods, bridging resource gaps, and keeping things grounded in real-world scenarios shapes a well-rounded and inclusive learning strategy. Staying open to ongoing research and adapting ensures we unlock the potential of educational apps, crafting environments where learning is not just effective but truly equitable.
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