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Digitally competent or just winging it?

So, what exactly is digital competence? And are we all capable in achieving this? Digital Competence is one of three cross curricular areas parallel to literacy and numeracy within the curriculum. It focusses on a range of skills that the learner will possess in ensuring they are able to navigate themselves around in the digital world and transferring those skills to other areas of learning. It is also a combination of knowledge and learning that is encompassed as part of The Digital Competence Framework Wales (part of the Curriculum for Wales) (Welsh Government, 2018). 

The Digital Competence Framework sets out the digital skills for learners aged 3 to 16. These need to be developed as they move up within the school and includes the following 4 key strands of the framework:
1. Citizenship
Learners are encouraged to learn new skills within the digital world. The basis of all their learning begins here to enable them to navigate themselves and develop strategies and skills to prepare them in an everchanging digital world. 
2. Interacting and Collaborating
Learners need to be aware of the methods of communication. As they develop their knowledge, they will soon be aware that communication and collaboration is key in the digital world. 
Gone are the days when letters would be written. For ease and speed emails are sent instead with a copy retained for the purpose of the ‘paper chain’.
3. Producing
This strand covers the creation and usage of text, graphics, video and images. The older the learner, the more sophisticated the digital content will be. This then illustrates the correct usage of the Framework as the learner has advanced through each progression to achieve context applicable to age and ability. 
4. Data and Computational Thinking
Data through collection and analysis is a vital skill to understand and possess in the working world and the need to comprehend its logic at an early age is essential. Computational thinking is a set of problem solving and thinking skills that are mastered over time. The learner first needs to understand the problem before they can solve it, looking at data and information and how it has a place in the digital world (Welsh Government, 2018) (Digital Promise, 2024). 

There are different elements within each of the above strands and 5 progression steps within each element. The strands give direction and focus when planning and delivering the curriculum. Care needs to be applied to ensure all subject matters are covered so that all learners have a well-rounded approach to learning. But how do we ensure that all progression steps are met? As we know children are individuals and develop at different paces. 

It will be evident from the start of the term which learners have had experience on a laptop before and some have never used one. The Digital Competence Framework targets their individual needs as each strand, element and progression steps are broken down into bite size pieces. This makes it more manageable to understand and follow ensuring that all learners are able to access each step of learning.

For example, the health and well-being element of citizenship states that:
· Children are able to identify a range of media and digital devices – learners are taught to identify a media source and use for a specific task. Sending emails is an excellent form of communication, which learners are supported to achieve. The school sends information via various forms of communication which is then passed down to its learners.  
· I can identify the advantages and disadvantages of screen time with digital media and devices – learners are spoken to regularly regarding screen time within their lessons to educate them on what is adequate.
· I can demonstrate healthy online behaviours – learners are educated in relation to Safer Internet Day, which is an annual event which educates children of all ages to be safe online being the UK’s biggest celebration of online safety (UK Safer Internet Centre, 2024).

The main focus throughout the school’s policy is the learners. The learners are at the centre of all we do as we offer a child centered approach with enthusiasm and positivity. 
  
Schools quite often have visitors come into the school to educate learners. A Police Officer who is responsible for educating children regarding various topics is an excellent way of getting the message across as I believe children DO listen to the police.    

Does age play a part?
Since google was founded and launched in 1998, I believe it was then it opened up a whole new set of skills where the digital era was born and users were able to navigate themselves within the digital world. The older generation have had to accept and get used to things like online banking, where the younger generation doesn’t know any different and would never have owned something like a cheque book.  
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Winging it?
Quite possibly there are 2 types of users who possess digital competence. There are children and young people who are casual users and adults are professional users. Even though children and young people can sometimes seem to be more advanced in the digital world its because they ‘have a go’, they just press buttons to explore and navigate themselves around, they technically teach themselves. Adults on the other hand have been educated via various courses to improve their skills and have learnt the conventional way. Training is vital for teachers so as to pass on their skills and knowledge to the children to ensure the best possible learning outcome is achieved (Unicef, 2017). 
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Schools have developed over the last 20 years with the introduction of modern technology within the classroom. It is vital that these items are used regularly as part of the curriculum to ensure a wide range of skills are acquired. This will enable those learners to transfer the skills they have learnt within the classroom into the working world. This can include online banking, sending emails etc.

It is an information sharing tool and is more efficient than traditional forms of communication and should be embraced.    
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The effects of digital change

The digital world is ever evolving and changing in the world we live in. Digital technology is used much more in homes and especially schools over the last decade, with more and more equipment being made available for learners.
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We can examine the impact of the digital world and whether it is beneficial for its users.  
[image: Thumbs up sign outline] 
Positive effects of the digital world:
· To communicate with our friends and family near and far, which wouldn’t be possible without being online. 
· Able to communicate with the wider population from around the world
· Information extremely easy to access 
· Children who have access to the digital world have a voice while engaging in podcasts, blogs, videos and social media (Unicef, 2017, p. 16)
· Inspired by influencers who can be that online supportive individual where they may not have that otherwise in reality. 
· Develop communication skills - these skills can be transferrable as they grow and when looking for work.


[image: Thumbs Down outline]Negative effects of the digital world: 
· Online safety is jeopardised 
· Security
· Once messages have been posted they cannot be ‘undone’
· Online bullying 
· Children who do not access any ICT will not be able to form friendships online, have opportunities to learn new skills and access to global information (Unicef, 2017, p. 20)
· The child can be introduced into radicalisation and become a supporter of extreme ideologies. Online platforms are the way in which the terrorist groups are able to locate individuals who are willing to be radicalised (Gov.uk, 2022).
· Advertisements can have more of a negative effect on children. This is because of food advertising can encourage children to purchase unhealthy food or cigarettes and alcohol (Healthy children.org, 2020).

Connections
Many years ago, encyclopedias and libraries were great sources of information and were widely used across the country. Now, in the 21st century I would say that not many families own an encyclopedia, and libraries are not used as much. The population and especially children access any information they need on the world wide web. 

Missing out?
Still within the 21st Century, children at their home address may not be able to keep up in the digital world:
· They may not be able to search the world wide web and access the internet. This is due to connectivity and may not be great for some families living in rural areas due to lack of tower density leading to poor signal. 
· Children may not own a laptop or computer and therefore cannot access any homework that may be set to undertake at home.
· During the covid pandemic, blended learning was a problem to those children without a laptop. Although the schools were able to provide laptops to those children in need. It became evident though, that the need was becoming greater as we entered the pandemic. 
· Most children own a mobile phone but the ones who don’t, they cannot access any social media and feel on the outside. 
(Unicef, 2017)  

Children may not own a laptop, computer or mobile phone possibly due to the family living in poverty within disadvantaged areas. The cost of living has increased significantly in recent years and many parents struggle to live on a day to day basis never mind purchasing electrical items for the household.    

Bullying
Bullying has increased ten-fold over the last decade and I believe the digital world must take some responsibility for. Pre digital era, being bullied in school would cease when school had finished for the day but would then continue the following day. With the addition of digital technology, now the bullying doesn’t stop! It takes place in and out of school 24/7 and can have serious consequences on ones mental health and well-being. There are many reasons why a child will bully another. It may be because they are jealous or be experiencing difficulties at home but this does not excuse this behaviour and should be dealt with immediately. This does become much more difficult when this behaviour continues online but online platforms need to be accountable for a lot of this behaviour (National Bullying Helpline, 2024). 

Schools have anti-bullying policies to follow to ensure bullying does not happen within their own school. If the school becomes aware that this behaviour is happening, it is addressed and dealt with immediately to guarantee this does not happen in the future. But do they? I am aware of schools turning a blind eye to this, but I do understand that its extremely difficult to monitor every behaviour that occurs.   

Keeping safe
It is essential to keep children safe online as much as we possibly can to ensure their safety is paramount at all times. Safety Internet Day takes place each year around the United Kingdom initially and is now celebrated in over 170 countries around the world to educate all about safety online (Safer Internet Day, 2024). Schools operate an internet access policy to support the use of being online and staying safe and as a result of this teachers can educate their learners on all aspects of staying safe online. 

A firewall is utilised to filter through only information that is age appropriate. But what happens when they access the internet at home? Education is key and the responsibility is then with the parents to put this in place at home to prevent any unsuitable sites being viewed by their children (School policy, 2023).  
 
Global Village
Herbet Marshall Mcluhan (1911-1980) was a Canadian Philosopher and media theorist who predicted the World Wide Web 30 years before it was introduced. Additionally, he popularised the concept of the ‘Global Village’ where it would be possible for people around the world to connect using different forms of communication through a cultural exchange. The idea was to bring nations closer and initially create a positive concept using modern technologies to include social media, phones and teams, despite the distance. This concept however would also challenge the boundaries within the cultural and religious sectors as they would be forced with change and different beliefs (Gutierrez, 2016). 

Ask yourself!

Do you monitor your child’s activity on social media?
Are parental controls set up?
Do you discuss online safety and risks with your child?

Further information regarding keeping children safe online can be found at Keeping children safe online | NSPCC

However, it can prove to be extremely fulfilling and rewarding if used in the correct manner.

Children and young people should take care online. Always be aware of things like scams, catfishing. Identity theft, viruses and ensure your personal details are kept to a minimum. 
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Does a traditional classroom even exist?

Working as a Teaching Assistant I offer support and guidance to the children within my care. Not only with their social and emotional needs but with their developmental and physical needs also. We adopt a child centred approach to ensure the child receives the best possible outcome. It doesn’t matter what background the child may have, gender, culture or specific learning needs, they are offered the same support in their learning journey you just have to approach it in a different way. 

The children use chrome books daily and are offered support to sign in using the password. Within the foundation phase it is interesting and quite evident who owns a chrome book/laptop at home and who hasn’t used one before. Support is also given to children when using our Welsh programme ‘tric a chlic’ on the tablets. Nearly all children are able to use a tablet to support their learning and staff are always there to assist.   

As school staff it is important to encourage children to ask their peers for help before they approach staff. This is called the SNOT system (self, neighbour, others and teacher). The children are aware that they need to use this, where they ask their neighbour for help in the first instance and moving onto others within the room and then when they have exhausted all the previous possibilities, only then will they approach the teacher for support. It works great in theory as Les Vygotsky (1896-1934) stated that children are influenced by their surroundings and peer support in a social and cultural context. That support mechanism is more knowledgeable and is able to guide the children to reach their goal. It is questionable though how many children actually use the SNOT system? and just approach the teacher first (Structural Learning, 2024).
[image: A group of children carrying buckets

Description automatically generated]
     





		     
			 (pixnio.com)

Covid pandemic
This brought unprecedented times where the population were forced to use digital technology to keep in touch with their family and friends as we were not allowed to mix with others. It was a very difficult time for all as daily life changed.  

Social media was utilised to its maximum and home schooling was introduced via zoom to all school children. Home learning was carried out on a daily basis to ensure learning continued at home for the duration of the pandemic and until it was safe for all children and staff to return to school. It became a link and a ‘check in’ between home and school and many children would look forward to seeing their teacher/teaching Assistant (TA) and also their friends on screen. Support was given by the Teaching Assistant for safeguarding reasons and was present during all blended learning sessions. 

Enough education time?
Digital learning would be scheduled for first thing in the morning and then a recorded story would be sent in the afternoon. Realistically this was not enough ‘learning’ time for children but there is only a certain amount that can be undertaken online. Parents were then tasked with supporting their children through the remainder. Parents would do a great job but understandably it was tough. 
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However, there were barriers to blended learning and for some families blended learning became problematic. Some parents did not have the technology to use zoom or didn’t know how to operate the technology. Some had to work and the children were with grandparents. It is possible that their internet connection was weak and may have not been able to connect. Also, some parents didn’t see the need to engage with school and didn’t ensure their children were available to attend online. Families with children with additional needs would struggle as their child would not engage, but many did try.  

Although, in general digital learning did have its benefits for some and continues to evolve. In the majority of cases it is, and was a game changer, especially during the pandemic. Many skills were learnt for life as zoom and teams calls still exist now within the workplace. Now it is difficult to remember life before the pandemic and the impact it had on children, parents and school staff. Parents were stressed while the children were at home – educating them to a certain degree and trying to find childcare if they needed to work, teaching staff were working caring for key worker children and worrying about the epidemic and children were wishing they could see their friends as they were missing them.  

It is becoming evident that the impact on very young children and newborns during the pandemic has had a profound effect. Many of that age group did not attend baby groups or nurseries and therefore did not experience the social and emotional development that should of come with that age. Additionally, the situation of being away from friends, whatever age did affect their mental health and well-being, including adults aswell.     


The library – just books?
Once upon a time we had to visit a library to access information, but many children have not entered a library since they were toddlers or may never have. In 2024 libraries have now changed and offer more than just books. Libraries are not so much ‘quiet spaces’ anymore but with many different activities taking place. They house exhibition spaces, meeting rooms, study areas, the use of computers and even cafes with the librarian offering advice and support in a bright and friendly atmosphere (Designing Libraries, ND).

There are both positive and negative aspects to digital learning and they both should be embraced, online banking is the way forward making cash more obsolete, but this is not beneficial for everyone. The older generation tend to only pay with cash and not use online banking at all which makes this difficult for them.  

ICT is our future and AI is the way forward for everyone and we all should take a look at the concept of it to enable ourselves to be in the know at least!
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Systems to support learning within the 21st Century

ICT or Information Communication Technology is now very high tech and is extremely advanced compared to what it used to be years ago. It can support individuals in connecting with others to share information, real world problem solving, internet shopping and social media. It is a wonderful concept and very efficient under the condition that it works well in most respects. It has brought many savings for businesses and also expanded their business by offering the general public an option of internet shopping with them also being present on the high street (Pratt, 2023).

Bee bot the little bee!  
A Beebot is a piece of hardware which is used in schools to support children’s learning and development. It has been supporting children in schools for 20 years and still continues to make a difference to their education. 

It was created by a company called TTS and it is, yes! a little bee. The bee is colourful and attractive and appeals to young children who are curious and want to ignite their imagination.

[image: Bee-Bot® Programmable Floor Robot  hi-res]


Tts-group,2019





Who is it aimed at?
Children aged 3-4 years benefit from this little hardware robot that can allow them to create, explore and problem solve, along with counting, understanding direction and sequencing by giving the bee bot instructions via pressing the buttons on its back.

There is also a downloadable app which will enhance their interactive learning on a phone or tablet, where children can understand and progress their programming skills.

A wonderful quote from the company that created the Bee-Bot, I believe it is very relevant to children as they develop.  

“At TTS we aim to give every child, every day, a reason to love learning”.‌
(tts group, 2024)

From experience, both girls and boys use the resource. Girls would enjoy using the bee-Bot with the mat or a sequence marked out on a tuff tray. And boys would have pleasure using the app on the tablet. In the various games you must assist the Bee-Bot on his adventures through space, collecting dinosaur eggs and pollinating the flowers in the garden.

Children with socio-economic status and children with a specific learning need may not be able to understand what the Bee-Bot can do. They will press buttons on the Bee-Bot’s back which will allow the robot to move but not in the logical way that it should or the way they would like it to. Support would be needed. Any children that are bi-lingual or multi-lingual would quite possibly be able to work the Bee-Bot as they would understand the arrows and the ‘go’ button to control the robot. 

It can meet the needs of many learners by offering critical thinking skills, enhancing their social skills, creating and exploring. Children will understand mainly how the Bee-Bot works by working it out for themselves and by ‘having a go’. 

Learn by doing!
The philosopher, psychologist and educator John Dewey (1859-1952) believed that children and young people will learn by actively engaging within the activity, called ‘experimental learning’. He states that learners should involve their knowledge and learning with practical experiences as we learn more by being hands on (Main, 2024).

Benefits Many children wanted to use Bee-Bot as it is fun and exciting. It gave them an opportunity to work with their peers as they were helping each other. They were using the more knowledgeable other system to help that Lev Vygotsky (1896 – 1934) states that children should use another individual to support and help them, improving their social skills (The voice of early childhood, 2025). 
Computational thinking is applied, giving the children time to think and problem solve where to send the Bee-Bot. This applies to the Digital Competence Framework and its progression steps (Morgan, 2023).
      
Disadvantages Some children did not understand the concept of the Bee-Bot and become frustrated with it. They will just press the buttons on its back so that it moves but will not be able to use it to its full protentional. That includes children with additional needs or children that are sometimes young in their year that maybe haven’t matured yet, which could be the case with many boys.  
  
Evidence of impact The children gave verbal feedback. As the Bee-Bot is so colourful and quite different from normal activities, the children wanted to play with it all the time. A rota system had to set up for the children to take their turns to use it as they enjoyed it so much. The children were voicing how wonderful it was and were explaining what it was like. Then they were requesting to use the resource on the tablet.

The Bee-Bot is perfect for children in practicing and exercising their development of skills in the 21st century. The requirement for children and young people to be digital competent in a digital world is high, where children are required to be competent in preparation for the working world. 

Using the Bee-Bot requires skills inline with the Digital Competence Framework in the progression steps to:

· Create and follow sequences
· Recognise and follow instructions
· I can control devices giving instructions
· I can identify errors in simple instructions
· I can detect and correct mistakes which cause instructions to fail

(Welsh Government, 2018)

The need for balance
This resource is just one of the fun, interacting and exciting that we have within the school. Occasionally the internet dips in and out of signal and that can prove difficult for children wanting to use the ipad app version but are able to use the Bee-Bot as it is charged with a USB connection. Children are becoming more aware and proficient with digital technology and are using other resources at home other than just phones or tablets. Phones and tablets (especially tablets) ARE a great source of digital technology especially when there are educational programs/apps that they can use but it is important to limit the amount of screen time and balance it with other activities like board games, quizzes, walks, reading and especially activities outside.

Remember: Children need exercise and fresh air on a regular basis!
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