
New Literacies of Today’s Students 

New Literacies and How Educators can Use Them 
Jessie Miles 

 Before the twenty-first century, literacy used to mean the ability to read and write.  
In the twenty-first century, however, literacy needs to encompass more than just those 
abilities.  We now need to obtain the ability to read, write, and create using technology.  
Twenty-first century literacy encompasses a wide range of abilities and competencies 
such as being able to read online newspapers or participating in an online classroom.  
Within that literacy is digital literacy, which is the ability to use digital technologies to 
locate, organize, and create information.  This goes beyond just knowing how to use a 
computer.  Computer literacy is the knowledge and ability to effectively use computers 
and technology.  Computer literacy can also refer to a person’s comfort level with using 
computers and computer programs.  To be computer literate, a person must be able to 
effectively operate a computer and its software and hardware, but does not necessarily 
have to understand the computer’s electronics and programming language.  Information 
literacy includes a set of skills needed to find, retrieve, analyze, and use information.  
The beginning of the twenty-first century has been named the Information Age due to 
the amount of information output and information sources.  Media literacy is the ability 
to analyze and evaluate messages that inform, entertain, and sell us things.  Media 
literacy also deals with the ability to create messages using technology.  Social media 
literacy is the ability to communicate appropriately and to evaluate conversations 
critically within social media, such as Twitter and Facebook.  And finally visual literacy 
is the ability to interpret and make meaning from information presented in the form of 
images. 

 These new literacies are being used in classrooms today.  Twenty-first century 
literacy and computer literacy are very apparent by the addition of computer or 
keyboarding classes.  In Indiana, there are several state standards specifically designed 
for assessing students’ skills in and knowledge of computers and technology.  One 
specific standard in Computer Applications states that students must “demonstrate a 
comprehensive understanding of the interactivity and operation of technology systems” 
(IDOE).  Our students are digital natives, meaning they grew up with today’s technology 
and have an innate knowledge of how to use these technologies.  Educators today need 
to incorporate these technologies into the classrooms and curriculums in order to 
provide opportunities for relevant, real-world applications in the students’ learning.  
With twenty-first century literacy, educators could use online magazines in the 
classroom such as Time for Kids or National Geographic.  Like 21st Century literacy and 
computer literacy, digital literacy can also be found in classrooms of today.  Some 
classrooms are opting to use Smartboards instead of outdated chalkboards and 
educational software instead of relying on old-fashioned textbooks to teach the 
curricula.  Information literacy also needs to be taught in the classroom to encourage 
students to gain better skills searching the internet for information and knowing how to 
find accurate and verifiable information.  The authors of “Teaching the iGeneration” 
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suggests teaching students to use the Google Wonder Wheel in order to focus their 
research.  This sounds like a great tool to help students find exactly what they’re 
searching for by visually breaking apart the larger research topic into smaller ideas and 
events (Ferriter 2010). 

 Media Literacy is taught in the classroom through the use of TV, the internet, 
radio, and so on.  To incorporate visual literacy, teachers could teach content through 
online instructional videos at TeacherTube or SchoolTube.  To go along with these 
literacies, educators could choose to incorporate social media in the classroom through 
the teaching of social media literacy.  Teachers and students could create and maintain a 
class blog discussing the class’s content through a digital conversation.  Good school-
oriented blog sites that educators could use are Class Chatter or Edublogs.  Students 
could also create visually pleasing “glogs”, or online interactive posters, for class projects 
through Glogster. 

 All of these literacies listed above fall into the New Literacies category, however, 
some literacies are more linked than others.  My graphic representation shows how 
these literacies are connected.  Starting with the 21st-Century Literacy, several other 
literacies fall under this category.  Computer literacy and digital literacy both fall under 
21st-Century literacy.  Computer literacy deals mainly with computers, and digital 
literacy can encompass other forms of technology and information, however both of 
these literacies are certainly part of the 21st-Century literacy.  Branching off from digital 
literacy is information literacy.  Students need to learn the skills to be able to make 
sense of and use the information they obtain through digital sources.  Information 
literacy is also needed to analyze and evaluate messages found through digital media.  A 
part of media literacy is social media literacy, in which the student becomes competent 
and responsible using social media for a variety of reasons, both socially and 
academically.  Finally, coming out of social media literacy is visual literacy.  Through 
visual literacy, the student can gain the ability to understand information presented to 
them through visual media such as images and videos.  While all of these literacies are 
considered new literacies, some of these literacies are more alike than others, and can all 
be utilized in the classroom. 
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