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1

I N T R O D U C T I O N
Lauren Hays and Jenna Kammer

This book is for all those interested in helping students navigate our increas-
ingly digital world. Simply learning to use technology is no longer suf-
ficient for college students as they prepare to enter the workforce. Today, 

a digitally literate students means that they can choose the correct technology for 
the task at hand, use that technology, and then ethically share, communicate, or 
reuse the information created with that technology. A digitally literate student 
also has habits of mind that allow them to think critically, continually learn, 
problem-solve, and adapt to different digital environments. Students must not 
only learn to use technology but also learn about the ethical and responsible 
practice of creating digital content, as well as strategies for using that content in 
academics and later in their professional careers. They must also stay safe online 
and critically consider privacy, security, and legitimacy for all online transactions.

Digital literacy not only assumes that students know how to use technol-
ogy within their areas of interest but also assumes that students should learn 
additional complex cognitive and social skills related to using technology as 
members of a digital society. This includes skills such as troubleshooting, 
critical thinking, and knowledge-building and using strategies like curat-
ing content, sharing information, or using the web for collaboration and 
problem-solving. Many of the knowledge and skills students possess do not 
translate into the necessary skills for technology use on the job (Murray & 
Perez, 2014). Growing up with technology does not equate to digital literacy. 

Postsecondary educators cannot assume students are digitally literate, 
but instead they must find ways to teach it so that their students are pre-
pared to work in their chosen field. Digital literacy in higher education today 
requires students to build on what they already know about using technol-
ogy for creating and communicating and apply that knowledge to living and 
working in a digital society. 

What Is Digital Literacy?

Universally, digital literacy is recognized as a set of skills needed to operate 
in digital environments. For the purposes of this book the authors started 

Hays_Kammer_Integrating Digital Literacy in the Disciplines.indb   1 12-08-2021   14:27:52



2  INTRODUCTION

with two definitions to frame their work. First, Gilster (1997) defined digital 
literacy as 

a set of skills to access the internet, find, manage and edit digital infor-
mation; join in communications, and otherwise engage with an online 
information and communication network. Digital literacy is the ability to 
properly use and evaluate digital resources, tools and services, and apply it 
to lifelong learning processes. (p. 220)

Second, EDUCAUSE (2019) recognized the work of Project Information 
Literacy,

a national research institute studying students’ information practices, 
defines digital literacy as the interpretive and evaluative competencies 
needed for both navigating a fluid information landscape and developing 
a deep understanding of how information is produced, consumed, shared, 
and used for self-learning and collaboration. (para. 6)

Using these definitions as the starting point, the authors also considered the 
breadth of knowledge someone needs to be not only digitally literate but also 
digitally fluent. This led us, the editors, to develop the following definition 
of digital literacy:

Digital literacy is the ability to evaluate and critique information that is created 
and shared in digital mediums. To be digitally literate, persons must develop 
mental habits to adjust to new digital tools and content.

Digital literacy is significant as more information is created, shared, and con-
sumed electronically. New tools allow for information to be produced in 
new ways, thus underscoring the need for students to be literate in digital 
tools and environments so they can competently navigate current informa-
tion landscapes. Digital literacy is not limited to developing technical skills 
for using digital tools. It also includes a holistic understanding of the infor-
mation created within a tool, as well as the implications for using it. Nelson  
et al. (2019) found that digital literacy cannot be reduced to a specific skill 
set. Instead, digital literacy must be taught throughout the curriculum so 
that it is learned, reinforced, and understood as situational. 

Focus of the Book

Throughout this book, authors from different disciplines share the digital 
competencies and skills needed within their fields and the strategies they 
use to teach them. Willingham (2008) explained that factual knowledge of 
a given subject increases a student’s ability to find and evaluate informa-
tion to help them solve problems within that context. In this book, authors 
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INTRODUCTION  3

describe how they adapt existing teaching practices to prepare students to use 
technology within specific contexts to solve problems and make decisions. 
In addition, authors express concern about students’ ability to navigate mis-
information and adapt to new technology without digital literacy interven-
tions. These experiences challenge the notion of the digital native, clarifying 
that those born into an age of using technology still need to learn digital skills 
for using it in different contexts. For many, this involves weaving digital lit-
eracy in its various formats through projects and courses and consulting with 
experts on campus to build a robust initiative. 

One advantage of an edited volume of chapters about digital literacy is 
that readers are able to see different examples of applications of digital lit-
eracy within a variety of contexts, as told from those who integrated digital 
literacy into their courses. Topics about digital literacy in this book include 
teacher education, writing, musicology, Indigenous literary studies, commu-
nications, journalism, business IT, strategic management, chemistry, biol-
ogy, health sciences, optometry, school librarianship, and law. While it is 
often assumed that what is relevant in one discipline may not be relevant in 
another, the chapters in this book have a commonality in that the authors 
have explained how digital literacy, its frameworks, and its habits of mind are 
essential for student success.

Digital literacy instruction is not always a solitary effort. In several 
schools, such as Virginia Tech, Vanderbilt, and New Mexico State University, 
digital literacy efforts are underway at the campus level. Courses, workshops, 
and training in digital literacy are offered campus-wide to prepare 1st-year 
students, experienced teachers, graduate assistants, and other staff and edu-
cators working with students on campus. These schools identified essential 
competencies of digital literacy that were necessary for students to be success-
ful in college, such as fact-checking, evaluating information, online safety, 
communicating online, and using educational technology for learning. 

Within the academy, educators are also designing instruction to include 
opportunities to apply digital learning to discipline-specific content. The 
authors in this book have demonstrated that throughout the disciplines 
advanced digital literacy skills are relevant within different contexts. Authors 
describe how modernization of their fields and changes in delivery formats 
of college classes have led to a need to prepare students at the course level 
to create, and be assessed on, digital content. Of interest is how varied the 
approaches to teaching digital literacy are, with each author using a unique 
strategy that aligns with their course, program objectives, and policy ini-
tiatives within their geographic region. While some institutions emphasize 
content creation, others emphasize media and information literacy as a sub-
skill of digital literacy. In this book, a variety of approaches are used to teach 
digital literacy skills in the classroom, including the following:
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4  INTRODUCTION

 • progressing from digital literacy to digital fluency
 • increasing digital literacy by creating digital content
 • assessing digital literacy
 • identifying ethical considerations with digital literacy
 • sharing digital content outside the classroom
 • identifying misinformation in digital communications
 • digitizing instructional practices such as lab notes and essays
 • reframing digital literacy from assumption to opportunity
 • preparing students to teach digital literacy to others
 • collaborating with other departments on campus to support digital 

literacy instruction
 • weaving digital literacy throughout the curriculum of a program and 

with increasing depth
 • incorporating media into digital literacy (digital media literacy)
 • using digital storytelling and infographics to teach content knowledge 

Teaching digital literacy also involves the assessment of digital literacy skills 
and habits of mind. Authors describe how they identify the digital literacy 
needed within their disciplines, often by determining where deficits lie (eval-
uating information for accuracy is an example of a deficit seen throughout 
several chapters) but also by exploring practices within the field that require 
digital competencies. For several, this involves assessing the habits of mind 
needed to work within a digital society rather than a specific technical skill 
set. Critical thinking, computational thinking, socioemotional skills, and 
metacognition are described as attitudes and habits of mind that are neces-
sary to cultivate digital literacy. Specific rubrics, formative assessment, touch-
points, and direct instruction were used to target these areas to measure how 
well, and to what extent, students met digital literacy competencies.

One final takeaway from the chapters in this book is that instructors 
themselves must acquire digital literacy before teaching it to others. Several 
chapters explain this from the perspective of the preservice K–12 teacher or 
school librarian who must learn digital literacy to be able to teach it to their 
young students. Within the academy, instructors are learning to use technol-
ogy for teaching, as well as staying abreast of changes within the fields and 
occupations in which they are preparing students. This often involves collab-
oration with others through consultations with specialists on campus, work-
ing with experts in the field, and professional development. In some cases, 
librarians, instructional designers, or technology consultants were partners in 
digital literacy initiatives to build robust programs. In other cases, real-life, 
authentic projects were created in the classrooms, similar to what would be 
created in the workforce, such as digital media, communications, or artifacts.
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INTRODUCTION  5

Based on this collection of experiences, we conclude that digital literacy 
should be taught, with intent and at varying levels, within the disciplines in 
addition to campus-wide initiatives. As an umbrella term, the meaning of 
digital literacy and what makes one digitally literate changes as people acquire 
digital skills at home and their personal life and transfer and develop those 
skills within the context of their academic studies. In the workforce, profes-
sionals must be prepared for technological change and be trained to use the 
habits of mind necessary to adapt to these changes. As Gilster (1997) stated in 
his seminal work on digital literacy, “Technologies shift, but if you remember 
that knowledge assembly, Internet searching, hypertextual navigation, and 
content evaluation are all methods rather than specific hardware or software 
products, you will be able to apply them to the Net of tomorrow” (p. 230).

A Preview of the Chapters

Throughout this book, authors from the United States, Canada, Scotland, 
Australia, Singapore, and Turkey share their experiences teaching digital lit-
eracy to students in their disciplines. Each author shares a unique approach 
for teaching digital literacy in tandem with discipline-specific outcomes. 
As we reflect on the approach each author took to teaching digital literacy, 
we see opportunities to borrow and adapt the teaching strategies across the 
curriculum.

In chapters 8, 6, and 15, authors discuss how article databases and 
online content can be used to teach digital literacy, particularly when used 
as a resource to find factual information and support arguments with evi-
dence. In chapter 16, authors describe how they did this in collaboration 
with librarians. From an ethical perspective, chapter 7 explains that in the 
author’s courses students critically reflect on the information publicly avail-
able, building digital literacy skills that help them consider authorship, own-
ership, and responsibility. 

In chapter 9 and chapter 14, authors describe how they transformed 
assignments into digital projects, which often involves reconceptualizing 
processes that used to be done on paper or in the physical classroom, such as 
digitizing lab notes (as might happen in a chemistry classroom), or writing 
headlines intended for use on social media (as might happen in a journal-
ism classroom). For students in educator preparation programs like those in 
chapter 2, this means having deep knowledge of content so that disciplinary 
digital literacy can be incorporated in instruction design.

Chapters 12 and 17 describe how digital literacy is not taught in just one 
class, but is instead taught in parts throughout the full curriculum, ensuring 
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students develop increasing levels of digital literacy, which can be applied 
in the workforce. This is similar to the vignettes described in chapter 1 that 
show how authors designed campus-wide initiatives to teach students the 
basic digital literacy skills and competencies needed to succeed as a student.

Chapters 5 and 11 explain how policies within courses can be reexam-
ined to ensure that inequities in digital literacy are inhibiting progress in the 
course. By using an empathetic teaching approach, instructors can identify 
their own assumptions about students’ digital literacy (or lack of digital lit-
eracy) and consider new structures, provide training, or redesign assignments 
to encourage digital literacy while also supporting students who often face 
challenges when learning from home. 

Student-created content is a digital literacy teaching strategy used in 
chapters 3, 4, 6, 8, 13, and 18. The learner-as-creator approach (discussed 
in detail in chapter 3) empowers students to communicate in multimodal 
formats (i.e., podcasts, blogs, digital newsletters, infographics, or video) as a 
means of demonstrating digital literacy skills while also learning to produce 
quality content. Several chapters (3, 4, 11) specifically describe digital story-
telling as an instructional strategy for both teaching and learning.

What these teaching strategies demonstrate is that digital literacy can be 
incorporated in academic instruction in many different ways while main-
taining a commonality in learning outcomes. Ultimately, what is important 
for students is that they become digitally literate or digitally fluent (e.g., see 
chapter 10). As teachers, we need to determine how best to incorporate digi-
tal literacy so that students leave our classes with the skills and knowledge 
they need. We hope these stories inspire integration of digital literacy in vari-
ous disciplines across the college curriculum.
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