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National Museums Online
Learning Project

Stage two report: part 2

Watching, gaming, learning: webquest
contexts of use

One of the schools we visited had mounted an exhibition on ‘Web sites that changed the world’: nearly all of
the paradigm-shifting sites had been blocked for use in schools by restrictions imposed by the local authority



Summary

We use this report as a way of reflecting on some of the key issues which appear currently to impact
on online learning in schools. This contextual work forms the background for further research to be
undertaken over the autumn of 2008, as we investigate the implementation and use of specific
webquests in schools. We interviewed project resource writers, and also groups of children and their
teachers in four English schools committed to implementing the webquests in the next school year.
From this data we identified three key themes which set the context for this programme of
implementation, and for online learning in schools more generally:

Surveillance

Online learning in schools takes place within a context of control, constraint and surveillance. While
teachers and children recognise that the internet can be risky, both groups express significant
frustration with the overly-regulated, managed and censored internet environment within which
schools are obliged to operate. The principles of the panopticon apply throughout school online
education, with children’s work and interaction watched and monitored by teachers, and teachers’
work and interaction monitored and contained by local authorities.

One significant implication of this for the project is the tendency for entire National Museum web
sites to be blocked by local authority filtering software. Potentially, this could prevent
implementation of the webquests in certain local authority areas, particularly where individual
teachers do not perceive themselves as having the ability to affect which domain names are blocked,
and where the principles and procedures for blocking and unblocking appear haphazard and without
consistency. However, this is an issue which we understand is already being dealt with by the
project.

Digital literacy

Where internet environments are overly-regulated and constrained, teachers’ opportunities for
helping children to develop the digital literacy skills needed to manage and negotiate the riskier,
more challenging and potentially more enriching aspects of internet use are limited. We identify
from the literature two dominant understandings of digital literacy: one which focuses on the
technical and operational skills (keyword searching, information evaluation) needed in order to be
able to use the internet; and one which is more concerned with the ability to take a critical approach
to the interpretation of digital texts which — in their volatility, linkability and collaborative nature —
are radically different from those informed by the culture of print within which our understandings
of literacy have emerged.

In line with the original implementation plan for the National Museums Online Learning Project, we
see a continuing real need and opportunity for the webquests to continue to push a critical literacy
agenda which scaffolds and challenges children in terms of their engagement with digital culture,
rather than limiting, constraining and over-structuring it.

Gaming

Finally, we identify among children an expectation of interaction with online resources which is to a
large extent structured by the experience of gaming. We look in this report at some of the games
children appear genuinely engaged by, and at another which they find ‘boring’. Bringing these



insights together with findings from the currently available literature on online educational gaming,
we outline a range of game-design strategies which might be adopted in the design of the
webquests. Overall, we find that the educational gaming environments which engage and enthuse
children are those which are genuinely digital in their aesthetic, structure and design and, without
suggesting that the webquests be re-designed as games, we outline some of the ways in which this
immersion in the digital might be expressed in the design of the webquests.
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Introduction

In our first ‘Stage 2’ report, we provided portraits of some Creative Journey authors, and explored
themes emerging from those snapshots of the partners’ users. In this, our second report issuing from
Stage 2 of the project, we turn our attention to the webquests. Our aim here has been primarily to
look at the contexts within which the webquests will be used by schools. Within what kind of
educational climate will the webquests need to be implemented? What is currently driving school
children and their teachers to use online resources? What constraints are they facing in terms of
their ability to operate in online learning contexts? What excites children and teachers about online
learning — and what bores them?

For this stage of the research we first interviewed the six resource writers employed by the project.
We then interviewed children and teachers from four English schools — two secondary (years 8 and
9) and two primary (year 4). We interviewed six children and their teacher from each school — 28
interviews in total. We were also taken on a tour of each school, during which we gathered visual
data on the various environments within which online learning takes place. Three of the schools we
visited were rated as ‘above average’ in their Ofsted inspections, and one was rated as ‘below
average’. All were located either in Newcastle or in Doncaster.

For the final stage of our research — in October-November 2008 — we will return to these schools and
conduct observations of the webquests in action with these same children, alongside further
interviews with the teachers and pupils about specific webquests. For this stage, however, we
focused not on individual webquests, but on the technical, pedagogical and cultural contexts within
which online learning is used, embraced and resisted in these particular schools.

This brief report explores the three key themes which emerged from these interviews, expanding on
some of the theoretical and pedagogical issues with which the webquests must intersect as they are
implemented across the school sector. These themes function as three quite different ‘lenses’
through which we can view both the work of the project, and the impact of online learning in schools
more generally. Each lens reveals something new not just in terms of the theoretical contexts of the
project, but also in terms of how the stage of development currently underway might be managed
and approached.

First we consider the issue of surveillance, considering how the culture of visibility and control
dominates the use of online learning in schools, and the possible implications of this for the project
webquests. Then we turn to the theme of digital literacies, the nurturing of which was foregrounded
as an aim in the original project plan, examining what the term actually means in contemporary
online learning contexts, and how the pursuit of the literacies ideal might inform project
development over the coming year. Finally, we look at the issue of gaming, considering why it is that
online learning activities structured like games appear to be so compelling for school children, and
what — if anything — the gaming approach to design might offer in terms of webquest development.



Online learning in schools: surveillance, control and
constraint

In our first report we identified one area of tension currently affecting teaching and learning in
schools: that which exists between a culture of performativity and the drive for innovation in
pedagogical method. Emerging from the data generated for this second stage report is a similar
theme — a tension between surveillance and autonomy.

As we recognised in the first report, such underlying tensions have their basis in societal and cultural
issues which cannot be resolved by the project, yet each has significant implications for the way in
which webquests are likely to be received and used in schools and are therefore of immediate and
practical relevance to the work of the project.

To frame our discussion of surveillance and constraint in this section, we draw upon some of
Foucault’s (1977) ideas relating to ‘technologies of power’, and raise some questions about
classroom pedagogy and its broader location within the context of a culture of surveillance in the
digital domain.

The panopticon: 18" century prisons and 21% century classrooms

Jeremy Bentham conceived of the panopticon in 1791 as an innovative prison architecture — a
‘humane’ way of achieving conformity and order. The panopticon is designed in such a way that the
cells are placed on the periphery with a watchtower in the centre. The cells are designed to prevent
communication between prisoners. Light is used carefully to ensure the watchtower guards can see
each person in the cells but they themselves cannot be seen. The aim is to achieve control by
isolating the prisoner and forcing them to believe they may be under constant surveillance. In his
1975 text, Discipline and Punish, Foucault used the panopticon as an instance of the emergence of a
new kind of disciplinary power, one which functions less through the imposition of physical force
than through its ability to bring about conformity through self-regulation:

At the periphery, an annular building; at the centre, a tower . . . the peripheric building
is divided into cells . .. All that is needed, then, is to place a supervisor in a central tower
and to shut up in each cell a madman, a patient, a condemned man, a worker or a
schoolboy. . . . one can observe from the tower, standing out precisely against the light,
the small captive shadows in the cells of the periphery . . each actor is alone, perfectly
individualized and constantly visible. The panoptic mechanism arranges spatial unities
that make it possible to see constantly and to recognize immediately. . . visibility is a
trap. (Foucault 1977: 200)
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Figure 1. Plan of Bentham’s panopticon

The panopticon has been regularly used as a metaphor, particularly in debates about online
environments and cyber-surveillance (Land and Bayne, 2005), and offers a powerful trope for
considering how power relations are constructed and maintained in institutional contexts. As a
‘technology of power’ (Foucault, 1977) the panopticon is remarkably effective; it relies not on
violence or force but instead creates a culture of self-regulation and normalises surveillance. Obliged
to assume he or she is being continually watched, the subject is disciplined into docility by the
invisible gaze.

The panopticon metaphor has been particularly helpful for us, as we draw parallels between the data
generated during our interviews and surveillance and control within schools. This we have broadly
categorised and explored in two ways: surveillance and monitoring on the ‘real estate’, and the
visibility and control of the ‘virtual estate’.

‘Real estate’ surveillance

Cells: screens always facing the
‘watchtower’ or network points
connected to a central point of control
(e.g. city hall)

Watchtower: ﬁ '

teacher, ‘city

hall’, CCTV, L — |
filters and

firewalls and

surveillance
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Figure 2. A panoptic view of computer labs in schools,



From our visits and tours of the schools it became evident quite quickly that numerous mechanisms
and policies for monitoring and controlling pupils both online and offline were in place. Technologies
played a crucial part in this culture of surveillance with a panoptic ideal of constant yet (frequently)
invisible surveillance operating as key in schools’ strategies for control.

Examples of this visible yet unverifiable surveillance were numerous in schools — some being more
explicit than others. One of the more obvious and visible examples was in one secondary school
where CCTV cameras (see below) located around the school grounds are connected to the tannoy
system. As the quote below highlights these could be used to watch, monitor and regulate
behaviour. However as the teacher later noted they do not have the resources to enforce such a
monitoring system on a regular basis — however the pupils know it is there, and they know the
school has the ability to monitor them.

Yeah, it’s [the tannoy system] all connected to the,
uh, closed-circuit TV. “You smokers stop”...
[laughter]

Secondary PSHE teacher

Picture 1. CCTV in the playground of one secondary school

Of course these systems have not been introduced with the explicit agenda of monitoring pupil
behaviour in this way. We should recognise the potential benefits of such a system — the reduction in
break time ‘incidents’ (fights etc) and general vandalism to the school — and acknowledge that the
systems themselves are not necessarily bad. However it is interesting to explore the parallels
between this kind of ‘on campus’ surveillance and the the online surveillance which is also
embedded and routinised within schools’ everyday practice.

On our visits to schools we built a clear picture of the way in which technology is embedded into the
school day. Most schools are equipped with ICT labs; these labs are sometimes complemented with
one or two computers being placed in individual classrooms. The schools we visited were on the
whole reasonably well-resourced, with secondary schools often having dedicated ‘subject’ lab areas
as well as ICT labs for the core ICT curriculum.

We spoke with teachers about the design of these labs to try and ascertain what informed their
structure and the pedagogical implications of this. The most striking feature of almost all computer
labs was the layout emphasising individual, isolated working, with the computers predominantly



placed around the periphery of the room. Pictures 2 and 3 provide two illustrative examples from
the primary and secondary sectors.
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Picture 2. Primary school ICT lab Picture 3. Secondary school ICT lab

In conversation with teachers about the principles behind the lab design it became clear that the
overarching concern was that teachers were able to view every screen at any given time in order to
monitor the pupils’ computer use. In some schools this was coupled with the installation of software
that enabled the teacher to freeze any computer screen at a given time to see what windows were
open and suspend the internet for all users. As the teacher below suggests in his comments about
this software, the principles of the panopticon appear to be deeply embedded:

We threaten them with it. So they know... We know, the kids know we’ve got that
capability.
Secondary Personal, Social and Health Education (PSHE) teacher

The pupils are only too aware of these mechanisms of control, as we can see from the discussion
between these girls regarding an incident earlier that day:

Pupil 2

Yeah, some of them can. Some of them can, and what they do is they like sort of lock
your computer. [pause] It goes, so it goes, attention please, take your coat off and
turn around or something...

Pupil 1
That happened today, yeah. And they’re just like, oh, okay. [laughter]... Or just like
this big padlock comes on the screen and...

Pupil 2

Yeah, it comes up. And it says turn your monitor off and turn around. It comes up on
everybody’s. He writes a message on his one, presses enter and then...

Year 8 girls

This culture of surveillance in labs appears to be the preferred model informing classroom design.
Teachers in one school were consulted on the design of labs prior to construction (the school was



only a few years old) and they chose to maintain the above layout — not for pedagogical reasons but
for the purposes of management and control. However, one lab had been designed differently. It
was more innovative in its layout and promoted collaborative working practices (Picture 4 below).
The teacher reported that the pupils apparently enjoyed being in this working environment much
more, however teachers were not comfortable with the loss of control this created — citing as their
primary concern fears that pupils would go off task or abuse access to the internet. (Interestingly,
this collaborative lab was one of the few ICT labs we saw which made use of the walls for visual
displays. As can be seen in the other photographs most walls were bare or simply displayed posters
of ‘e-safey’ soundbites and/ or rules and regulations governing internet usage.)

Picture 4. Collaborative ICT lab in a new secondary Picture 5. A secondary school class with two computers
school on the periphery

Many secondary classrooms were equipped with computers for general use during subject classes
(usually one or two). In each case these were located on the periphery of the room (Picture 5) —an
interesting spatial metaphor for the way in which technology is still marginalised rather than
embedded in teaching and learning. In the primary context the computers in the classrooms were
not for use by the pupils at all, they were only for teacher use.

One final issue that emerged regarding the physical environment of school and the place of new
technologies was the visually stark contrast between learning spaces. The pictures below show two
contrasting spaces within the same primary school. One — the regular classroom (Picture 6) —is
bright, convivial and organised for collaborative learning. The other —the ICT lab (Picture 7) —
appears cold and unwelcoming with seating arranged in a way which emphasises individual and
isolated approaches to the learning task.

10
Picture 6. Year 4 classroom Picture 7. Primary school ICT suite (from same school)



What does this suggest about the way technology is perceived in school and what are the
pedagogical implications of this? It certainly appears to suggest that work on the computer is seen as
an isolated and individual activity whereas the classroom promotes group work and collaborative
approaches. Is there a sense in which what happens with technology is also seen as functional rather
than creative and social, or is it that the social and creative is what happens ‘inside’ the machine,
within the digital domain? Is the digital domain assumed to be inherently engaging and stimulating in
a way that the ‘real’ classroom is not?

Surveillance and control of the virtual

In terms of the design of computer labs, then, teachers appear to be primarily driven by issues of
management and control rather than by issues to do with online learning per se. If school ‘real
estate’ is organised around monitoring and control in this way, then this is also true of its ‘virtual
estate’, which is even more organised around a culture of surveillance and control.

There is, in today’s society both in the UK and globally (Weber and Dixon, 2007), a tendency toward
a culture of fear and moral panic around the detrimental and destructive potential of the internet. As
Weber and Dixon note, there are contradictory discourses which suggest that, on the one hand
young people must develop ‘digital literacy skills’ in order to survive and thrive in our digital world,
yet on the other hand that there is a perceived need to protect young people from the dangers and
harm that abound from the vast ‘unknowableness’ of the internet. This latter discourse, often fuelled
by media hype and sensationalism, helps to perpetuate a culture of fear and promotes a perceived
need that young people should be shielded from this ‘beast’. This ‘rhetoric of protection’, Weber and
Dixon contend (5), simply serves as a justification to restrict and control online access. Within this
discourse the digital domain is viewed as risky, dangerous and out of control. This is the context
within which the webquests will be used.

In responding to the moral panics created by speculation about the dangers of the internet and an
ever-growing number of media ‘horror stories’, governments, local authorities, educational
establishments and parents are reacting by enforcing often extensive restrictions on young people’s
internet access (Weber and Dixon, 2007; Livingstone and Bober, 2005). In the schools context this
has materialised in the shape of prolific internet usage policies and ‘e-safety’ guidelines and
regulations. One teacher we spoke with explained to us the extent of the policies being foisted upon
them in the name of ‘e-safety’ and the challenges she faced in her role as ICT co-ordinator. The
extract below perhaps begins to highlight the extent of some of the control measures being adopted
in local education authorities and schools. The teacher is under as much surveillance as the pupil:

Um, just e-safety at the minute. Everything revolves around e-safety because new
rules come in about what you can do. So, last week the latest ones were no personal
usage of internet whatsoever. The school now gets logs of all usage on the internet,
so you now have to say why you’ve been on that site or why you’ve looked at that.
You cannot access any other email, apart from the school email, even though that
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just got introduced two weeks ago. So everyone who was using the school email up
until two weeks ago is no longer allowed to access it in school, so it’s just horrible.
And | end up being the most hated person in school...because | always come in and
say, you can’t do this anymore, you’re not even allowed to use your laptop for
personal use. | think in the last two weeks I've sent home three letters to parents
[pause] about ICT. One, getting e-safety [pause] signed off, photographic images
consent and the Education City content, so it’s just absolutely mad, the amount of
policies and regulations behind it....But our, [pause] our LEA are just e-safety gone
mad.

Year 5 teacher

All the teachers we spoke with expressed concerns about the extent of the restrictions being
introduced in terms of internet usage — for both pupils and staff. They spoke of their frustrations in
accessing relevant and useful resources to support teaching and learning and the general lack of
discrimination shown by the local education authorities when blocking school access to entire web
sites. Although teachers were aware that these decisions were made centrally, as the comments
below illustrate, the actual process and procedure by which decisions were made to block access
were unclear.

Teacher

| think the Civic Centre, | think we've got some crazy 10 Terabit link, but | think it
comes straight out of the Newcastle Civic Centre and | think all traffic goes through
the Civic Centre. And ultimately, uh, if one of these computers was on, | could show
you what the website looks like, but it says, ‘all internet access is monitored, the Civic
Centre does not allow you access to this domain because it contains references to...’,
and then whatever it can be, shopping, for example. You can’t go shopping between
the hours of 8.30 and 3.30, [pause pause] for anything.

Interviewer
[laughter] So who is the Civic Centre, is it a sort of anonymised sort of... Who is that
making that decision?

Teacher

You should imagine just one person sat behind a computer, going, mm, this person’s
been to eBay 20 times today, that can’t be very good, they’re obviously not being
very productive...Let’s ban eBay for him. And then, let’s ban all shopping. Let’s ban...
[pause]. So, | don’t know. | don’t know if it is a person, | don’t know if it's automatic, |
don’t know if it’s just purely keywords, I’ve no idea. But certain things are banned
and one of them is shopping, for example.

Secondary science teacher

The extent to which teachers believed they had any control or choice over these restrictions varied
somewhat. This teacher, perhaps because she was the ICT coordinator and the policies come directly
to her desk, did not believe that she had the authority to request sites to be unblocked.
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We can’t request to have a filter taken off, but we can request to have a filter taken
on, so if we [pause] manage to get something on the computer that was
inappropriate we can ring them and give them the... the address and they’ll block it,
but we can’t request to have anything put on that’s been filtered.

Year 5 teacher

Whereas, while this secondary teacher (from the same local authority area) expressed his
frustrations at the process of filtering and site blocking, he did believe that he was able to request
changes to be made, although the process was not necessarily quick:

| think some days [pause] the most irrelevant websites, for whatever reason, have
been blocked, and it, it seems [pause] quite knee jerky. One day you can get on a
website and you think, oh, that will be good to show some kids that, or this particular
animation’s fantastic, I'll just crank that up halfway through the lesson, give them a
bit of a break... And the next time you come to look at it, the whole website or the
whole domain has been removed from access. And it’s, you know, as a classroom
teacher we can ring up the Civic Centre, the Civic Centre then take a look at it, the
Civic Centre then can grant us access, and it’s all back up and running. But it’s one of
those things that [pause] it happens so quickly that things get removed that it, it can
be an absolute pain. It’s obvious why it’s there, but it would be great if kids could
police themselves, wouldn’t it, and we should be able to allow everything.
Secondary science teacher

One of the issues that surprised us most was the apparently indiscriminate way in which some sites
were filtered or blocked entirely. Perhaps one of the most extreme instances of this was the
restriction placed on some museum websites, as the teacher below explains:

They’ve, obviously they’ve set out certain parameters, so | think anything, if there’s
any more than a certain amount of flesh showing that’s always a no-no...2Even the,
you know, the National Gallery, you know...Bl it doesn’t, it doesn’t discriminate
between pornography and art.

Year 4 teacher

Given the significance to the project of this issue we asked all of the teachers about access to
museum sites. It did appear to be the case that access was not always available to all museum web
sites due to the local authority’s system for filtering access to inappropriate content. Such filtering is
applied to the whole domain, not just individual pages and images within the museum site. This is a
very real concern for the project.

It was not just the teachers who were frustrated by the numerous filters and restrictions imposed on
internet usage within schools. The pupils also expressed irritation and dissatisfaction about this.
Some recognised that there were obvious safety reasons for the blocks; however, many felt that they
were simply imposed to prevent them ‘wasting’ their time or being distracted on the internet, and
they believed this was because teachers generally did not trust pupils. Most pupils agreed that it
simply served to stifle their online research for school projects, with some even explaining that they
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waited until they got home to search where there were fewer restrictions. One boy shared his
frustrations in quite an animated manner:

Oh, there’s millions of restrictions, that’s really getting annoying... But the annoying
thing is, the really annoying thing about the restrictions on these computers that gets
me so angry, I’'m actually putting my hand up and down really quickly, you can’t
obviously see that because it’s on a tape recorder but the really annoying thing is,
you’re doing your research and you’re looking and you see a picture and you think,
‘Ooh, | could put that picture up and annotate it’. You click on it, ‘This programme’s
been restricted’. And what is it, you’re like, every single picture is like restricted.
Year 9 boy

But then again, | think it’s about trust again, because the teachers won’t probably
trust most of the pupils, they’ll probably go on different sites.
Year 8 girl

A lack of trust between children and teachers was noted by many pupils — these primary girls told us
about the way in which the chat room in their class virtual learning environment is invisibly
monitored by the teacher:

interviewer
So can the teacher see what you’ve written?

pupil 1
Yeah.

interviewer
Do they ever chat to you on it?

pupil 2
No.

pupil 1
No. They’re sneaky, they just go on and they... They check your files. And you don’t
know they’re there because their name doesn’t go on.

pupil 2
They check your files and everything. Their name doesn’t go on, they goon a
different thing, um, that adults go on. ...

interviewer
Do you think the teacher should be able to do that or not?

pupil 1 and 2
No.

interviewer
Why not?
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pupil 1
Because we have some private stuff sometimes.

pupil 2

We should like, they shouldn’t be allowed to look at our work because it’s our work
and not theirs.

Year 4 girls

However, it would be unfair to cast teachers as the ‘villains’ in this piece — teachers themselves
recognised the detrimental affects of the extensive restrictions imposed by local authorities, in terms
not only of pupils’ academic success but also in the way in which they prevent pupils developing the
necessary skills to discriminate and be critical of digital content.

Like even things that happen at home come back on, [pause] on us. So we just have
to make sure that, like literally it’s wrapped in bubble wrap and not exposed to
anything so that it can’t come back on us, which is terrible because they shouldn’t,
they should be shown just how to use it properly and get to most from it and [pause]
what to ignore and what not, but...

Year 5 teacher

She goes on to say:

It’s just awful. It’s just, they’re kind of trying to make everything too safe and not let
children make any mistakes and protect them too much and [pause] at the same
time they’re just restricting what they can do.

Year 5 teacher

Conclusion: a context of constraint

There is a sense in which computer use and online learning in schools is characterised by a culture of
panopticism and constraint. Children are watched by teachers while teachers — and schools — are
watched and monitored by the local authority. At each level, restrictions are imposed, rules are set,
sites are blocked and certain activities disallowed in a climate which constructs the internet as
dangerous, risky and out of control. Of course, there are aspects to internet usage which are risky
and awkward for schools to negotiate. At the same time, it is questionable to what extent schools
are enabled to teach children vital skills of critical internet usage when the ‘riskiness’ of the internet
is so overly emphasised and controlled. Both teachers and students were deeply frustrated by the
lack of freedom they were allowed on the internet.

For the project, one pressing implication of this culture of blocking and filtering is the question of
access in schools to the partner museum web sites. This may be something which has to be
negotiated with each local authority. It was quite disheartening to see teachers so resigned to the
notion of not being able to access public collections online. ‘This is their stuff’, as one project partner
told us in an interview described in our first report — yet it is ‘stuff’ which in some school contexts is
actively blocked for educational use.
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On a broader societal level, we see schools being to an extent disadvantaged by the climate of fear,
monitoring and constraint created around internet usage. Livingstone and Bober (2005) warn
strongly against restricting access in the ways we have described here, and stresses the need for
young people to learn crucial internet literacy skills so they can make the most of the opportunities
available online, and be aware of the risks that exist alongside these. Shade (2007) claims that what
is now required are more positive images of children (in particular she refers to girls) as proactive,
web savvy producers and consumers of innovative online content (2007: 238).

This issue relates strongly to the second key theme which we identified during this stage of the
research — the issue of digital literacy, to which we now turn.
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Becoming ‘digitally literate’

The original project implementation plan foregrounded the nurturing of digital literacy as one of its
primary benefits and aims. Benefits of the project were to ‘encourage critical thinking’, to enable
‘more confident participation in the digital revolution’ and to work toward users’ ‘increased
understanding of the creative potential of the web’ (NMOLP, 2006: 10). These aims were reflected
on in our first report for the project, in which we discussed the importance of designing the
webquests in a way that encouraged learners to develop skills as critical web users, suggesting that
‘riskier’ webquests might help promote the development of such creative and critical digital
literacies. We engage with these ideas again in this report although this time our focus is less on the
tensions between performativity and innovation in the educational context , and more on the notion
of what we really understand ‘digital literacy’ to be. We discuss this in relation to the perceptions
and experiences of the project resource writers, teachers, pupils and current research in the area.

What do we mean by ‘digital literacy’?

What exactly is meant by digital literacy? What did the teachers we spoke with understand digital
literacy to be? Within the project, what conceptions of digital literacy appear to prevail? What are
pupils’ experiences, and can (indeed should) we consider them to be ‘digitally literate’? These
guestions arose through our second stage of data generation and we use them here as starting
points to help us consider the evolution of webquests within a wider agenda of developing digital
literacy. In this section we intend not only to provide a brief theoretical discussion of the issues
raised from the data but also to present a picture that illuminates for the project some of the ways in
which young people engage with technology outside formal educational contexts.

A view from the inside: teacher and resource writer perceptions

The term ‘digital literacy’ is itself a problematic one (Gee, 2003; Lankshear and Knobel, 2006; Marsh,
2005; Merchant, 2007), and we will turn to the literature on this shortly. However, it was also a term
that quickly became contested in our data as we spoke to teachers and resource writers about what
they believed digital literacy was and the purpose of developing ‘digital literacy skills’ among the
partners’ web users. The comments provided here illustrate the spectrum and diversity of
understanding.i

This Year 5 teacher spoke of digital literacy as being able to work with multimodal texts, in particular
blending text and image in writing:

So we’ve done a lot of freeze frame work, when the children take photographs, that
they freeze frame, they print it out and then they make annotations to say what
they’ve shown on the picture...Um, we’ve used 2Create A Story...where they, [cough]
sorry, [pause] have used it for poetry, where they have to make the multi modal text.
Year 5 teacher

Some teachers and resource writers believed digital literacy was about being able to search
effectively on the internet — the ability to trawl through the “rubbish” and to make informed
judgements with regard to the reliability and accuracy information. This is reflected in the comments
below, the first from a resource writer and the second from a secondary science teacher:
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You know, when you’re [pause] trying to find something on the web [pause] you
come across an awful lot of [rubbish] [laughs] before you get to the stuff that you
actually need and get the stuff you actually want... and so | think, yes, so being able
to search and being able to [pause] pick out what'’s relevant and dismiss what [pause]
discard what isn’t...lis a, is a very important skill you need on the internet.

Project resource writer

Again, as scientists, we, we take that quite seriously and they’re doing work now,
when we send them out to do research they have to consider that and they have to
find, you know, they have to check resources. [pause] If they’re finding out some
particular piece of science, is it referenced from the actual perso