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ABOUT THIS REPORT     
Digitalisation has brought a series of fundamental changes to the way we live our lives and has seamlessly 
penetrated all aspects of post-industrial societies. From activities of earth shattering importance to the 
most mundane like finding the nearest supermarket or restaurant, keeping in touch with friends and finding 
love, almost everything can be accessed online. It is common knowledge that since the mid-1990s the 
Internet has had an unprecedented impact on culture, economy, commerce, technology, education, and 
health worldwide, changing forever the way we communicate and collaborate, and creating new business 
models and job opportunities. Today the Internet continues to expand with the number of Internet users 
reaching 4.388 billion in 2019 (Digital Report 2019) but scholars, experts and educators are still exploring 
and unveiling new aspects of its impact on human life. The digital revolution has opened up infinite 
possibilities but has also brought new challenges, security threats and concerns regarding the effects of the 
excessive use of digital technology on individuals’ wellbeing.   

 

An increased digitally active way of life has also brought new challenges for education, changing teaching 
and learning practices alike. The new digital technologies and devices are considered powerful teaching 
tools and offer a myriad of opportunities to both teachers and pupils, if used in a meaningful way in the 
classroom. And the problem is increasingly not about using digital technologies but about redesigning and 
rethinking the way we teach, including rather than ignoring digital technologies. While there is considerable 
focus on digital literacy at policy level and on preparing students for a digital future, little attention has 
been given to preparing teachers to educate and better support new tech-savvy generations of pupils. This 
is the first report on the current state of teacher digital education in the UK and presents compelling 
evidence that more digital literacy programmes and interventions are required to support pre-service and 
in-service teachers in learning how to make the most of digital technologies in the classroom. The report 
presents a realistic image of the level of digital literacy of secondary school teachers and pupils, explores 
digital training opportunities and the use of digital technology in secondary schools and advocates the 
introduction of digital training as a mandatory element of teacher education.  

 

This report is structured in 4 sections, followed by a bibliography. The first section provides a snapshot of 
digital literacy research and initiatives in the UK and explores the current state of teacher and student 
education, the second section explains the methodological approach, section 3 provides a detailed analysis 
of the data collected in the UK and section 4 discusses implications for practice, limitations of the present 
study and presents our recommendations for further research.  
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1.DIGITAL LITERACY – NATIONAL CONTEXT  
 

The UK has always tried to be at the forefront of new technological developments and it is already 
renowned as a well-established global tech hub (see the TechUk Manifesto, TechUK Securing our Digital 
Future: The TechUK Manifesto for growth and jobs 2015–2020). In 2016 the UK was listed as the country 
with the 5th highest Internet penetration among the EU-28 nations with an estimated number of 54.2 
million monthly users (see https://www.statista.com/topics/3246/internet-usage-in-the-uk/).  Daily 
Internet use in the UK has more than doubled since 2006, rising from 35% to 86% in 2018 (see 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/householdcharacteristics/homeinternetandsocia
lmediausage/bulletins/internetaccesshouseholdsandindividuals/2018) and the number of people with 
access to the Internet continues to grow and is expected to reach 56.7 million monthly users by 2021 
(https://www.statista.com/topics/3246/internet-usage-in-the-uk/). Mobile Internet penetration in the UK is 
also expected to expand from 73.91% in 2016 to 84.55% by 2021 with a further expected rise to 54.21 
million mobile Internet users by 2022 (https://www.statista.com/topics/3246/internet-usage-in-the-uk/).  

 

Giving the rise in Internet users worldwide and the infiltration of the Internet in all the aspects of our 
contemporary society, digital skills have become vital for getting access to products and services, for 
managing our finances, finding a job and generally for being able to live a tech-enabled normal life. With 
every aspect of our life being digitalised, having up-to-date digital skills is not an option any more, it is a 
necessity, which is why the UK government and other European governments work relentlessly to find new 
ways to digitally educate and empower all citizens. The need for better digital skills has already been 
acknowledged at European level and, as a result, the development of new digital and media literacy skills is 
listed as an important priority in the Europe 2020 strategy of the European Commission (2010). The 
European educational systems are faced with the urgent necessity to revolutionize education by including 
digital technologies in their national curriculum in the attempt to better reflect the needs of 21st century 
societies and enable children and young people to use creatively an assortment of digital devices and 
platforms in order to live and work effectively in a digital world.  
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In this context, digital literacy becomes a set of fundamental life skills in today’s world (Bawden, 2001; 
Martin & Madigan, 2006; Markless & Streatfield, 2007) and bridging the digital gap between generations is 
certainly a top priority for the UK and all other European countries. Traditionally, the term ‘literacy’ was 
used to refer to one’s ability to read and write. Digital literacy is a very broad term that combines a range of 
literacies and started being widely used in the 1980s (Mohammadyari & Singh, 2015), but initially had a 
different meaning and was used in a simplistic manner to only express the ability of individuals to use 
computers. The term was not expanded until later when Glister (1997: 7) included in its definition a ‘set of 
attitudes, understanding and skills to handle and communicate information and knowledge effectively, in a 
variety of media and formats’. Glister, who is considered the first to have used the term in the form that we 
know it today, defines digital literacy as, ‘a set of skills to access the Internet; find, manage and edit digital 
information; join in communications; and otherwise engage with an online information and communication 
network. In simple terms, digital literacy is the ability to properly use and evaluate digital resources, tools 
and services and apply it to their lifelong learning process’ (1997: 290).  

 

Early work on digital literacy is dominated by binary oppositions between the incoming ‘migrants’, meaning 
those individuals born before the advent of the Internet and social media, and the ‘digital natives’ (Prensky, 
2001), the ‘net generation’ who were born digital and have grown up surrounded by and with digital 
technologies embedded in many aspects of their everyday life (Tapscott, 1997). However, disagreement 
persists around what constitutes digital capabilities. Since 1997, when Gilster (1997) published his seminal 
work on digital literacy, there have been numerous attempts to define, redefine and expand the concept of 
digital literacy in the UK context. A plethora of new studies exploring and advancing our knowledge and 
understanding of digital literacy are being published every year and this considerable amount of work 
generated by scholars and practitioners alike has been summarized in a limited number of very 
comprehensive literature reviews, such as those by: Kahn and Kellner (2005), LearnHigher (2006), Martin 
and Grudziecki (2006), Goodfellow and Lea (2007), Lankshear and Knobel (2008), Futurelab (2009) and 
Newman (2009). Recently scholarly discourse has shifted from single to multiple literacies and the term has 
been expanded to express a plurality of literacies (Ng, 2012; Jones & Hafner, 2012) that encompass/enclose 
writing, reading and practical skills, searching and understanding online information, making connections, 
collaborating and communicating online, and creating digital content, to name only a few.  
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Despite a plethora of academic work on digital literacy, in the UK the very terms ‘media literacy’ and ‘digital 
literacy’ are not considered credible because they are seen as being ‘inherited from an outworn and 
discredited 20th century tactic; that of adding the term ‘literacy’ to topics and issues in an attempt to 
promote them as new and but essential aspects of learning’ (Bazalgette, cited in Murphy, 2010: 24). The 
never-ending dispute over what terms and definition to use and what competencies to include to reflect 
the complexity of the term has led to a series of inconsistencies and considerable confusion and repetition 
in scholarly discourse and has generated a wide variation of associated terms used simultaneously, such as: 
media literacy/cies (Buckingham 2006; Livingstone 2004), ICT literacy (van Joolingen, 2004), e-literacy 
(Martin, 2003), cyberliteracy (Gurak, 2001), Internet literacy (Livingstone, Bober & Helsper, 2005), digital 
scholarship (Pearce et al. 2010); digital literacies (Jones & Hafner, 2012), new literacy studies and 
multiliteracies (Street 2003) and multiple techno-literacies (Kahn and Kellner 2005). In fact, the only aspect 
that UK scholars agree on is that the relation between the concept of literacy, media literacy and digital 
literacy is a very complex one and the way these concepts differ and how they intersect is still being 
investigated. There is also no consensus on what umbrella term to use when referring to digital skills and 
capabilities, which shows the growing sense of division that dominates the UK research landscape in this 
area.  

 

OFCOM (the regulator for the communications services in the UK) has included media literacy in its remit 
since 2004 but interestingly without actually using the term ‘digital literacy’; instead it referred to an array 
of digital skills in its definition of media literacy. In short, OFCOM defines media literacy as ‘the ability to 
use, understand and create media and communications in a variety of contexts’, explaining further that: 
‘Media literacy enables people to have the skills, knowledge and understanding to make full use of the 
opportunities presented by both traditional and new communications services. Media literacy also helps 
people to manage content and communications, and protect themselves and their families from the 
potential risks associated with using these services’ (see https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-
data/media-literacy-research/media-literacy).  

 

Others attempt to define digital literacy by explaining what it means to be digitally literate. For example, 
the British educational research organisation, FutureLab, asserts that being digitally literate means ‘to have 
access to a broad range of practices and cultural resources that you are able to apply to digital tools. It is 
the ability to make and share meaning in different modes and formats; to create, collaborate and 
communicate effectively and to understand how and when digital technologies can best be used to support 
these processes’ (Hague & Payton, 2010: 2). Mohammadyari & Singh (2015: 14) explain that being digitally 
literate ‘requires the development of a set of key socio-emotional, cognitive, and technical skills.  
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A digitally literate individual should be able to operate different types of computers and access resources; 
search, find, and evaluate information effectively for learning purposes; select and develop skills in the use 
of the technological tools to accomplish tasks; solve problems; act appropriately in online communities; and 
keep oneself away from harm in digital environments’. The United Kingdom Literacy association (UKLA) also 
explains what it means to be literate today, as follows: ‘now that digital technologies permeate all aspects 
of life, to be literate means to be familiar with a range of texts communicated through diverse media and to 
be able to communicate through a variety of media. In addition, critical discrimination is needed in order to 
be able to cope with the variable authority of many texts encountered today’ (see McDougall & Ward, 
2017).  

 

As seen so far, digital literacy seems to take on different meanings depending on the context, domain of 
activity, experience and background of the people involved. However, all the definitions emphasise the 
need to have access to resources and practices and the ability to communicate and critically evaluate online 
information. In this report, I will use Hall, Atkins and Fraser’s (2014) working definition according to which, 
digital literacy ‘refers to the skills, attitudes and knowledge required by educators to support learning in a 
digitally-rich world. To be digitally literate, educators must be able to utilise technology to enhance and 
transform classroom practices, and to enrich their own professional development and identity. The digitally 
literate educator will be able to think critically about why, how and when technology supplements learning 
and teaching.’  

 

Currently in the UK there is a great focus on investing in digital infrastructure, skills and cyber-security. 
Research shows that between 2013-2017 the UK needed 745,000 additional workers with strong digital 
skills (see O2 and Development Economics, 2013) and the demand has been growing every year since, 
which means that the UK desperately needs new innovative and creative programmes to improve and 
enhance citizens’ digital skills. The UK Government in unceasingly working to improve digital literacy by a 
series of measures that are currently being implemented, such as:  

- improving internet access and implementing a new broadband Universal Service Obligation by 2020; 

- extension of superfast broadband;  

- upgrade of free WiFi in 99% of public libraries by March 2016;  

- ensuring that everyone who can will have increased digital capabilities by 2020 (The Digital 
Engagement Council was set up in 2016);  

- further investment in training teachers to deliver the new school computing curriculum (see more at 
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/science-and-
technology-committee/digital-skills/written/27045.html ).  
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A Digital Literacy National Report (McDougall & Pereira, 2017: 3) published in 2017 categorises the work on 
digital literacy in the UK since 2014 into five areas of policy and practice, as follows: 

‘1. Observatory research – measuring digital access, activity and competence – e.g. OFCOM’s range of 
research and the Basic Digital Skills Report (Go ON UK / Ipsos MORI: 2015); 

2. Educational / academic interventions – ranging from addressing competence gaps to co-creative, 
participatory projects seeking to utilise digital literacy for constructivist pedagogic means (e.g. the work 
funded and disseminated by Jisc and the Higher Education Academy) and more ethnographic work seeking to 
explore the complexity of peoples’ digital lives and how digital practices integrate with socio-cultural factors 
and personal narratives – e.g. Livingstone and Sefton-Green: The Class (2016) 

3. Economic / employability interventions – increasing digital literacy competences for accessing services, 
benefits, training and 21st century workplace practices – e.g. Lloyds Bank UK - Consumer Digital Index (2016); 
Tinder Foundation / GO ON UK: The economic impact of Basic Digital Skills and inclusion in the UK (2015)’ 

4. Civic engagement / societal wellbeing initiatives – these attempt to use digital literacy as a conduit for 
participation in democracy or accessing public services which are not directly economic but indirectly reduce 
burdens on, for example, the NHS – e.g. Nuffield Trust: Delivering the Benefits of Digital Healthcare (2016); 

5. Protectionist responses to digital / online threats and risks – e.g. O2 / NSPCC (2015) and ‘ShareAware’, the 
UK Safer Internet Centre’. 

 

Despite all the public and private digital literacy initiatives, the UK still faces a digital skills crisis in all stages 
of education and work. A study conducted by the BBC in 2013 found that 21% of UK population cannot use 
the web, 14% do not have access to internet at all and 7%, even if they have internet access, they lack the 
skills to use it in meaningful ways (see 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/learning/overview/assets/bbcmedialiteracy_20130930.pdf). In an attempt to 
combat digital discrimination and decrease the digital divide the UK Government published the Digital 
Inclusion Strategy (2014) that outlined a two-year plan to reduce the number of people digitally excluded 
by 25%. The Digital Inclusion Strategy (2014) identified the most vulnerable and disadvantaged groups in 
society that are at risk of digital exclusion as follows:  

‘- those in social housing - 37% of those who are digitally excluded are social housing tenants. 

- those on lower wages, or unemployed - 17% of people earning less than £20,000 never use the internet, as 
opposed to 2% of people earning more than £40,000. 44% of people without basic digital skills are on lower 
wages or are unemployed. 

- those with disabilities - 33% of people with registered disabilities have never used the internet. This is 54% 
of the total number of people who have never used the internet. 

- older people - over 53% of people who lack basic digital skills are aged over 65, and 69% are over 55. 

- young people - 6% of people who lack digital skills are between 15 and 24 years. Only 27% of young people 
who are offline are in full-time employment. 
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- offenders and ex-offenders.’ 

(see more at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-digital-inclusion-
strategy/government-digital-inclusion-strategy#people-who-are-digitally-excluded) 

 

In 2016, the digital divide made the headlines again when The House of Commons’ Report, Digital Skills 
Crisis (2016), was published. The report called on the Government to make digital literacy a core subject in 
schools given that ‘up to 12.6 million of the adult UK population lack basic digital skills. An estimated 5.8 
million people have never used the Internet at all. This digital skills gap is costing the UK economy an 
estimated £63 billion a year in lost additional GDP’ (Digital Skills Crisis, 2016: 3). To respond to this the UK’s 
Digital Strategy was published in 2017 and aims to close the digital skills gap by 2020, ensuring that adults 
who lack core digital skills will not have to pay to get training and that coding will be included in the 
National Curriculum from Key Stage One onwards.  

 

 

a. STUDENT EDUCATION  

 

A common assumption adults make is that younger generations know how to use any new technology 
better than their teachers and are always up-to-date with new technological developments. For the first 
time in history, students are believed to know more than their teachers when it comes to using new 
technology. Ever since Prensky (2002) introduced the idea of ‘digital natives’, despite it being widely 
criticised, it has been cited in almost all the studies on digital literacy and it had generated the 
misconception that young people know how to use digital technologies only because they were born in a 
time when access to technology and access to the Internet were possible and widespread. Despite the fact 
that a number of studies have shown no differences between digital and non-digital generations or net and 
non-net generations (e.g. Helsper & Eynon, 2010; Bullen, Morgan & Qayyum, 2011; Margaryan, Littlejohn & 
Vojt, 2011) it is still a common belief that young people live their lives immersed in new technologies and 
encounter no issues when it comes to using any type of new technology. To combat this misconception, 
more and more studies show that students more often than not feel lost and overwhelmed by the myriad 
of online resources available to them (e.g. Shapiro & Niederhauser, 2004), or are not aware of the dangers 
of the digital world, and struggle to find and understand online information (e.g. Bennett, Maton, & Kervin, 
2008; Coiro, Knobel, Lankshear, & Leu, 2008; Selwyn, 2009; Nasah, DaCosta, Kinsell, & Seok, 2010).  
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In the UK, there is a great focus on the digital future-proofing of young people. The past decade has brought 
a number of educational policy changes that aim to prepare young people for a digital future and make sure 
that the changes and demands brought by the digital era are reflected in what is being taught in schools. 
The National Curriculum, introduced in 1988, was reformed in 2008 (Details of the National Curriculum for 
England, Wales and Northern Ireland can be found at: curriculum.qca.org.uk) to replace an out of date ITC 
programme of study and reinvigorate the way schools plan and manage their curriculum. As a result, UK 
children are beginning to learn valuable basic digital skills from the age of five. Primary school pupils are 
being taught what algorithms are, how to design and write programs to accomplish specific goals and how 
to apply logical reasoning to detect and correct errors. Secondary school pupils are taught to use at least 
two programming languages to solve a variety of computational problems, and to design, use and evaluate 
computational abstractions of real-world problems and physical systems. They are also being taught how 
instructions are stored and executed within a computer system and how to stay safe online. Online safety is 
a significant part of the computing curriculum and to further complement the computing curriculum, 
additional sessions on how to behave online and how to maintain healthy online relationships will be 
compulsory from September 2020 through new subjects like: Relationships Education (Primary school), 
Relationships and Sex Education (Secondary school) and Health education (which will be compulsory in all 
state-funded schools).  

 

The new reformed curriculum is designed to help all young people receive a well-rounded digital education, 
gain knowledge and skills to succeed in a fast-changing digital world and to encourage more students to 
study technology-related qualifications. The first benefits of a reformed curriculum can already be 
quantified. Since the introduction of Computing as a statutory national curriculum subject at all four key 
stages (alongside English, Mathematics, Science and P.E.), the number of students studying computer 
science GCSE has increased from 4,021 to 33,500 (see 
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/science-and-
technology-committee/digital-skills/written/27045.html)  
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b. TEACHER EDUCATION  

Much has been written on the importance of digital literacy and gaining digital skills but despite the 
growing scholarship on the topic and the interest in digital literacy policy worldwide, there is still little 
interest in how teachers will be able to manage this and there is even less guidance for teachers to engage 
in digital explorations and fully understand how the digital can translate into practice in the classroom 
(Payton & Hague, 2010). In an increasingly technology-focused world it becomes a necessity to train 
teachers to master new technology and digital devices, as they will be the ones delivering digital education 
in schools and inspiring and shaping the personality of new generations of students. The new digital 
technologies and devices offer unparalleled opportunities for teaching and learning if used in a meaningful 
way in the classroom. However, preparing teachers to meet the needs of new tech-savvy generations of 
pupils is proving increasingly challenging for schools who more often than not struggle to fund new staff 
development initiatives to enhance their staff digital skills.  

Research shows that despite the efforts made by the European governments to bridge the knowledge gap 
between teachers and students, teachers still feel less confident than their students when it comes to using 
digital technology or devices in class (see Pianfetti, 2001).  Moreover, aspiring teachers are not getting any 
training on how to use new technology in teaching, and those who use it, use it because they want to; it is a 
personal choice rather than a mandatory element of teachers’ training. Gruszczynska, Merchant, and 
Pountney consider that ‘In England, and elsewhere, teacher preparation continues to be constrained by a 
regime of standards and accountability which more often than not mirrors that of the school sector (…). For 
all the Information and Communications Technology (ICT) audits and sessions run by specialists, the teacher 
education curriculum is a narrow one’ (2013: 194). Whilst guidance is available online (see, for example, 
Teaching online safety in school, 2019) and many recommendations and good/bad practice examples, there 
is also a lack of clear instruction regarding how to tailor teaching and support to suit specific needs of 
digitally-savvy pupils, and no requirements for teachers to embed digital technologies in teaching. This lack 
of enforcement makes teachers feel that digital training is not essential and with all the other demands that 
they face every day, using new technology in teaching falls last on their ‘to do list’.  

In the UK, contrastingly, teachers are offered digital training in schools; each school organizes staff 
development sessions to address the needs of their teachers. However, when it comes to educating 
aspiring teachers, the postgraduate certificates (PGCert) programmes in universities offer training on how 
to use new technologies in teaching but this training includes only a few passing sessions on how to 
translate digital into teaching and these sessions are rarely hands-on sessions; instead most only include a 
compilation of examples, or skimpy presentations of what can be done in class using the Internet, social 
networking sites, or various mobile devices.  
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2. METHODOLOGY 

a. DATA COLLECTION (Selection of participants, Survey distribution, when was the data collected? etc.)   

 

The consortium agreed to design an online survey aimed at teachers and students in secondary schools 
in four European countries: the UK, Germany, Greece and Cyprus. The consortium designed two 
separate surveys, one for teachers, and one for students that can be accessed here: 

 

Teacher questionnaire: 

 https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSftZrqLeZeFaCF9DvDsgqHMqpNM4krAVjbpeh4hr730I2I8ZQ/viewfor
m?usp=sf_link 

 

Student questionnaire:  

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSeUKUawYWKg00OIFH-76OW54h9EL9VmD0FA-
lUGUlocK1UTlQ/viewform?usp=sf_link 

     

The aim of the survey was to assess the current use of digital technology in teaching in secondary 
education and to identify skills gaps and training needs of both teachers and students. Based on the 
results provided by these questionnaires, the MeLDE consortium will create tools that will help teachers 
and students improve their digital skills. The consortium decided to include both open and closed 
questions in the questionnaire, the aim being to find out as much as possible about the current usage of 
digital technology in the classroom. The same surveys were translated by our partners and distributed in 
their respective countries.  

Data collection has proved to be a challenge in the UK. Due to an initial poor response rate, data 
collection took place between November 2018 and March 2019. We contacted more than 350 schools 
nationally before the Christmas break and again in January 2019 only to get back 20 teacher responses 
and 11 student responses. I believe this happened because November and December are notoriously 
busy months in secondary education in the UK and also because in order to be distributed within the 
school a survey must be subject to an internal approval procedure. I decided to contact more schools 
again in February-March 2019. This time I changed my approach and emailed teachers individually. In 
only two weeks I received 61 responses to the teacher survey and 176 to the student survey. Sending 
personalized emails to teachers and explaining the purpose of the project generated an impressive 
eagerness to become involved in the project, which suggests that teachers welcome digital literacy 
initiatives in their schools and identify the need for more.  
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b. DATA ANALYSIS   

 

Data was processed and analyzed manually. The use of manual methods to code data is seen as equally 
valid as electronic methods, scholars concluding that ‘the choice will be dependent on the size of the 
project, the funds and time available, and the inclination and expertise of the researcher’ (Basit, 2003: 
143). In fact, analyzing data manually brought me closer to the data and allowed me to examine and 
discuss each individual response and identify, correct and eliminate any errors in the data set. As well as 
Microsoft Excel, Google drive provides appropriate software widely used for quantitative data analysis, 
being capable of running basic descriptive statistics as well as a range of more complex statistical 
analyses for small samples.  

 

 
c. ABOUT THE PARTICIPANTS  

 
61 teachers with ages ranging from 21 to over 55 years old and 176 students aged 12-18 years old 
completed the survey designed by the MeLDE consortium. An accurate picture of the profile of the 
participants is presented below in Figure 1 and 2.  
 

 
Figure 1: Teachers and Students Age Groups  
 
 
Teachers Age Group                                                                     Students Age Group  
 

            
 
Out of 61 teachers (from more than 20 schools), 41 (67.2%) were females and 20 (32.8%) were male. Out of 
176 students, 103 were boys and 73 were girls (see Figure 2).   
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Figure 2: Teachers and Students Gender Representation  
 
Teachers                                                                                        Students  

    
 
 
 
Overall, both questionnaires offer a balanced gender representation, with no considerable 
differences between the number of participants from each gender.  
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3. KEY FINDINGS: COUNTRY LEVEL ANALYSIS 
 

a. DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES USAGE   

 

TEACHERS  

 

The data shows that British teachers are very confident in using digital technologies, 91.8% of the 
participants having used computers for more than 10 years and only a small minority of 8.2% having used 
computers for 6-10 years (see Figure 3).  

 

 

Figure 3: Use of computers  

Teachers                                                                              

    

 

Even if computers have been part of the professional and personal life of teachers for more than 10 years, 
only 80% of the participants have had computer training, the remaining 20% are self-taught. Considering 
the investment made by the Government in training and infrastructure in recent years, this result is 
alarming.  

Having had computer training or not, all the participants spend a considerable amount of time online every 
day with 21.3% being online all the time (see Figure 4). This means that 20% who never had any training are 
very tech savvy and know how to use digital tools to go online but at the same time they are more at risk 
online because without any formal training they could easily fall victims of online crime (like for example, 
clicking on a link that contains a virus or responding to an internet scammer).  
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Figure 4: Time spent online - Teachers 

 
 

The vast majority of teachers have Internet access at work (72.1%) and at home (65.6%) which shows that 
most schools have a good infrastructure and most teachers have a work computer and access to the 
Internet at work. Interestingly 30% of teachers state that they have Internet access everywhere using either 
mobile data or WiFi, meaning that some of them rely entirely on their own devices and some of them use 
both their own mobile devices and the computers available at work.  

 

The most surprising result is perhaps teachers’ use of social networking sites. When it comes to using social 
networking sites (e.g. Facebook, Twitter etc.), 15% of the respondents (meaning 9 teachers) declared that 
they do not use social networking sites at all. However, the majority of teachers (43.3%) have been using 
social networking sites for 6-8 years, 31.7% for more than 10 years and 10% have recently started using 3-6 
years ago.  

 

British teachers find out about new technologies from work colleagues (63.9%), friends (57.4% and family 
(54.1%). Amongst their preferred sources of information regarding new technologies, we also find social 
media fora (41%), radio/TV (37.7%), professional networks (23%), IT colleagues (21.3%), newspapers (9.8%), 
books (8.2%) and librarians (3.3%).  
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b. DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES USAGE IN SCHOOLS  
 

Data show that teachers are interested in using digital technologies in the classroom. 94% of the teachers 
that took part in this research use digital technologies in teaching and only 6% choose not to. Our results 
show that most teachers have used at least one digital device to enhance teaching. All teachers own a 
laptop or a Smartphone but only half of them have a desk computer, a tablet or I-pad and an e-Reader and 
even fewer possess a notebook, a digital camera or iPod/MP3 player. The digital devices most frequently 
used in teaching are: laptops (50 teachers declared they use laptops in teaching), Smartphones (23 teachers 
are using Smartphones in teaching), desk computers (13 teachers use them in teaching) and tablets (only 10 
teachers use tablets in teaching). However, teaching is not the primary purpose for using digital devices. 
British teachers use laptops, desk computers, smart phones and tablets for a variety of activities from 
research to chatting with friends, shopping, reading news and watching favourite programmes online (see 
Figure 5 for a complete picture).  

 

 

Figure 5: Use of digital devices – Teachers  

 

 

Probably the most striking result comes from analysing what digital technologies and applications (APPs) 
teachers use and what for (see Figure 6). Data show that most teachers do not use Snapchat (45 teachers 
have never used it), Instagram (38 teachers have never used it), Facebook (17 never use it), or Twitter (18 
never use it), these social network sites being those preferred by their students. Moreover, an alarming 
number of teachers do not frequently use Blogs/Vlogs (41 teachers never use any), Viber (40 teachers do 
not use it), LinkedIn (34 teachers never use it), Dropbox (30 teachers never use it), Skype (17 teachers never 
use it), or WhatsApp (8 teachers never use it). Those who do use the abovementioned applications, use 
them for networking, personal life, creating content, or research.  

 

The most frequently used Apps by teachers are: Google, Email and YouTube, and these are also very often 
used in teaching. On a positive note, a very small number of teachers use Facebook (4 teachers), Twitter (5 
teachers), Skype (2 teachers) and Instagram (1 teacher) to engage students and enhance learning in class.  
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Figure 6: Use of digital technologies – Teachers  

 
 

When asked more specific questions about what digital technologies/ tools they use in teaching, data show 
that 80% of teachers use the virtual learning environment (VLE) (e.g. Moodle, Blackboard, etc.) provided by 
the school, followed by interactive online platforms that are used by 66% of teachers, smart phones used 
by 60% of teachers and interactive white boards used by 57% of teachers. In addition, 9% of teachers use 
ePortfolios and only 1 teacher (1.7%) uses open badges.  

 

Digital technologies/tools are basically used to reinforce knowledge, set up homework/tasks, disseminate 
resources or as an engagement tool. Examples of how digital technologies/tools are used in the classroom 
include:  

- PowerPoint presentations  
- Surveys, quiz collaboration, mini tests on Kahoot or Socrative.com  
- Use of Google Docs to collaborate and share notes  
- Show my homework  
- Online video clips  
- Social media posts and videos 
- Research and class activities (mentinetre.com)  
- Group tasks using tablets and smartphones  
- Using VLE to set students a task in class or homework and audio feedback  
- ePortfolios  
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STUDENTS  

 

Despite the fact that they are between 12 and 18 years of age, most students have been using computers 
for 6-10 years (64.8%) or more than 10 years (24.4%). Only a small percentage of students, 10.8%, have 
used a computer for less than 6 years (Figure 7).  

 

Figure 7: Use of computers- Students  

 
 

 

Most students have never had any computer training (49%). Despite this statistical fact, all of them appear 
to be digitally literate and very confident in using new digital technologies. This can be a result of the fact 
that they were born in the digital era when computer training is mostly done at home by parents and other 
members of the family who own and use more than one digital device. This is interrelated with our results 
that clearly show that students find out about new technologies from family (49%), friends (68%) and 
teachers (32%). However, the main source of information when it comes to finding out about new 
technologies remains social media (online forums or social networking sites), 133 students (75.6%) 
acknowledging that when they need information about digital technologies/devices or tools they turn to 
social media. Contrary to the popular belief and to an impressive body of research that suggests that young 
people do not read newspapers and do not watch TV anymore, 55 students declared they find out about 
what is new in digital technology from radio or television and 11 students read about this in newspapers.  

Interesting results emerge when students are asked how many hours they spend online daily; 47% of them 
spend 6-10 hours online every day, 25% spend less than 6 hours a day online, while 20% are online all the 
time.  
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Students normally go online at home (96%) or at school (58%), with again 20% of students declaring they 
have Internet access anywhere. It comes probably as no surprise that students prefer mobile devices, such 
as Smartphones owned by 98% of students, laptops owned by 95% of students and tablets/Ipads owned by 
85% of the students that took part in this research. The instant connectivity provided by mobile devices is 
very appealing to students. Again, contrary to the popular belief that young people only use the latest 
models of digital devices, our results show that a number of 40 (22.7%) students still own and use a desk 
computer, 48% of students do not have a notebook, 53% do not have an eBook reader and even more 
interestingly, 50% do not own a digital camera and 42% do not have an Ipod/MP2 player, because the 
Smartphone has made them obsolete/redundant. Students are using smartphones for every activity from 
playing games to shopping, studying, reading, watching programmes or listening to music (see Figure 8 for 
more details).  

 

Figure 8- Digital devices use – Students  

 
 

 

 

Google and YouTube are online platforms used by all students for a wide range of activities, such as: 
networking, studying, keeping in touch with friends, sharing files, videos, or pictures or working on 
assignments in groups. Email is also used by 84% of students. As opposed to their teachers, the most 
frequently used APPs by students are Instagram (95%), Snapchat (91%) and WhatsApp (85%). Instagram and 
Snapchat have increased in popularity and are now more used than Facebook or Twitter by this age group 
(12-18 years old). In fact, a significant number of students (94 students – 54%) never use Twitter and 50 of 
the students who took part in this research (29%) never use Facebook. At the opposite end of the spectrum, 
the most unpopular APPs amongst students are: LinkedIn (144 students never use it), Dropbox (143 
students never use it), Viber (135 students never use it), Blogs/Vlogs (134 students never use it), Skype (128 
students never use it), and wikis (121 students never use it).  
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c. DIGITAL LITERACY SKILLS (teachers and students)  

 

TEACHERS  

 

All the schools in Britain encourage the use of digital technologies in teaching but almost half do not 
provide regular staff development training on how to use digital technologies to better support teaching 
and enhance learning. 42% of teachers consider that their school does not offer regular training on how to 
make the most of digital technologies. This is a serious problem that the education sector faces in Britain 
and it is one of the priorities listed in the Government’s Digital strategy (2017). Giving educators access to 
as many training opportunities as possible is crucial for the future of education and the future of new 
generations of students. Digitally literate teachers will help shape society’s future in the digital age by 
guiding students to become digitally literate and choose tech careers.  

 

The lack of training is not the only problem that teachers face when it comes to using digital technologies in 
teaching. Our results show that 70% of teachers do not use digital technologies in teaching very often 
because of the lack of time. The administrative burden and other commitments and pressures exercised on 
teachers outside the classroom leaves little time for the redesign of new lectures that require the use of 
digital technologies. 60% of teachers indicate the lack of budget/appropriate facilities as the second reasons 
that deters them from using digital technologies in teaching, followed by WiFi problems (43%), lack of 
technical support (43%) and lack of training (29%), meaning 16 teachers out of 61 have never had any 
digital training. This shows that despite all the efforts made by the Government to provide access to 
training, more than 1 in 10 teachers feel ill-prepared and do not have access to appropriate training. The 
lack of training also makes some teachers lose interest in using digital technologies, and 3 teachers (5.4%) 
lack an interest in digital technologies and in using digital technologies in teaching. It is self-evident that not 
knowing how to use digital technologies leads to frustration, lost interest and inability to spot the full 
advantages of using digital tools in teaching and to incorporate them in the curriculum.  
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British teachers come across as being digital literates, being able to find information online very easily or 
relatively easily and being confident that they know how to use appropriate tools to find, use or share 
information online. Most of the teachers who took part in this research (98%) know how to search, 
download, or share information online. Moreover, 98% of teachers also seem confident when it comes to 
finding someone online (a scholar or teacher). British teachers do not feel left behind and are very 
confident when it comes to using their smart phone to take pictures (92%), or identifying different file types 
(85%). An overwhelming 97% of teachers strongly agree or agree that they are willing to learn more about 
digital technologies. Despite the fact that most teachers feel confident in using various types of digital 
devices, more than half feel that they are not making the most of digital technologies in teaching and 82% 
would like to use them more, whilst 95% of teachers consider they should have regular training on online 
safety and on how to use digital technologies and how to incorporate them in lectures not just as an 
engagement tool. All teachers acknowledge the importance of improving their digital skills and the 
necessity of having regular training that will help them stay up-to-date with the new technological 
developments.  

Our data also shows that 66% of teachers do not know what online information they can legally re-use. 
Furthermore, teachers do not seem confident in recognising when and if a student is a victim of 
cyberbullying (50%), and do not know how to identify fake news (56%), how to use media capture devices 
to create audio and video content (56%), how to promote themselves online (48%) or how to report a fake 
website (70%). It is also alarming that more than half of the teachers that took part in this research (55%) 
have not had training on how to stay safe online in the last year.  

 

STUDENTS 
 

Results indicate that students are confident in using any digital device with 77% of students strongly 
agreeing or agreeing to this statement. Also, 73% enjoy using digital devices and have a keen interest in 
digital technologies and in keeping up with new technological developments. However, 11% are not sure or 
disagree with this. Furthermore, a number of 105 students (60%) declare that they do not feel left behind 
when others talk about digital technologies, while 71 (40%) are not sure and sometimes feel left behind in 
the same context. Even if students feel confident using any digital device, they still want to learn more 
about digital technologies and acknowledge that it is important for them to improve their digital skills.  

Unexpectedly, even if 64% of students enjoy learning using digital tools, 33% are not sure their teachers 
should use digital technologies more in the classroom because of the time it takes to set everything up. 
However, 46% believe their teachers should try to make more use of digital technologies in the classroom.  
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Finding information online is one of the basic digital skills young people will have to use for the rest of their 
lives. 48.3% of students find it relatively easy, 47% very easy and only 4.6% think it is not easy. Students also 
seem to know what happens to the information they post/share online, 64% feeling confident they know 
what happens with the information they post online.  Finding someone online is also easy, and 70% of 
students know how to find someone online.  

Again, as opposed to their teachers, most students, 70%, have had training on how to stay safe online in the 
last year. Even so, only half of them remember how to report a fake website. The most frequent problems 
that students struggle with online are:  

- Identifying fake news – 38% 
- Knowing what online information they can legally re-use – 35% 
- Knowing how to cite online sources in their essays – 54% 
- Knowing how to use the library’s digital catalogue – 53% 
- Identifying and reporting a fake website – 32% 

 

 
d. SKILLS GAP (compare the teachers and students survey and identify skills that need developing for both 

groups) 

 

Our analysis identified the need for support and training for the target groups in the following areas:  

 

DIGITAL GAPS TEACHERS STUDENTS 

Identifying fake news x x 

Cyberbullying x  

Reporting fake websites x x 

What online information can legally be re-
used 

x x 

Online self-promotion and event promotion x  

The use of media capture devices to create 
video and audio content 

x  

Use of SMSs in teaching x  

Creative use of digital devices in teaching x  

Teaching students how to stay safe online x  

How to cite online sources  x 
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How to use online library catalogue and 
other database 

 x 

 

 
4. CONCLUSION & SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH  
 

The present report highlights gaps in the digital preparation of UK secondary school teachers and pupils but 
does not advocate for a digital education model only because it is undeniable that students must be 
exposed and encouraged to learn by exploiting both traditional and modern technologies that shape the 
world in which we live. The National Curriculum must be geared towards the cultivation of skills such as 
collaboration, experimentation, development of critical and computational thinking, abstract thinking, and 
structured problem solving. The computer as a tool should complement and not completely replace other 
teaching methods or tools that are proven to help students' mental development. Teachers must be able to 
keep the balance between traditional and modern educational approaches to produce multilaterally 
developed students.  

 

Using digital technologies in teaching should not be a personal option. We urge the UK government to act 
with expediency and make training on digital technologies a mandatory part of teachers’ preparation to 
equip them to rapidly adapt their teaching and support to suit the special needs of their pupils. Training 
should be mandatory and continuous to help teachers update their knowledge and keep up with the new 
technological developments. Furthermore, making sure teachers stay safe online should be a priority for 
any school. Regular digital training should be provided in school to make teachers feel less ill-prepared and 
give them the confidence boost they need to experiment and digital into their practice. Constant 
monitoring of regular online safety training provided to teachers in school should be enforced.  

  

A key implication of our research is the importance of a new digital mind-set in schools. Creating and 
nurturing an organisational culture of good practices exchange in schools, and constant making sure 
teachers have access to up to date training should be a priority for all European countries. For those 
sceptical or agnostic about using digital technologies extra support should be in place to open their horizons 
and through training give them time to understand that the advantages of using digital technologies in 
teaching outright the disadvantages. We believe that the reluctance of some teachers to use of digital 
technologies in the classroom derives fundamentally from their lack of knowledge.  
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Further research  

Our report identified a number of gaps in our knowledge around digital literacy that would benefit from 
further research. Future studies should focus on:  

- In-depth exploration of how digital technologies enrich teaching and transform students’ learning 
experience; 

- More longitudinal studies are needed to test the long-term effect of using digital technologies in 
teaching; 

- Research on cost-benefit analysis of training teachers to identify what is the best way of training 
teaches in the use of digital technologies;  

- More research is needed to capture teachers’ and students’ experiences with digital technologies in 
the classroom; 

- Research on more efficient and educative usage of social media is also needed. 

The main limitation of our report is that it is based on the participants’ self-report of the use of digital 
technologies. We asked secondary school teachers and students to reflect on and self-assess their use of 
digital technologies in the classroom and in personal life and we are aware that their self-assessment may 
be bias. Future research should also test teachers and students’ digital skills and compare their perceived 
assessment to their actual level of digital literacy.  
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