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Abstract

Meaning making in new media presents new opportunities and challenges for those working in formal and informal educational contexts.  How this impacts on a literacy curriculum that attempts to both deliver ‘the basics’ and to respond to new technology demands careful exploration. This paper examines what we mean by digital literacy, how it differs from traditional print literacy and identifies some key priorities for literacy educators. Drawing on the work of Gee (2004), Kress (2003) and Lankshear and Knobel (2003) it maps the field of digital literacy and identifies areas for research and development.  A discussion of the significant changes in materiality and textual form is followed by an exploration of the concept of critical digital literacy.  The paper concludes with an overview of future trends in digital communication which suggest that written representation will continue to be important and that digital literacy will continue to develop distinct registers. 
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Introduction
Recent revisions to the framework for teaching that guides literacy instruction in England and Wales place a greater emphasis than earlier versions on the use of new technology. In what could be seen as a minor victory for the advocates of digital literacy, the Primary National Strategy (PNS) presents opportunities for more creative and purposeful uses of new technology in our classrooms. However, the political drive to return to basics, currently framed in terms of the ‘simple model of reading’, works against this turn to new technology as PNS documents focus on things like  recognising ‘words on the page‘ and ‘print experience’ ( PNS, 2006).  This renewed narrowing of conceptions of literacy, combined with a low level of professional 

confidence in the use of popular digital texts in the classroom is a worrying sign of the growing distance between everyday literacy practices and schooled literacy.  
Attempts to map the changing landscape of communication and to chart routes through it for educators have prompted a flurry of activity.  Armed with an intimidating array of terminology and a complexity of models, enthusiasts have waded into the deep water of digital media with something approaching revolutionary zeal.  Some of the most influential theorizing has resulted in a rather arbitrary construction of binaries.  For example,  a new generation of video-gamers emerge as being more sophisticated and better equipped for late capitalism than those who are traditionally schooled (Gee, 2004a; 2004b); those with access to new technology are separated from an emerging underclass of those who haven’t (Tapscott, 1998); the digital world itself is split between ‘natives’ and incoming ‘migrants’ (Prensky, 2004).  Even the study of changing literacy itself has been re-defined as ‘new literacy’ (Lankshear and Knobel, 2003), distancing itself from the concerns of traditional print literacies.  Perhaps it is now time to take stock of what we mean by digital literacy and what, in turn, it means for schools and school children.
It is against the background of debate and interest in new technology that I want to assert the central importance of literacy – and by this I mean what Kress (2003) describes as symbolic representation through writing - in a debate that often separates the literacies of the page from the literacies of the screen in an unhelpful way. But also I want to argue that we need to pay serious attention to the ways in which we might help children and young people to develop a fluency in digital literacy in the wider context of digital communication.  This is built on the recognition that what may be called digital literacy can be quite different in character to print literacy, despite the tendency to use new technology to reproduce traditional practices of print literacy, particularly in educational contexts.  Interpretations of the revised literacy framework (PNS, 2006) will need to recognise these differences if they are to equip children for the literacy of the future rather than serve the narrow concerns of present policy.
The work of Lankshear and Knobel (2003) has been instrumental in identifying the emergence of new post-typographic literacies  - a newness which is related to the:

‘ …changing ways of producing, distributing, exchanging and receiving texts by electronic means.’

(Lankshear and Knobel, 2003:16)  
Being more specific about what these changes look like, having a clearer understanding of what is meant by digital literacy and perhaps more ambitiously, an informed view of the future of writing, will I believe help us to avoid some of the pitfalls that research, curriculum innovation and policy have stumbled into.  Amongst these are the idea that literacy skills should first be learnt in a more or less traditional fashion and then applied to digital texts; that digital literacy is simply another option and that we freely choose between page or screen to represent and communicate our ideas; or that new ways of making meaning somehow make old ones redundant.  Leu (2001) argues that electronic communication leads to a major shift in the ways in which literacy is used – a change of paradigm that invites new methods of description and requires new pedagogies. From this point of view, it is imperative that we begin to address some of the curriculum issues raised by digital literacy in more depth.  However, before this, more clarity about what is actually meant by digital literacy is needed – partly because the concept of digital literacy, rather like that of media literacy (Buckingham, 2003), is problematic in a number of ways.  What follows is an exploration of these problems.
Digital literacy –competing discourses
Barton (1994), in his seminal text on literacy, draws our attention to the changing uses of the word literacy itself– a word, let us not forget, that only relatively recently replaced ‘English’ and ‘language’ as the curriculum area that addresses reading and writing.  In developing his discussion, Barton draws attention to metaphorical uses of literacy such as the concept of ‘emotional literacy’ (derived from the work of Goleman, 1995).  The term is metaphoric, simply because emotional literacy is not really concerned with the joy and frustration of learning to read and write; rather it uses the idea of literacy to represent a desirable and educable competence.  In a similar way, some uses of the term ‘digital literacy’ which have their progeny in the concept of ‘computer literacy’ seek to embrace the whole range of complex and densely interwoven communicative forms that are digitally mediated as well as the mechanical and navigational competence that are pre-requisites to working on screen (see for example Gilster, 1997).  To be computer literate – a desirable and educable competence - is often synonymous with a rather hazily defined level of confidence and experience in use. I want to argue that this view is problematic in a number of ways.

Firstly, in educational discourse, metaphorical uses of the term literacy are potentially misleading.  If we are to settle, at least for the time being, on ‘literacy’ as a way of describing a curriculum area, we need to preserve some sort of clarity about its focus.  This is not to say that we should turn into evangelical linguistic purists and attempt to change popular and sometimes helpful metaphorical uses, merely to assert the need for a reasonably precise professional terminology that will serve as the tools of the trade. A clear idea of what literacy is helps us to design learning environments and teaching strategies to develop it. Kress, for example, states that:

“…literacy is the term to use when we make messages using letters as the means of recording that message. “

(Kress, 2003: 23)

This is a simple and workable definition, and despite some limitations which I discuss below, has the virtue of practicality.  In educational contexts when we refer to literacy, I think it helps to be clear that we are talking about the communication of meaning through written representation.  Of course, as we know, this written representation cannot be stripped from its context.  If we have learnt anything from debates about the value of picture books (Merchant and Thomas, 1999) or the use of multimodal texts (Bearne and Wolstencroft, 2006), we have learnt how the meanings we make arise from the interdependence of words, images and other elements of the wider context.  But nevertheless, understanding and learning how to use the system and forms of written representation is a central function of literacy education.  This is not the same thing as privileging print literacy - in fact as I shall argue it can help in situating literacy pedagogy in a wider understanding of communication.
Secondly, the broad conception of digital literacy sketched above is actually ambiguous.  If it is not being used in a metaphorical sense it can be used in a way that conflates ideas of literacy with the more general area of communication.  Digital music and digital photography are important and powerful communicative tools but they are not primarily concerned with written representation. However, it seems quite appropriate to refer to these and other digital artefacts as texts and to borrow the term ‘reading’ to describe how we construct meanings from them, and indeed there is a strong tradition of this in cultural studies. Other modes of linguistic and non-linguistic systems, most notably speech and visual image are vitally important in many literacy practices, and must not be ignored (Bearne, 2004) - but they are not in themselves literacy. 

Thirdly, a broad definition of digital literacy may actually serve to obscure some important aspects of how verbal communication is produced, presented and interpreted on screens and divert our attention from the emergence of new genres, some of which I believe are significant and illustrate the ways that writing is changing - ways which may well fashion the future of writing itself, and by implication, writing pedagogy. In an educational landscape which is already littered with jargon there is little room for unhelpful or ambiguous new concepts.  On the other hand, a clearly articulated sense of what digital literacy is will help us to focus our attention on a key area in the development of new literacies.  
Defining digital literacy
Early research on computers and writing, focused almost exclusively on investigating the possible motivating effects of writing on screen (see Merchant, 2007).  It was predicated on the assumption that first one learnt to read and write and then these skills could be transferred to keyboard and screen.  To ask if using computers can improve writing, or for that matter reading, is a notoriously difficult research question to answer and one that only really makes sense in a context in which there is real choice and genuine scope for comparison.  Over the last ten years we have moved to a position in which a literacy curriculum that ignores on-screen writing is an impoverished one, so rapid has been the pace of change.  But we still have a long way to go in investigating the specific detail.  What, for example does emergent writing look like when it is screen based? When and how should children be shown how to refine internet searches and to question the significance of ranked search results? How do we introduce the world of synchronous communication? What sorts of criticality should be introduced and when – these are amongst a long list of important questions to be addressed.  They are, in fact, questions that require far more than a simple model in which literacy is applied to screen-based texts and it is here that the concept of digital literacy is most useful.            
In ‘Literacy in the New Media Age’, Kress (2003) argues that ‘lettered representation’ is a central defining feature of literacy.   He goes on to develop a view of new media that illustrates how we construct meaning through a variety of modalities that complement, augment or replace written representation in different communicative contexts.  This view of literacy and its place in reading a complex screen such as the YouTube page, shown in Figure 1, is not without its limitations, but is central to an informed understanding of digital literacy.  Kress’s definition is limited in the sense that it seems to distinguish between the use of letters and other symbols, such as icons, pictograms and numbers as well as visual features that indicate corporate branding, navigational features and hyperlinks.  Surely, these fall within the domain of written or symbolic representation and are not simply concerned with letters and the related skills of de-coding. As Harris (2000) suggests, new technology begins to blur the ‘conventional boundary lines which treat iconic symbols as non-words.’ However I argue that, despite these concerns, it is important to place written (symbolic) representation at the heart of any definition of digital literacy. 
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Figure 1: The top of a YouTube screen

Digital literacy could then be seen as the study of written or symbolic representation that is mediated by new technology.  Its prime concern would be the production and consumption of the verbal and symbolic aspect of screen-based texts and this would be its initial point of departure with print literacy.   Furthermore, the specific affordances of digital literacy could be conceptualised as a product of the technological means of its production and consumption.  This is not to deny the complex and often very visual nature of many digital texts. As Kress (1997; 2000; and 2003) has repeatedly pointed out, the move from page to screen has resulted in a turn to the visual, and the development of multi-media technologies clearly allows for new possibilities of combination in the creation of multi-modal texts.  Whilst there is no doubting the truth of this, we cannot afford to overlook the fact that written information has a central part to play in many screen-based forms and that some of the most popular of these (such as email; txting; and blogs) are conducted predominantly through writing.

YouTube provides a good illustration of this point. YouTube functions as a video-sharing platform, but accessing the site and becoming a participant depend upon a knowledge of writing and related symbolic systems. In Figure 1, the image beneath the title ‘Introducing the book (repost)’, is the particular video in this example.  However, Figure 2 shows what happens when you scroll down the YouTube page and shows how actions such as rating, saving, sharing and, of course commenting, are transacted in written and symbolic form. 
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Figure 2: Scrolling down the YouTube screen

So, it is also important to acknowledge that one of the key characteristics of digital literacy is the way in which it readily combines with other modes of communication.  Context is of central importance in any practice of literacy and the multi-modal nature of many screen-based texts highlights the importance of combining our reading of visual and other modes with digital writing as we make meanings through these new texts.    
The central concern of digital literacy, however, is reading with and writing with new technologies - technologies which involve the semiotic of written representation, regardless of whether or how they combine with other forms of representation.  In this sense digital literacy extends out of print literacy despite the fact that the processes, surfaces and spaces of production and consumption are different.  The common ground is writing and this I believe, is helpful and important, particularly to educational and developmental debates.  But when we consider the forms and functions of writing on-screen and the texts and contexts in which digital literacy is located, much larger shifts of emphasis become apparent.  The most salient of these shifts and characteristics are:
1. A move from the fixed to the fluid: the text is no longer contained between the covers or by the limits of the page.

2. Texts become interwoven in more complex ways through the use of hyperlinks.

3. Texts can easily be revised, updated, added to and appended.
4. Genres borrow freely, hybridize and mutate.

5. Texts can become collaborative and multivocal with replies, links, posted comments and borrowing – the roles of readers and writers overlap.
6. Reading and writing paths are often non-linear.

7. Texts become more densely multimodal (as multimedia allows for a rich interplay of modes).

8. The communicative space is shared and location diminishes in significance as the local fuses with the global.

9. The impression of co-presence and synchronous engagement increases.

10. Boundaries begin to blur (work/leisure; public/private; serious/frivolous) 

The transformation is characterised by new possibilities for texts, easier combinations of semiotic systems and new communicative relationships.  In addition more general features such as the ease and speed of communication and the largely unregulated nature of publication and audience are important to take into account.  Whilst these features challenge and extend our definition of literacy, writing still has a key role to play.  We should be able to ask, without the danger of being branded as a conservative, how far we could get with new literacies - or to be more specific technoliteracies – without written representation?
Digital literacy in context

Mapping the terrain of digital literacy becomes easier with a clearer definition of the concept. Working from a perspective that focuses on written communication mediated by digital code, this next section identifies and elaborates on some key aspects of study.  These are concerned with the materiality of digital literacy, its characteristic textual forms, and some ideas about the importance of criticality. This is not intended as an exhaustive list or to suggest a hierarchy, but it may provide a starting point for further discussion. 
1. Materiality

If writing and reading are intimately connected with the technologies employed in their production (see Merchant, 2005), it seems important to begin by asking what exactly is new about the technology of digital writing?  I want to begin by suggesting that there are key differences in the ways in which digital texts are produced and consumed, and that alongside these there are new possibilities for interactivity. However, it is easy to overlook some of the most basic features of digital writing.  These are related to the materiality of the technology.
When we write with a pen or pencil there is a direct relationship between the hand and the letters that are formed. We create patterns from memory of the alphabetic shapes of our writing system, whereas when we use a keyboard or the buttons on a mobile phone, we select from a palette of letters, numbers and related graphic symbols.  Our writing appears on a screen (or the screens of others) with relatively little effort on our part, looking deceptively like print on paper. 
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Figure 3: Digital literacy: a new discipline of the body

Harris points out that in writing on screen:

‘…the basic operational units are no longer, as in traditional scripts, either the word or the letter, but the separate keys provided by the keyboard; and the operational syntax is the combinatorial logic of pressing them in sequence or simultaneously. ‘

(Harris, 2000:241)

So these and other features of digital texts, as Mackey (2003) has observed, radically alter our physical relationship with the text.

Education has long been pre-occupied with the physical discipline of literacy.  Foucault’s insightful analysis of how this was enacted in French schools of the 18th Century suggests that learning to write ‘presupposes a gymnastics’. He quotes from a well known teachers’ handbook of the day to illustrate this:

‘The right arm must be at a distance from the body of about three fingers and be about five fingers from the table, on which it should rest lightly.  The teacher will place the pupils in the posture that they should maintain when writing, and will correct it either by sign or otherwise, when they change this position.’ 

(La Salle,1783 cited by Foucalt,1991:153)

Contrast this with the popular ergonomic advice on the use of the desktop shown in Figure3 and the constant worries about eyestrain and repetitive strain injury and we begin to see how even the physical act of writing is changing. 
In educational establishments new tools for writing and reading continue to have a profound impact on the physical geography of classrooms. Computer labs often break with the long tradition of requiring pupils to ‘face the front’ and, like internet cafes, adopt the idea of the private booths which draw the learner’s gaze to the screen rather than into eye contact with the teacher, the board or the text flat on a desk (Holloway and Valentine, 2002). As machines become more portable and networking more common place, new possibilities arise. Intimately connected with these changes in classroom geography are questions about the nature and direction of communication in contemporary learning environments, particularly as the possibilities for communicating with the world beyond the classroom walls increase.  At the extreme these developments question the need for pupils and teachers to be in the same place at the same time - admittedly an idea that is more familiar in the area of adult distance learning - but with the rapid uptake of VLEs and Learning Platforms it is likely to become more common in the school sector.  Contrast this with popular uses of interactive whiteboards which re-instate the traditional ‘face the front’ classroom geography and we begin to see some of the tensions that lie at the heart of digital literacy.
2. Textual forms

Because digital literacy involves different ways of producing and distributing text, it creates new possibilities for how we might operate in and construct the educational environment. These possibilities include the exploration and critical evaluation of new text types as well as the ways in which learning can be supported and enriched through new kinds of interaction.  So, for example, the recent and rapid growth of social-networking, including music-sharing sites like Pandora, the popular production of personal pages (using Myspace and Blogger), and photo-sharing (Ringo and Flickr) draw our attention to exciting possibilities of dispersed interactivity and interest sharing through affinity spaces (Gee, 2004).  Social-networking of this kind provides new avenues for educators to explore.
In the growing literature on digital literacy it has become quite common place to distinguish between asynchronous and synchronous digital communication and this can indeed be helpful in identifying the textual characteristics and social affordances of new textual forms. Figure 4 plots some of the more popular uses of synchronous and asynchronous digital communication against their characteristic levels of interactivity.  This can help us to understand and account for the variations in the texts themselves, to be specific about similarities and differences with forms of print literacy and to begin to imagine the educational implications of embedding these in classroom practices.  A brief exploration of some popular forms of synchronous and asynchronous communication follows.
Email, one of the most widely known and used kinds of digital writing, is essentially asynchronous.  Although the promise of co-presence and rapid message exchange are a defining feature of email, the impression of immediacy is a by-product of the speed of delivery - sending an email does not depend on the recipient being online at a particular moment in time. As email comes of age, it is easy to overlook the fact that it serves a wide range of purposes, from institutional control to opportunist marketing, and from everyday social contact to light relief in the workplace.  Genres and sub-genres of email continue to proliferate and with them so do the linguistic markers of formality and informality, authority and power. Young learners need plenty of experience of email.  Email provides excellent opportunities for purposeful writing, and the asynchronous nature of the medium allows communication with other learners, experts and others without precise co-ordination of timing.  Despite the simplicity and adaptability of emails, many schools in the UK still struggle to integrate its use into the curriculum (Merchant, 2003). In short, the huge potential that email offers to young writers in providing them with the tools to communicate purposefully with peers and experts beyond the classroom has yet to be fully realised (Merchant, Dickinson, Burnett and Myers, 2006).
Discussion boards are another popular form of asynchronous digital writing. In earlier work I have shown how subscribers’ contributions often have the function of providing nuanced orientations to cultural products (Merchant, 2006). We can find discussion boards on an extremely wide range of topics from politics to video-gaming, celebrity gossip to home-schooling.  Discussion boards are typified by multiple use, the text itself is ongoing, being co-constructed by subscribers who read and reply. The majority of studies on educational uses of discussion boards focus on higher education (see for example Burnett, Dickinson, Merchant, Myers, 2004), but there is plenty of scope now for their use both within localised VLEs and in more public settings.  
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Figure 4: Interactivity and online literacies

The growing popularity of weblogs (or blogs) – created with relatively simple publishing tools which allow users, often at no cost, to publish on the web - is of particular interest here.  Blogs are personal (or group) webpages that are regularly updated, often with fairly brief postings in date order.  They have become a very popular form of digital text.  In fact, experts estimate that there are literally millions of blogs worldwide (Blogcount.com, 2005) serving the needs of a wide range of individuals and affinity groups.  Blogs, as a form of digital writing, are characterised by the promise of a public platform for the individual user and are used for a wide range of purposes (see Knobel and Lankshear, 2006 for a typology of blogs). Language use in blogs varies widely in terms of formality as well as in the use of embedded visual or moving image content.  For schools, blogs provide possibilities for rapid online publication and for networking with geographically dispersed audiences.  As a relatively new genre of digital literacy, blogging is already beginning to capture the interests of schools.
Email exchange, discussion boards, and blogs do not depend on co-presence. However, other kinds of digital communication do. Various forms of online chat, instant-messaging and virtual world play fall into this category, often referred to as synchronous communication. Up until relatively recently, synchronous communication has been limited to face-to-face interaction, the use of telephones and video-conferencing. The increased speed and availability of broadband connectivity has led to a proliferation of synchronous communication, most of which is transacted through writing, rather than the spoken word.  In the past synchronous communication through writing was relatively rare (the passing of notes in class being a notable exception); now instant-messaging, chatrooms and virtual world play attract large numbers. My own study of teenagers’ use of synchronous chat (Merchant, 2001) shows how actual and virtual friendships are sustained and new relationships negotiated through these onscreen communicative practices.  I observed that when teenagers are online they deploy a whole range of new literacy skills (including the use of symbols, hyperlinks and abbreviations), but it is worth reiterating that these are mediated through rapid typing, motivated by a drive to maintain pace, relationship and the conversational flow of synchronous interaction.
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Figure 5: Example of a primary school blog

In chat, as well as in the sort of interactions that occur in online gaming and virtual worlds, we see the emergence of a new form of writing described by Ferrara, Brunner and Whitemore (1991) as Interactive Written Discourse in which relatively unpolished, tentative and grammatically incomplete turns are commonplace. Interactions occur in real time and, as a result, securing a turn in the conversation calls for speed and brevity in message production. Users often experiment with word abbreviation and non-alphabetic keyboard symbols. As Werry (1996) shows, these sorts of linguistic innovation are features of synchronous chat, regardless of the language they are conducted in.

In synchronous online communication, writing is often used in ways that are traditionally associated with speech. As the euphemism ‘chat’ implies, interactions are typified by their spontaneity and informality, all of which suggest that in educational settings, chat may come to be viewed as part of a learning process rather an as a written product in itself.  So, for example, in an educational 3-D Virtual World environment (see for example www.virtuallylearning.com), digital literacy plays an important part in ‘getting things done’.  Children engage in a range of genres of written communication to achieve learning goals some of which may include more polished written texts.
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Figure 6: Example of a 3D Virtual World 

These examples of new genres of digital text suggest a need to re-conceptualise writing, our approach to learning about writing, as well as our ideas about teaching and using writing in the classroom. They may well provide us with templates for a new interactive literacy which reaches well beyond the classroom walls.  However, it is not enough simply to learn about how texts work - even if this includes, as indeed it should, the active production of such texts. Children and young people also need to be critically aware of how meaning is constructed in digital text.
3. Critical Digital Literacy

An important ingredient of a good literacy education is to learn about the power, responsibilities and ethical considerations that come into play in communicative settings.  And so it could be argued that it is important to examine and critique discourses that relate to wider social issues, power relationships, prejudices or inequities, and indeed that it is part of the function of educational institutions to engage in this sort of work.

In debates over the place of popular culture in school curricula, similar positions have been explored. Whilst the benefits of using popular culture in school settings has been clearly articulated (Marsh, 2005) there is a powerful argument to suggest that an education system has a responsibility to provide the young with the tools and understandings necessary for interpreting the constructed nature of popular culture, and to provide a critical view.  Developing the idea of what critical digital literacy might look like may be important here, in following the ideas of Giroux:

‘Central to the notion of critical pedagogy is the need to rewrite the dynamics of cultural and pedagogical production as part of a broader vision that extends the principles and practices of human dignity, liberty and social justice’ 

(Giroux, 1994:63)
This is relatively new territory in the debate over digital literacy, but it is probably time that we turned our attention to the important issue of developing criticality. Although it seems that there is a need to nurture and preserve the new spaces that exist in those liminal zones between, home and school, work and play, or study and leisure, there is also an important case to be made for schools to provide all students with opportunities to critique the digital media they encounter.  Of course the two perspectives of respecting the liminal spaces of some digital practices and promoting the development of a critical digital literacy as an educational aim are not mutually exclusive.  It might then be useful to think in terms of a common entitlement with respect to critical digital literacy – an entitlement predicated on some basic rights.  These could include:

· the right to access and use up-to-date new technologies building on everyday (or out-of-school) practices;
· the right to an education that supports and develops the skills, knowledge and dispositions needed for the effective use of digital media, but also provides opportunities for critical digital literacy practice;
· the right to explore and experiment with one’s own digital space;
· the right to critique and resist dominant or dominating discourses in digital domains.
Writing the future
Nothing could be more obvious than the ways in which writing is changing.   We only have to look around us at the ubiquity of text-messaging, the increasing dependence on email as a form of communication and the reach of web-based information and entertainment.  I have argued here, that the future of writing is closely interwoven with the future of digital technology.  In fact, when we look at current trends, four tendencies seem to be emerging.  These could be characterised as convergence, portability, pervasiveness and transparency.  Convergence refers to the capacity to integrate technological functions in a single device.  So the mobile phone doubles up as camera, MP3 player and so on - or the home media system deals with music, TV, telephonics and email.  The general direction of convergence is to allow for access to multiple media from a single source.  Convergence pairs up with portability, because as devices become more compact and wireless connection becomes more affordable and more ubiquitous, the possibilities of being able to use all media, more or less at any time or place increase.  Pervasiveness suggests that digital technologies will feature in more and more areas of everyday life, becoming closely interwoven with the way we get things done.  As this pervasiveness increases it is also likely that technological innovation will focus on making devices and their interfaces more transparent - in ways that touch screens, and desktop icons begin to suggest.

If convergence, portability, pervasiveness and transparency represent future trends, they suggest that the devices that we use to communicate with may well take on new forms and incorporate new functions.  Yet although the ability to combine and access media is likely to become much easier (and much faster) there is little to indicate major changes that will threaten the centrality of written communication.  In fact it seems likely that digital literacy will become more significant and that the current tendency for it to develop distinct registers (such as those used in discussion board posts; instant messaging; txting and so on) will continue.  Building a flexible and intelligent educational response to digital literacy then becomes important both from the point of view of valuing children’s everyday digital experience and in terms of preparing them for the future.  

This relatively brief exploration of digital communication raises some fundamental questions about how we conceptualise literacy and literacy pedagogy.  It challenges existing models and definitions of what constitutes text and what it means to be a reader, confounding recent attempts to simplify or reduce literacy to a set of basic skills and routines. Because of the disruptive nature of digital literacy, debates such as these are likely to continue, but in the mean time researchers and educators would be well advised to begin to address these new literacies. Some starting points are outlined below. 
· provide more sustained access and use of new technology across the curriculum for all age groups;

· develop classroom approaches to digital literacy that take full cognisance of the interdependency of modes without detracting from the centrality of written representation;

· re-think the ways in which new technology is provided for young learners and in particular the role of digital technology in early writing;

· provide a wider range of online experiences, including synchronous and asynchronous communication, for and between learners;

· develop models and approaches for critical digital literacy for all age groups;

· investigate alternative approaches to the use of new technology in literacy teaching;

· develop case studies of innovative uses of new applications such as social software and virtual worlds in classroom contexts;

· re-think how writing as a curriculum area is taught, developed and assessed.
I have argued here that we need a broader agreement about what we mean by digital literacy, and suggest that we should place written and symbolic representation at the heart of that discussion.  This will enable us to be more specific about the emergence of new forms of synchronous and asynchronous communication, the changing nature of literacy, and the skills, understandings and attitudes that we will need to encourage in our schools. In this paper I have suggested that a clearer sense of what is involved in digital literacy would result in teachers and pupils being better prepared for digital futures.  Gaps between real-world uses of technology and ICT in the classroom continue to be a cause for concern (Burnett et al, 2006).  At the heart of this concern is the sense that a whole range of cultural resources fail to be translated into cultural capital by the school system.  We need innovative work in digital literacy in educational settings particularly to investigate the implications of new forms of social networking, knowledge sharing and knowledge building.  And finally, because of the pervasive nature of digital technology, the commercial interest that is invested in it and the largely unregulated content of internet-based sources we also need to begin to sketch out what a critical digital literacy might look like.  There is, in short, plenty to be done if we are to prepare children and young people to play an active and critical part in the digital future.
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