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The term technological literacy has been adopted widely over the previous two decades across 
areas of concern spanning state and corporate interest groups, academic areas and cultural and 
social  organisations (Kahn & Kellner 2006: 253). 

 
Varying interests have led to equally diverse interpretations as to what technological literacy 
means or can be.  On the face of it this is perhaps not surprising as both literacy and technology 
are terms open to for example  political and educationally debate (Keirl 2006: 82). 

 
One of the more marked origins of the term lies in governmental objectives to ensure the 
proliferation of adequate computer skills for knowledge workers in the workplace. A prominent 
example of this is the report “A Nation at Risk”, issued by President Ronald Reagan's 
Department of Education in 1983 (Waks 2006: 277). 

A review of the literature confirms that the debate about technological literacy has been centred 
on the development of curricula and the education of technological literate citizens (Yawson 
2010: 7).  Including these, a significant portion of the literature considers the philosophical and 
historical  underpinnings of the term (see for example Dyrenfurth 1991; Hayden 1989; Jenkins 
1997; Lewis and Gagel 1992; Petrina 2000; Selfe 1999; Todd 1991; Waetjen 1993.-quoted 
(Yawson 2010: 3). 

The term exists alongside neighbouring / related areas of interest such as Scientific or Computer 
literacy (see for example OECD 1999). 

Given the varieties of technology and the complexities of their use and understanding, authors 
though the literature typically attempts to clarify a particular notion of what technological 
literacy is after first attempting to understand the bigger picture (Liddament 1994: 198). 
Consequently there have been countless efforts to define it with the result that: "Technological 



literacy is a term of little meaning and many meanings" (Todd 1991 quoted in Kahn  & Kellner 
2006: 255). 

 

Authors in generally ascribe multiple dimensions to their definitions of technological literacy.  
For example, the National Academy of Engineering (NAE) expresses it as encompassing: 
“knowledge, ways of thinking and acting, and capabilities” (Pearson& Young 2002). 

 
A widely quoted version from International Technology Education Association (ITEA)  taken as 
the ability to “use, manage, assess, and understand technology” (ITEA 2000: 242; Rose et al. 
2004:  1).  They stress the importance of being able to think about technological issues from 
various perspectives and to be able to appreciate the “interrelationships between technology and 
individuals, society, and the environment” (TfAAP and ITEA 1996:  11).  They have developed 
their propositions into a series of standards that outline how to acquire technological literacy and 
what goals must be met at different grades within a school curriculum. 

 Another definition clarifying multiple dimensions is described through the South Australian 
Curriculum Standards and Accountability Framework (SACSA), in which it is "the operational, 
the cultural, and the critical " that are highlighted which are then supported through interrelated 
activities of "critiquing, designing, and making" (DETE 2001  quoted in Keirl 2006: 97). 

Fourez for example takes a multiple social viewpoint in which technical literacy pursues three 
goals: “individual autonomy; communication with others; and the management of situations” 
(Fourez 1997: 904). 

There is a dominant view that technological literacy involves the ability to understand 
interrelations between areas of influence.   Rose for example refers to relations between “the 
individual, technology, environment,and society”  (Rose 2007: 42) where as Wajcman,  
describes "a seamless web or network combining artifacts, people, organizations, cultural 
meanings and knowledge" (Wajcman 2004: 106. quoted in Kahn & Kellner 2006: 255). 

 
Definitions are also seen to follow more specific interests. 

Aligned with the distribution and manipulation of information it becomes "the ability to use 
digital technologies, communication tools, and/or networks to solve information problems in 
order to function in an information society" (Brasley 2006: 7). 

Taken in relation to learning it becomes “the capability as a life-long learner to use, manage and 
assess the impact of technology and understand the technological nature of our society” (Deal 
2002 quoted Baker 2008: 16). 



Or related to ability it is perceived as "the acquisition of the skills necessary to make effective 
use of the various forms of technology encountered in the modern world" (Dow 2006: 246).  
Here the focus is on the passing on of previously existing knowledge through curricula that are 
seen as adopting what Dow calls an “expert transmission' skills-based model of teaching” (Dow 
2006: 246). 

 Several authors point towards the inclusion of design as a useful parameter whether through an 
understanding of its nature and implications (Mitcham & Holbrook 2006: 106) as well as a 
means through which to approach technological engagements for the purpose of "problem 
solving, inventing and designing, and troubleshooting" (Munby, Russell & Martin quoted Baker 
2008: 16). 

 
Ideas about the rate of technological development transforming our world and a technologically 
uncertain future are perhaps not surprisingly reoccurring themes amongst claims for the need to 
become technologically literate. 

 
For some it is about the kinds of "technological knowledge and skills citizens should have and 
will need in the future" (Cajas 2001: 719) and even include an understanding of the political and 
educational influences upon technological change (Kahn & Kellner 2006: 258).  Within these 
views there are expressed notions of all encompassing change and alienation affecting "all facets 
of life and behaviour" in which technological literacy becomes the only means for "individuals to 
functions effectively" (Yawson 2010: 10).  Dakers is a leading proponent of such views and 
argues that "[w]e need to develop a new language, a new literacy, in order to both understand our 
brave new world, and learn how to live a meaningful existence in it” (Dakers 2006: 1). 

 

Related to the definitions of technological literacy are descriptions of what it is to be 
technologically literate.  These are equally problematic as there is no single blueprint or 
prescription for what is varying at very least in terms of the socio-cultural  context they apply to 
(Ingerman & Collier-Reed 2011: 138). 

Garmire and Pearson in Tech Tally (2006) provide a three dimensional view that includes (1) 
knowledge, (2) capability and (3) critical thinking and decision-making. 

"First, a technologically literate person must have a certain amount of basic knowledge about 
technology. Second, a technologically literate person should have some basic technical 
capabilities, such as being able to work with a computer and to identify and fix simple problems 
in the technological devices used at home and in the office. More generally, he or she should 
able to employ an approach to solving problems that relies on aspects of a design process. 



...........And third, a technologically literate person should be able to think critically about 
technological issues and act accordingly." Garmire Pearson (2006): 21) 

Being technologically literate is also expressed in terms of relations with the complexities of the 
world. 

Yawson refers to technological literacy as offering people the tools to "engage intelligently and 
conscientiously in the world around them" (Yawson 2010: 5) and Michael to citizens being 
"embroiled in a complex process of ensembling" (Michael 2006: 61). 

 

Authors such as these express technological literacy in the wider context of being more than the 
acquisition of any particular skill but related to how we live our life. 

We are seen to exist within a technologically mediated world in which it is particularly the young 
whose experiences become dependent upon the nature of technology. Technological literacy 
becomes "an awareness of the impact of technology, both desirable and undesirable, upon 
humans at the level of both the individual and society" (Dow 2006: 245) 

This impact is considered in a political sense through the use of ideas like empowerment and 
democratisation (Dow 2006: 246) that lead to the need for an alternative form of pedagogy and 
debate (Dakers 2005). 

Kahn & Kellner take this view in which technological literacy allows the means to “understand. 
critique, and transform the oppressive social and cultural conditions in which they live, as they 
become ecologically informed , ethical, and transformative subjects as opposed to objects of 
technological domination and manipulation" (Kahn & Kellner 2006: 268).  They go on to say 
that this can be achieved through "producing multiple oppositional literacies for critical thinking, 
reflection, and the capacity to engage in the creation of discourse, cultural artifacts, and political 
action amidst widespread technological revolution" (Kahn & Kellner 2006: 268). 

Michael points to the difficulty of assessing or valuing such impact because of it being implicit 
within other concerns such as "a commitment to discrimination, to improvement of the world, to 
criticism, creativity, and autonomy" (Michael 2006: 56). 

Technological literacy becomes a case of clarifying the impact of technology from different 
perspectives. Thomas and Knezek attempt a comprehensive definition explaining technological 
literacy as: "…demystifying technology through conceptual understandings of the underlying 
science and mathematics principles, operational competence with modern technology systems, 
the ability to evaluate and use a variety of common technology applications, the ability to 
innovate and invent ways of applying technology in challenging new situations, an awareness of 
technology-related careers and of factors critical to success in those careers, and understanding 



of and sensitivity to societal issues related to technology" (Thomas & Knezek 1995: 1,2 - quoted 
Yawson 2010 : 6). 

Generally technologically literate person is seen as one who is able to make sense of changes in 
society. 

This aligns with authors who adopt a historic viewpoint to understand how technology has 
shaped the world and in which being technological literate means accepting that history could 
have been different (Fourez 1997:  919). 

Goodson and co authors place these concerns on the shoulders of people in decision making 
positions in which they must answer the question: “If I decide to deploy a technology in a certain 
way, what might be the potential impact on the environment, on the culture of the people using 
the technology, and on the global society?” (Goodson et al 2007: 11). 

Technological literacy becomes so much a part of living in the changing world that claims also 
stretch as far as "Technological literacy should not be seen as a discipline, but as a ‘language of 
life’ where every citizen will need to understand in order to be able to communicate" (Yawson 
2010: 11). 

 
 
Even though many authors have considered technological literacy within a broad context it 
remains a term affiliated up until now to a few key areas notably the use of IT and the 
development of non vocational curricula. One of its shortcomings (and one I hope we will 
address during the seminar) is that it has “not been placed within the broader context of all 
technologies and also devoid of the current debate concerning the epistemology of practical 
knowledge" (Yawson 2010: 3). 
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