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By Diana G. Oblinger
and Brian L. Hawkins

“Our Students Are Technologically Competent.”

ollege and university students

today seem so technologically

competent. When they wake

up in the morning, they don't

turn on the TV to find out
about the weather; instead they go to the
Web site WeatherBug.com. For news,
they use CNN.com, not channel 21. Of
course, this is after they check to see what
instant messages (IMs) they missed while
sleeping. Tolearn aboutfriends, they turn
to Facebook.com. Going online for enter-
tainment is normal for them. Computer
games, massively multiplayer games, and
music downloads are an assumed part of
their environment (for example, 85% of
18- and 19-year-olds download music).!
And when they want to communicate,
sending IMs or text messages is as natu-
ral as picking up the phone. There is no
question that students go online before
they go to the library; Google has become
this generation’s reference desk.

Watch just about any college or
university student. Whether it is taking
pictures with a cell phone, downloading
ring tones, searching the Web for infor-
mation, or contributing to Wikipedia or
a blog, today’s students seem to have no
hesitation about using technology. This is
what we've come to expect from a genera-
tion that has never known life without the
Internet. Among today’s college and uni-
versity students aged eighteen to twenty-
two, 20 percent first used a computer
when they were between the ages of five
and eight; all of them had used a PC by
the time they were in high school.2 They
continue to use the Internet daily. Surveys
consistently put student computer own-
ership above 90 percent.

Faculty, staff, and administrators see
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the facile use of technology by students
and assume that students have more than
adequate IT competency. After all, even
senior IT professionals still feel the need
to read instruction manuals, can't type
text messages with their thumbs, and
prefer to read rather than to listen to pod-
casts. But are students competent or just
confident? Having no fear is not the same
as having knowledge or skill.

Virtually 100 percent of students use
word processors and utilize the Internet
for coursework. But the impression of
broad competence slips when percent-
ages are revealed for use of other appli-
cations, such as those for presentation
development (65%), spreadsheets (63%),
graphics (49%), or creating Web pages
(25%).4 Using a variety of applications is
just one possible definition of IT compe-
tency. Perhaps a more important question
is, whatis IT being used for? From the per-
spective of a college or university, learning
must be part of that answer—learning that
will continue well
past graduation.

Part of a col-
lege or universi-
ty’s charge is to
prepare students
notonlyfortoday
but also for to-
morrow. Even
graduates who
are well quali-

fied today will experience changes in
their disciplines and their careers, requir-
ing additional education. Although just
about everything is on the Internet, will
graduates have the skills they need to find
the right information, assess its value,
and interpret it? Will the information
selected by students be legitimate? His-
torically, library collections have ensured
quality control and have safeguarded
the legitimacy of the material used by
students. Beyond the quality of the col-
lection itself, professional librarians have
helped students hone their information
searches and find information resources.
What happens when students bypass the
library and librarians entirely? Doing a
Google search or exploring Wikipedia
may be a start, but do students know
where to go next?

Whereas colleges and universities
often focus on technology skills, it is actu-
ally information literacy that should be the
concern. Information literacy is much
more than knowing
how to open a Web
browser and type
a search term into
Google. Informa-

tion literacy is the
abilitytorecognize
when information
is needed and to
locate, evaluate,
and use that in-
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formation effectively. Moreover, informa-
tion literacy is not just a skill required in
college; there is “a lifelong need for being
informed and up-to-date””s

Informationliteracyincludescognitive
activities, such as acquiring, interpreting,
and evaluating the quality of information.
It is enabled by technical skills, such as
using a computer to research, organize,
analyze, and communicate. And it car-
ries legal and ethical implications such as
understanding intellectual property and
copyright,® as well as understanding bias
in the information itself.

Whether the focus is calculus or
calorie counting, information-literate
users should be able to use IT to scan the
environment. This means the user must
be knowledgeable about reliable infor-
mation sources as well as the process of
finding and using information. Beyond
just searching for information, users
must evaluate the legitimacy of the infor-
mation, put it in context, and then apply
problem-solving and decision-making
skills. In fact, information literacy can be
seen as using information wisely for the
benefit of others. And because the world
is changing constantly, users must be able
to build up new knowledge bases—over
and over again’

In thinking about student IT compe-
tency, college and university executives
should ask themselves the following stra-
tegic questions:

1. What skills do students (and faculty) need
in a digital world? A college/university
education is designed to develop
subject matter expertise, among other
competencies. As more and more ma-
terial is made available in digital form,
IT skills become necessary to access
and manipulate those information
resources. But a college/university
education also implies that students
acquire other critical skills, such as in-
formation gathering, analysis, critical
thinking, and problem-solving. Each
of those can be facilitated by tech-
nology. Is the institution providing
students with the tools, guidance, and
practice they need? Can the students
tell a legitimate source from one that
is biased? Not to be forgotten are the
ethics associated with ideas, informa-
tion resources, and communication.

In an age of cut-copy-and-paste, music
downloads, and pirated software, do
the students have guidance in apply-
ing the principles of academic honesty
and respect to the digital world?

2. Do we have an operative definition of IT lit-
eracy? It can be easy to oversimplify IT
literacy as the ability to use a computer
and a search engine. Does the quality
of different information resources
matter? Has the institution discussed
the new media and communication
forms that have become part of our
culture—multimedia, podcasts, Web
sites, IM, and avatars? Is the institution
defining IT literacy based on today’s
tools (word-processing programs,
spreadsheets) or on the activities they
enable (communication, analysis)? As
the world increasingly uses visualiza-
tion, audio, and augmented reality, is
the institution including these in the
definition of IT literacy, or did it stop
with keyboarding skills?

3. Do we help students acquire the skills they
need? Although it was hoped that one
day colleges and universities would
be able to scale back their help desks
because students would be able to
handle all of their own IT problems,
the fact is that students come to cam-
pus with uneven IT skills. Some are
experienced Web-site builders, game
players, and graphic designers. Oth-
ers have never before had consistent
access to a computer. The help desk
may be here to stay. But what about the
other types of assistance that students
might require? Does the institution
mention information literacy in fresh-
men orientation or in the library over-
view and then leave students to their
own devices?

4. IsIT literacy integrated across all units? Al-
though most of the advocacy for IT lit-
eracy has come from the library com-
munity, this is not just a library issue.
Nor is it just an IT issue. Information
literacy requires the cooperation of
library, IT, and academic units. Like
skills such as writing, information lit-
eracy is best learned in the context of a
discipline. Developing these skills will
not come from a single exposure to IT
literacy but requires a cross-campus,
long-term effort.

5. Do we know how well we are doing? In-

formation literacy is a relatively new
concept. There are few measures of
students’ IT needs, expectations, and
skills. Does the campus have a defini-
tion of or metrics for information lit-
eracy? Are those measures shared for
the purpose of improvement?

“Information literacy is a survival skill
in the Information Age. . . . Information
literate people know now to find, evalu-
ate, and use information effectively to
solve a particular problem or make a
decision—whether the information they
select comes from a computer, a book, a
government agency, a film, or any num-
ber of other possible resources.” Colleges
and universities must go beyond the vis-
ible IT skills that students possess to help
students develop the skill that will sup-
port them in a complex, rapidly changing
world—information literacy.
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