What does it mean to be literate in the 21st Century?  

Today we are experiencing a technological revolution that is changing our world.  The way we work, how we spend our leisure time, and how we communicate with each other are all affected by this transformation.   As we learn to use new information and communication technologies – web browsers, social media and I-phones to name a few  – our notions of what it means to be literate are shifting.
Traditionally, literacy has been narrowly defined as reading and writing – as a set of discrete skills that you learned in school and that would serve you throughout your life.  Perhaps the one constant in today's world, however, is change.   When I went to school in the era of pens and papers and books I could never have imagined the kinds of digital literacies I’ve had to learn during the past decade or more.  Now that I have mastered email, am comfortable using my cell phone and digital camera, and enjoy participating on a blog, I am ready to move on to the next challenge and learn how to create a web site.  Even for young people who grew up with a cell phone in their hand, there is always something new around the corner to learn.  The ability to continuously learn new technology is a key skill in today’s world.

How has technology broadened our definition of literacy?  In the information age, it’s helpful to be proficient at finding information.  Who has not been overwhelmed by the amount of information available on the web?  Finding what you are looking for in a reasonable amount of time is an important skill.  Evaluating the information you find is even more important.  The web opens up unprecedented opportunities for people to produce and share information.  That is both a strength and a limitation.  The new technology demands that we become even more discerning consumers of information and hone our critical thinking skills so that we can assess the value and utility of the information we find.   
Do the new digital literacies mean that the traditional skills of reading and writing are no longer relevant?  Not at all.  In fact, many argue that these skills are more important than ever. Reading and writing are essential in the information age.   Literacy has long been thought of as the foundational skills that enable further education - as the “glue” that makes other learning stick.  As reading, writing and communication assume new forms those foundational skills help us navigate a changing world with confidence.  Reading and writing still matter – and they always will.
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