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Letter from Leah: Our Digital Migration
BY LEAH VAN BELLE
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ne of my favorite French idioms is etre branche, which translates literally as being connected or
plugged-in, but is used to mean that one is current or cutting edge. I love the visual image it evokes of
a cable connecting someone's brain to a computer and a network. It's a silly image, but it also speaks to
the digital world in which we live. K-12 students today have grown up in
a world of Internet, e-mail, e-books, laptops, tablets, smart phones, apps,
Facebook, Twitter, Evernote, Google Docs, and Dropbox. For them, such
technologies have always existed: these students are digital natives and
will never experience a non-digital world. Many teachers share this digital
birthright, yet some of us-those who know how to change the ribbon on an
electric typewrite (provided we can still find one)-are digital immigrants.
We grew up with analog literacy tools, such as print-based books, but have
migrated to a digital world that is very different from the context of our
own school days. What does it mean to teach students whose digital literacy
experiences are different from our own? I think about this when I see bound
paper copies of dictionaries, thesauri, encyclopedias, and atlases lined up on
classroom shelves. For how many more years will we
There has been
teach with these analog tools when one smart phone
debate about
provides almost instant access to the vast amount of
how to define
information previously contained in volumes of print?
digital literacy,
What will the shift to digital texts mean in light of
especially as
van Belle
the digital divide growing among school districts
the novelty of
that have the funds and infrastructure to access such
technologies
technologies and those that don't?
wears off and we realize that just having access to the
latest technology in the classroom does not in itself
U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan has called
make for better teaching. Eshet (2012) has defined
for the U.S. to join other nations in placing greater
digital literacy in a succinct and clear way that frames
emphasis on digital tools for teaching and learning,
the work before us:
with the goal of print-based textbooks becoming
Digital literacy consists of the following
obsolete, replaced by digital textbooks, which would
skills: photo-visual skills (understanding
provide students with multimedia resources to
messages from graphic displays),
support learning and thinking (Associated Press,
reproduction skills (utilizing digital
2012). Digital textbooks can embed within chapters
reproduction to create new, meaningful
resources and tools, such as video clips to support
materials from preexisting ones), branching
understanding. For example, a physics lesson could
skills (constructing knowledge from
contain a video demonstrating how force is relevant
non-linear,
hypertextual navigation),
to automobile acceleration and deceleration, or a
information
(critically evaluating the
British literature textbook could contain live links
quality and validity of information),
to definitions and illustrations of archaic vocabulary
socio-emotional skills (understanding the
found in the works of Shakespeare. These are very
'rules' that prevail in the cyberspace and
different than the kinds of educational materials
applying this understanding in virtual
that many teachers grew up using in their own K-12
communication), and real-time thinking (the
educational experiences. How do we teach students to
ability to process large volumes of stimuli at
be critical readers, thinkers, and writers in a world
the same time) [parentheses in the original].
of digital texts? Even if we grew up with such tools,
p.267
how do we help our students develop a tool belt of
rich digital literacy strategies? These are essential
Clearly the demands of literacy in a digital world
questions every teacher must explore as we prepare
are complex and numerous. As teachers, we may not
our students to be engaged members of a digital
have been born digital natives, but it is our obligation
citizenry.
to become savvy digital immigrants so that we can

FALL

2012, VoL. 45, No.I

3

prepare our students for the demands of twenty-first
century literacy. The Common Core State Standards
adopted by the Michigan Department of Education
place greater emphasis on digital literacy in English
language arts and in content area literacy than
did the GLCEs or HSCEs. The Smarter Balanced
assessments replacing the state tests will be computer
adaptive. Clearly the state of Michigan is committed
to digital tools for teaching and learning.
The Michigan Reading Journal shares this
commitment. While members will continue to receive
printed copies of the journal, PDFs of full issues
will also be available to members for download on
the Michigan Reading Association website (www.
michiganreading.org). PDFs of issues' tables of
content are available to all site visitors so that they
may find pieces of interest to them and request
individual issue copies or become members of MRA
and receive the journal. For those interested in
submitting pieces to MRJ, the website has PDFs
of submission guidelines, as well as the review
heuristic that our editorial review board uses to
review manuscripts; the goal is that the heuristic
can aid authors in preparing their work to share in
the journal. The call for submissions has also been
revised to include a call for digital artifacts of effective
teaching and learning. It is my goal for the journal
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to have among its columns one dedicated to digital
literacy with reviews of apps, sites, e-books, other
texts, and teaching ideas that support digital literacy;
I would like to extend an open call to MRJ readers to
contribute work relevant to these areas.

I hope you will explore the MRA website for this
MRJ content, as well as to see the ways in which
MRA continues to strengthen its digital presence
and resources. A standing ovation to Sue Sharma,
past president of MRA, Grace Velchansky, current
president, and Laura Guzman, administrative
coordinator, for their commitment to taking MRA into
the twenty-first century with increased digital access
and resources!
Warmly,
Leah
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