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ABSTRACT
Digital literacy is vital to the success of adults everywhere, whether in life, academia, or 
employment. Despite its importance, guidance for the implementation of digital literacy 
within adult education is limited. For this reason, innovative resources need to be created to 
define and guide adult learners in their understanding of digital literacy and facilitate their 
growth in skills related to digital literacy. In this article, readers will explore two innovative 
resources that have informed and supported learner engagement in instructional settings and 
examine the impact of these resources.
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Digital literacy is vital to the success of adults everywhere, whether in life, academia, or 
employment. Despite its importance, guidance for the implementation of digital literacy 
within adult education is limited. For this reason, innovative resources need to be created to 
define and guide adult learners in their understanding of digital literacy and facilitate their 
growth in skills related to digital literacy. In this article, readers will explore two innovative 
resources that have informed and supported learner engagement in instructional settings and 
examine the impact of these resources.

The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) states that digital literacy is an 
allowable workforce preparation activity (OCTAE, 2015). The term digital literacy, while 
commonly used, varies in definition and application for adult learners. This variance 
has created gaps in understanding, identification, and development of skills. Maryland 
Department of Labor's Office of Adult Education & Literacy Services recognized this gap as 
well as the discomfort of some adult education practitioners and students with technology 
and digital literacy. In response, the Maryland Department of Labor's Office of Adult 
Education & Literacy Services led the charge to collaboratively create two resources by adult 
education stakeholders to address digital literacy needs. These two resources highlight seven 
interconnected elements of a digitally literate adult learner: technical, civic, communicative, 
collaborative, computational thinking, investigative, and productive. 

Digital Literacy Resources for Advancing Instructional Practices, Learner 
Engagement, and Student Outcomes  |  By Jamie Harris & Bayo Adetunji



Instructional Practices and Learner Engagement   |   112

Harris & Adetunji   |   Resources for Advancing Instructional Practices

FILLING THE GAP
The Digital Literacy Framework for Adult Learners (DLF) of 2019 and the Digital Literacy 
Framework: Instructor Implementation Guide (Instructor Guide) of 2020 fill the identified gaps 
and provide digital literacy guidance to advance a deeper understanding of digital literacy 
for the present while considering the future. The Framework, shared in Figure 1, provides 
seven interconnected elements. A definition, guiding questions, a description, and situational 
examples are provided for each element in Figure 2. The Instructor Guide, which is organized 
by content-based lesson activities (i.e., language learning, math, reading, etc.), demonstrates 
how digital literacy elements are a part of instruction. The Instructor Guide also includes a 
section with curated resources to support learning and provides tools for adult learners.

METHODOLOGY FOR MEASURING IMPACT
One purpose of this article is to examine the impact of the DLF and Instructor Guide. The 
impact was measured by a survey and professional development feedback. The two-part 
online survey (see Appendix 1) was designed and administered to a group of adult education 
stakeholders who have used the DLF and the Instructor Guide. The survey was created to 
solicit their input about the impact of these digital literacy resources on instructional activities 
and student engagement. The survey was divided into two sections. The first section consisted 
of five questions focusing on the DLF, and the second section featured five questions focusing 
on the Instructor Guide. The survey questions were informed by the objectives of this article 
and included a variety of question types: Likert scale, open-ended, and checkboxes. Survey 
responses were collated, summarized, and analyzed to determine the impact of the two 
resources on instructional practices. The open-ended questions provided an opportunity for 
respondents to elaborate on their responses. The impact was further measured by feedback 
obtained during presentations and discussions that highlighted the DLF and Instructor Guide.

DEFINING DIGITAL LITERACY
Digital literacy skills are defined by the International Museum and Library Services Act of 
2018 (2018) as “the skills associated with using technology to enable users to find, evaluate, 
organize, create, and communicate information and to develop digital citizenship and the 
responsible use of technology” (STAT. 132, p. 5412). This article adopts the Museum and 
Library Services’ definition as well as the seven elements outlined in the DLF. Each element is 
further examined below.

The Elements Defined
Technical Element
An individual’s ability to use, operate, or navigate digital tools and devices is part of the 
technical element. It is inclusive of typing, navigating, and troubleshooting. This element is 
defined as “physical navigation and operation of digital tools, structures, and conventions” 
(Digital Literacy Framework Work Group, 2019, p. 8). Transferability of skills in different 
situations is also vital to the technical element. 
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Civic Element
A digital footprint, a vital part of one’s online identity, is listed in the civic element along with 
online safety, building identity, managing online reputation, and etiquette. It is defined as 
“using digital tools safely, effectively, and appropriately” (Digital Literacy Framework Work 
Group, 2019, p. 12). Social media postings, citing sources, and appropriate behavior in an 
online meeting are all examples of the civic element at work. 

Communicative Element
Sharing digital content effectively requires understanding the needs of the intended audience, 
the expected outcomes, and the ability to select the most appropriate format and platform 
(Meyers et al., 2013). The communicative element is defined as the ability to share “ideas 
clearly, effectively, and creatively with different audiences following digital communication 
protocol” (Digital Literacy Framework Work Group, 2019, p. 9). Writing a blog, composing a 
professional email, developing presentation slides, and posting a comment on social media 
are examples of this.

Collaborative Element
The ability to connect and work with others, at the same time or at different times, to 
achieve common goals is important. This can foster engagement, innovation, and creativity. 
The collaborative element is defined as “connecting and working with others while using 
appropriate digital platforms and tools” (Digital Literacy Framework Work Group, 2019, p. 11). 
Working on shared documents or participating in video conference calls are examples of this 
element.

Computational-Thinking Element
Computational thinking is an approach to problem-solving that includes leveraging digital 
media and technology to arrive at the most efficient solution. It is defined as “using critical 
thinking and problem-solving skills in conjunction with technology to gather data, analyze 
information, and find a solution” (Digital Literacy Framework Work Group, 2019, p. 12). Using 
a spreadsheet to create budgets, developing a meeting agenda, and aligning lesson activities to 
lesson objectives are examples of this element. 

Investigative Element
The ability to find and identify credible and reliable information is important for problem-
solving (Leu et al., 2014). This element is defined as “searching, identifying, and validating 
reliable and authentic digital resources” (Digital Literacy Framework Work Group, 2019, 
p. 12). Situational examples of this element include researching for a point of view, finding 
alternate routes to a location, and identifying the best credit card company.

Productive Element
Finding, identifying, analyzing, evaluating, and appropriately using available resources are at 
play in the process of creating digital content and curating resources. The productive element 
is defined as “creating content and/or products through the use of digital tools” (Digital 
Literacy Framework Work Group, 2019, p. 13). Creating an invitation, presentation slides, a 
professional résumé, or an instructional video are situational examples of this element.
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IMPACT OF THE DLF
The creation of the DLF was innovative in many respects. It deviated from the traditional 
curriculum standards, checklists, and other guidelines that historically informed the 
implementation of digital learning. The purpose of the DLF was to provide a definition, 
structure, and guidance for all adult learners to successfully navigate the digital environment 
and build digital literacy. The DLF allows for flexibility, adaptability, and experimentation. 
The impact of the DLF has been measured by a survey and feedback from professional 
development offerings. Some of the feedback is listed below (see Appendix 1 for the survey 
results): 

•	 “Students taking ownership of the learning process by being leaders while working in 
breakout rooms. Students feeling comfortable using different websites to interact with 
their classmates.”

•	 “New ways of delivering instruction that allows for collaboration and higher order 
thinking as well as greater depth of knowledge.”

•	 “Students feel more confident using technological devices now; they know how to 
navigate different platforms and get the most of it. Students have seen the benefit of 
online learning [throughout] this past year.”

•	 “Through the use of digital literacy, students are more engaged and appreciate how they 
can transfer the skills they’re learning in class to their real life. For ESL students, it gives 
them more confidence and collaboration activities help build strong bonds between 
students.”

•	 “I observed that many of the students were pleased at having gone over issues such as 
protecting identity online (civic component) or learning how to make posts on Padlet 
along with some writing. Their initial hesitancy disappeared after they realized that 
these types of topics and exercises were going to be intertwined with conventional ESL 
topics such as grammar and vocabulary.”

•	 “Instructors have a stronger awareness of how to integrate digital literacy elements into 
their lessons and how to strengthen collaborative learning. The staff and teachers were 
very excited to have the framework and guide to help them create lessons that were 
more relevant and engaging for their students. They felt better supported and prepared 
to address digital literacy by using the [Framework] and guide. The students were more 
engaged and enjoyed the lessons. It was more applicable to their learning and everyday 
life skills.”

•	 “I’m happy to go on record as saying that the framework was critical to us as an 
organization that trains and supports AE practitioners. It gave us a solid, clear starting 
point from which we could introduce instructors to the concept of digital literacy and 
train them on effective implementation in their classrooms.”

•	 “It has been positive most of the time, however, we are still struggling to convince 
some of the students and instructors about the importance of promoting digital literacy 
through online learning.”

•	 Innovative practices with the implementation of the DLF: “We added over 25 new 
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vetted digital literacy activities to our online library. These include using cell phone 
applications (maps, calendar, speech to text, etc.), exploring cyber/security and 
protection of personal data, students creating videos and PowerPoints to present to their 
classmates, internet research (comparing/authenticating sources, career exploration/job 
search, etc.), planning (agendas, itineraries, budgets, etc.), and more.”

•	 Innovative practices with the implementation of the DLF: “Project-based activities that 
include the DL skills; instructor-learning community to share successes and challenges 
in implementing the DLF; instructors using tech tools and apps in the delivery of lessons 
and for assessments.”

A GUIDE FOR INSTRUCTOR AND LEARNER ENGAGEMENT
The DLF provides a clear definition of digital literacy for all adult learners. Its flexibility for 
various contexts was intentional during development, so it can be utilized for many types of 
adult learners. To provide an instructional focus using the DLF, the Instructor Guide compiled 
the work of adult educators who incorporated digital literacy into instruction. It also has a 
curated list of existing tools and resources on the web that provide support for technology 
integration. 

Instructional Praxis
In the Instructor Guide, 33 lesson activities, created and implemented by adult education 
practitioners, are organized by content areas: general, college and career, reading, 
math, social studies, writing, and language learning. These lesson activities demonstrate 
and emphasize the integration of digital literacy skills into existing instruction. The 
interconnectivity of elements in each lesson activity is shown as well as standards and 
competencies that align to each lesson activity and key observations. Figure 3 shows Page 1 of 
a lesson activity provided in the Instructor Guide. 

This activity, “Digital Footprint with Social Media” (Harris & Adetunji, 2020, p. 33), shines a 
spotlight on the creation, management, and implications of a digital footprint, which is an 
important component of digital literacy (Micheli et al., 2018). This lesson activity involves 
searching online, collaborating, creating an online persona, and developing a professional 
online presence; all of these are important aspects of digital literacy (Surmelioglu & Seferoglu, 
2019). All lesson activities provide ideas for lesson extension activities that could promote a 
better understanding; in this lesson activity, the lesson extension on the creation of a LinkedIn 
profile is provided. This activity reinforces the notion that the information or data that one 
creates on various digital platforms matter, and responsible online behavior is contingent on 
awareness of how one’s actions may impact self and others.

Curation of Resources 
The internet has extensive resources to support the learning of technology tools. The second 
section of the Instructor Guide provides a list of these resources in alignment with the 
elements of the DLF. The resources include tutorials, videos, courses, etc. that lend to the 
professional development of instructors as well as provide content for student engagement. 
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Impacts of the Instructor Guide
The Instructor Guide documented adult education practitioners’ expertise in integrating 
elements of digital literacy into instruction and was designed to create a model that can be 
replicated in various instructional contexts. While some instructors use the resource as is, 
others, in Maryland and other states, have created their own lesson activities that follow 
the model presented in the Instructor Guide. The collaboration to create this resource was 
innovative, but the ability of others to model this integration into their own classroom, as well 
as create their own lesson activities, was an extension of the innovation. Some practitioners 
who used the resource have shared its impact via feedback from professional development 
offerings and a survey. 

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
The delivery of professional development to adult education practitioners is an important 
factor in measuring the impact of the DLF and Instructor Guide. The attendees of professional 
development expand their knowledge and understanding of digital literacy and its part 
of their lives, employment, and learning. The DLF and Instructor Guide were featured in 
professional development delivered nationally and internationally to adult learners. One of 
those professional development offerings was the Maryland Virtual Training Institute (VTI) 
in which presenters share their ideas and get feedback. The presentations of the VTI over the 
past 2 years included eight presentations from Instructor Guide contributors or other adult 
education practitioners who referenced the DLF or Instructor Guide (MD Labor, 2021) in their 
work. 

Local adult education programs also documented increased professional development to 
their instructors based on the DLF and Instructor Guide. During one of these professional 
development sessions, instructors created additional lessons to support instruction influenced 
by the civic and collaborative elements. In another local program professional development 
session, instructors adapted existing lesson activities to other content-area lessons.

SURVEY AND PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FEEDBACK 
Surveys and feedback are another way to measure the impact of the DLF and Instructor 
Guide. In a survey, a respondent documented that instructors used the Instructor Guide to 
integrate new tools to support instruction, which resulted in a variety of visuals to engage 
learners. Another respondent noted that instruction became less about turning pages and fill-
in-the-blanks. Rather, instructors have become creative with student engagement. Feedback 
was provided during professional development sessions and a survey states impacts of the 
Instructor Guide for participants:

•	 “Instructors used the lesson examples as a guide to help them identify ways to 
strengthen the integration of digital literacy into lesson structures in the classroom.”

•	 “The staff and teachers feel more confident having the [Instructor Guide] as a resource. 
They have solid examples of what each element can look like in practice and because the 
lessons can easily be modified, it gives them a structure to build on.”
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•	 “Students with laptops felt increasingly comfortable in using the word processor 
programs, write their answers on Google doc and do edits, etc. They often shared their 
screens with their group mates (those who did not have access to laptops), this way they 
participated in class as active learners. Some of the students who originally used cell 
phones stated their intention to get a notebook or laptop for future classes after seeing 
the relative ease of doing some class activities on a laptop.”

•	 “This is a strong, comprehensive resource for both ABE and ESL.” 

•	 “Both documents are great resources. They include good recommendations and present 
them in a very clear way.”

•	 “I can integrate digital literacy with my content.”

•	 “It was also exciting to hear that instructors in other states are using the Digital 
Literacy Framework and the Instructor Implementation Guide to inform professional 
development and create resource hubs with additional lesson activities.” 

•	 “What a great exercise! I’d definitely love to replicate this activity for our program 
instructors.”

•	 “Less teacher talk and more student interaction, critical thinking—allowing students the 
time to practice skills and learn new technology, not so rushed more reflective.”

•	 “Expansion of DL skills in one lesson to other lessons; instructors adapt curated 
resources for lesson planning.”

•	 Guidelines make sense, IIG provides concrete help, totally digital learning was a leap 
for most; these tools made it more understandable-doable by expanding knowledge and 
understanding purpose.”

DISCUSSION
This article presents the result of a quantitative and qualitative evaluation of the impact 
of two innovative resources—the DLF and the Instructor Guide—created by the Maryland 
Department of Labor's Office of Adult Education & Literacy Services to meet the digital literacy 
needs of adult learners. Survey data showed that the two resources have positively impacted 
adult education programming in different jurisdictions. The positive impact is not only 
limited to the adult basic education English as a second language (ESL) student population 
but also to program staff and instructors. Evaluation data were collected through various 
methods, including a survey and professional development feedback. More than half of the 
survey respondents were adult education practitioners in suburban local program areas. 
Elements identified in the DLF were integrated both individually and in groups to all adult 
learner groups, including administrators, staff, instructors, and students. Ninety-one percent 
of survey respondents reported that the technical, civic, and investigative elements have been 
integrated into instructional activities. 

All respondents indicated that they implemented the lesson examples, and 76.9% stated that 
they also implemented the curated resources contained in the Instructor Guide. The DLF 
is shown to have a 86.6% positive impact and a 15.4% very positive impact. The feedback 
obtained from various adult basic education stakeholders also point to the positive impact of 
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student outcomes. The respondents reported a number of innovative practices which have 
been put in place with the implementation of the DLF, including the creation of project-
based activities and the addition of several digital literacy activities into existing online 
libraries. Some instructors have used the lesson activities provided as is, while others have 
used them as a starting point to build their own lesson activities. The lesson activities were 
not aligned with specific elements or delineated by educational functional levels (EFL), while 
this information was included, because the elements are interconnected. In addition, digital 
literacy proficiency is not necessarily based on students’ EFLs. 

One of the limitations of the methodology is related to the survey. The survey was 
administered to a limited number of stakeholders who would be able to respond to the survey 
within a limited time. Data collection is ongoing; the results will be updated as additional 
information becomes available. A few respondents reported that some adult learners 
were hesitant about adopting digital technology. There was also concern from one of the 
respondents indicating the need for additional time on the part of some adult basic education 
and English language instructors to become familiar with the use of digital technology 
instruction. Concerted efforts are in place to continue to nudge practitioners who may feel 
overwhelmed by the process to begin to take the necessary baby steps in the right direction. 
Additionally, the lack of internet and device access was presented as a challenge that 
interfered with some efforts to implement digital literacy.

In addition, Maryland will continue to identify the digital literacy needs of the different adult 
learner groups and provide appropriate solutions to meet those needs.

CONCLUSION
A scan of digital literacy research suggests that further research on the digital literacy needs 
of adults with low literacy skills is needed. Much of the literature on digital literacy focuses 
on the K–12 system or higher education, not on adult learners with low literacy skills. The 
DLF and Instructor Guide were developed to address that gap, as well as provide guidance for 
all adult learners in identifying and developing digital literacy. A survey and feedback from 
professional development sessions have shown the two resources to have a positive impact on 
adult education practitioners and student outcomes. Digital literacy is vital for adult education 
practitioners and students; therefore, efforts to support adult education practitioners in their 
pursuit of digital literacy growth should be fostered, and best practices should be replicated. 
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Figure 1
The Digital Literacy Framework for Adult Learners Wheel (Digital Literacy Framework Work 
Group, 2019, p. 12)
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Figure 2
A Page from the Digital Literacy Framework for Adult Learners (Digital Literacy Framework 
Work Group, 2019, p. 7)
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Figure 3
Page 1 of the Digital Footprint With Social Media Lesson Activity (Harris & Adetunji, 2020,  
p. 33)
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Appendix 1
Responses From the Survey of Digital Literacy Framework (DLF) and Instructor 
Implementation Guide (IIG) Impacts
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