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Abstract: Digital and media literacies refer to a specific set of skills and abilities. The range of these
skills as they concern the educational process has been broadly discussed. In this paper, we analyzed
the Polish educational system to determine the scope of the sorts of digital skills young people
and students should achieve in order to be considered digitally and media literate. We compared
sets of recommendations from the last ten years issued by different national governmental and
nonprofit organizations for the Polish education system. We identified a set of skills that should
be expected to be possessed by young people and students during their education. Additionally,
we discussed results regarding the situation caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and the shift from
regular education to distance learning.
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1. Introduction

Communication competence [1] is the basic term for journalism students and those
involved in the field of communication sciences. Based on the model of communication by
Roman Jakobson [2], the phenomenon of transmitting and receiving messages by partici-
pants of the communication process was analyzed, most often by asking two questions. The
first concerned the conditions in which communication is effective, and the second focused
on the communication competence of participants of this process. It has been emphasized
in the works of Noam Chomsky and Dell Hymes [3] that communicative competence is
a concept broader than linguistic competence. If we assume, following Chomsky, that
we are linguistically competent when we can generate an infinite number of sentences
from a finite set of elements, then we are communicatively competent when we extend our
arsenal to every possible method of communicating, i.e., when we go beyond the language.
Therefore, the range of measures used must include both nonverbal communication (in
all of its forms) and the ability to create and read visual messages (media and artistic) or
knowledge of cultural scripts.

Nowadays, in the age of communication, transmitting messages that reach the re-
cipient via their sense of sight seems to have become extremely important. These com-
munication methods are mediated more and more often through media, often through
computer-mediated communication. While the literacy process assumes that students
are learning to read and write—and thus acquiring the skills of verbal communication in
its written form during school education—visual communication, or conveying content
through a visible medium, such as text or images [4], is rarely mentioned. This is because
we believe that we can understand images to the same extent as words and that we acquire
this skill not through the teaching process but through contact with visual culture and
its products.
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Meanwhile, as noted by Nicholas Mirzoeff, the gap between the level of visual expe-
rience and the ability to analyze these findings determines the possibilities of emerging
visual culture, as well as the need for it to emerge as a subject of research [5]. His remarks
provoked questions about the elements and competencies of visual culture (e.g., photo,
graphics, infographics, diagrams, visualizations) that have been subjected to scientific
analysis. It is thanks to this that the presented analysis was possible to conduct.

The term visual literacy, understood as the necessary ability of a contemporary person
to absorb content received through various media, was coined in 1969 by John Debes.
Debes defined it as a group of visual competencies. As of the present day, numerous other
definitions of the term have arisen.

The problematic nature of defining visual literacy stems in part from an interdisci-
plinary perspective [6]. However, most researchers have defined visual literacy as the
ability to create and understand meaning communicated through images [7]. Some re-
searchers, such as Peter Felten or Paul Martin Lester, added cultural aspects of the process
to the definition [8,9].

According to Lester, cultural differences are related to growing up in a specific envi-
ronment and assimilating the cultural patterns (scripts) offered by it, and also to the process
of education, i.e., acquiring knowledge and skills as a result of an institutionalized process.
In Lester’s view, the school is crucial because the competencies required of students are
typically written into the teaching process. Visual literacy is a communicative competence
because, while communicating, we also focus on the effectiveness of the whole process.
By learning to read and write (during the teaching process), we become communicatively
competent, referring to the linguistic aspect of communicative competence.

However, there are terms in the literature, such as media competencies, media literacy,
and digital competencies, which refer to a particular set of skills and abilities that expand
the definition of visual literacy. What is more, the range of those competencies has been
broadly discussed as it concerns the educational process. Analyzing the Polish educational
system, questions arise concerning the sorts of digital skills students must achieve to
be considered digitally and media literate. Are those competencies developed through
the educational process? Are the digital skills developed through the teaching process
sufficient in times of remote learning?

Therefore, the authors formed the following research questions:

RQ1: What sorts of skills are included in the phrase “digital and media competencies” for
Polish pupils and students?

RQ2: Is the set of digital and media competencies defined in Polish catalogs adequate with
respect to documents prepared in other EU countries?

RQ3: How did the digital literacy level of pupils, students, and teachers affect the impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic on education?

Answers to these three research questions form the content of the following sections
of this paper.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Digital Literacy—Ordering the Definitions

The dynamic development of technologies and their increasing importance in ev-
eryday life have been observed for years. Although the Internet was initially used only
by researchers and a small group of people with the specific skills required to utilize the
technology [10], it quickly entered into widespread use [11]. The widespread use of the
Internet and the implementation of ubiquitous technological solutions for businesses [11]
meant that the world increasingly needed a new generation. This new generation needs
the skills to use computer technologies [12], to understand and manage resources in digital
formats [13], and, at the same time, to be aware of the dangers that result from using
them. Research conducted between 2002 and 2012 showed that over 90% of teenagers
regularly use the Internet [11], mainly for communication. Children already use computers,
smartphones, and tablets at the age of 2 [14]. By using these devices, they are forced to
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interact with emerging messages and, at the same time, are exposed to digital dangers.
Moreover, research indicates that children do not have adequate knowledge about the
risks associated with inappropriate use of the Internet and are prone to cyberbullying [11].
Realizing that younger and younger people have contact with digital messages means that
nowadays, reading and writing are already taught in kindergarten [15], and digital skills
are developed from the early years of schooling [16]. Young people, including students,
also understand the need for digital competencies that will allow them to better engage
in learning, find a job in a dynamically changing work environment after graduation [17],
and further develop professionally and personally [14].

Originally, the term “digital skill” was used to describe the minimum set of technical
skills that allowed the performance of tasks and operation of new technology devices
efficiently [18]. Over time, the number of definitions grew, and the definitions themselves
went through a natural evolutionary process. Lankshear and Knobel point out that the
concept of digital literacy is defined in a variety of ways. On the one hand, it is the
definition of digital literacy itself [19]; on the other, it is a set of national or international
rules that standardizes digital literacy. There are now over 100 models and frameworks
that try to capture different dimensions of digital skills [14]. However, even though
various certificates such as ECDL are created, their possession is not synonymous with
being digitally literate. Those certificates do not declare specific competencies [13]. They
most often refer to computer skills [20] and do not take into account social aspects [19].
Alternatively, the term “digital literacy” is also used as digital competence, media literacy,
multiculturalism, and new literacy [21].

Later success in school depends on literacy development in the early years [15], but
with the development of technology, the nature of information has changed. Digital
information is more multimedia, and its understanding requires not only “literacy” but
also the ability to read the information presented in any way, consisting of images and
sounds [22]. Similar conclusions were presented by O. Erstad, who, apart from the necessity
to redefine literacy skills, noted that the development of digital technologies “changes
our concepts of text, readers, and writers” [16,23]. The very concept of digital literacy
was introduced by Gilster in 1997, and was defined as the ability to understand and
use information in many formats from many different sources when presented through
computers [19,24]. Shortly after, Pool described digital skills as the ability to adapt to
new media [25]. He pointed out that media users’ experiences will depend on their
competencies in using it [24]. Both early definitions indicate technical skills in the use of
tools. In 2005, Martin redefined digital literacy as the awareness, attitude, and ability of
people for appropriate usage of digital tools and facilities to build effective and adequate
communication in a social context and manage it [26]. Thus, he referred to Bawden’s
approach, who pointed out that apart from the mere ability to use tools and read multimedia
messages, it is also necessary to develop the ability to extract meaning from what is
read [27]. With this in mind, in 2017, Chan proposed another definition of digital literacy
that addressed the issue of understanding and using the information in multiple formats,
emphasizing critical thinking rather than ICT skills [24,28]. The importance of the term
digital literacy is reflected in the standardized definition of this term adopted by the
European Parliament and the European Council as one of the eight key competencies for
lifelong learning [29,30].

2.2. Media Literacy—Ordering the Definitions

In digital reality, the media also lose their original character, and the classical division
into mass media and technologies (ICT) is becoming increasingly obsolete [12]. Clearly
defined frames that characterized a given medium (e.g., text and photos as forms reserved
for the newspapers) blur, and new technologies allow the forms to interweave, requiring a
change in journalists’ approach [31] and the teaching of journalism students.

In 2004, Potter developed a cognitive information processing framework that assumes
that media literacy is facilitated by increasing media literacy (about media content, effects,
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industries, etc.). Individual media competencies, including critical media analysis, are
improved by the effort put into information processing [32].

The freedom in creating and accessing the media meant that the level of media
consumption increased. Due to this fact, the media recipients must be able to perform
a critical analysis of the audiovisual products they consume [33]. However, it is not
synonymous with the ability to fully understand them [34]. It is necessary to critically
analyze the audiovisual products [33] in order not to lose distance from them and not to
allow fiction and reality to blur [34], and not to perceive facts as someone’s opinion [21].
For this purpose, the critical role of school in the teaching process is emphasized. When
working with media texts, the school can engage students in critical analysis by persuading
them to deconstruct and reconstruct them to understand them more deeply [35].

The media, which has also been pointed out by the researchers, have a high potential
for disseminating stereotypes [32], which, combined with the lack of criticism towards the
received message, may hurt both the unskillful recipients of audiovisual messages and
the social groups affected by these stereotypes. Reproducing these stereotypes, as well
as engaging in the life of online communities that bring together people who are nega-
tive about race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual identity, may lead to cyberbullying [32,36].
Therefore, media education is aimed at, among others, protecting young people from the
harmful effects of media messages [37], and might be an essential counter-measure [38].
The teachers should engage in critical conversations about media and technology, including
social media and desired behaviors [36]. Today, young people are not only consumers
of media but also take an active part in creating it [39]. They create blogs or social me-
dia content and audiovisual content used on YouTube or TikTok. To consider a person
competent in audiovisual communication, the person creating messages must make them
understandable and effective in communication [33].

The issues mentioned above indicate the critical necessity of media education com-
bined with digital education, concerning security and threats on the Internet and threats
resulting in misunderstood media messages. Media literacy is a broad term, extending
much further than just the skill of using the media. In the United States, it encompasses a
range of communication competencies, such as the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, and
communicate information in various forms [40]. On the more detailed level, media literacy
is defined as fluency in fields such as:

• Critical awareness of the impact of the media on individuals and society;
• Understanding the nature and functioning of the media industry and the characteris-

tics of the media;
• Ability to analyze the media;
• Critical media evaluation;
• Learning through media;
• Creative expression;
• Ability to monitor and criticize the media;
• Practicing media ethics;
• Constructive application in everyday life of what the media has taught [39].

The term media literacy, regarding a digital media environment, is considered a set of
skills required to produce effective digital media content [41] and refers to:

• Technical skills related to the use of computers, software, and applications to create
digital content [42];

• Audiovisual skills related to understanding and applying the principles of digital
media to media artifacts [43,44];

• Behavioral skills related to knowing what is acceptable in internet communication [45,46];
• Critical skills related to the ability to search, identify, analyze, and evaluate online

content for its credibility [47];
• Social skills related to effective interactions with other Internet users [48].
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Finally, all of the components of the media literacy definition can be divided into
general fields in which a competent media user or literate media user, to be more precise,
should present fluency. Those fields stand as follows:

• Language: the knowledge of codes, the ability to use them, and to analyze written
and audiovisual messages from the perspective of meaning, narrative structures,
categories, and genres.

• Technology: the knowledge and the ability to use tools enabling written and audiovi-
sual communication.

• Interaction processes: the ability to critically evaluate cognitive, rational, emotional,
and contextual elements that interfere with perception.

• Production and diffusion processes: the ability to develop, select, share, and dissemi-
nate media messages.

• Ideology and values: the ability to comprehensively and critically read, analyze, and
select media messages to represent reality.

• Aesthetics: the ability to analyze and evaluate audiovisual messages from the aesthetic
point of view [33].

The selected and gathered definitions of both digital literacy and media literacy show
a certain overlap between them. However, the constant broadening of the definitions
related to the media changes observed globally indicates that while discussing obtaining
skills through an educational process, one should consider using the term digital and
media literacy to emphasize their complex structure and multi-dimensional nature.

2.3. Digital and Media Literacy in Education

Due to the conscious need to shape digital and media competencies, it was necessary
to systematize them and include them in the education system. Over the past decade, the
United Nations for Education and Culture (UNESCO) has promoted the new concept of
media and information education (MIL), arguing that in the digital age, media literacy
should integrate with information skills and ICT skills so that people can learn how to deal
with media messages and information from all sources and platforms [39].

According to estimates, a student of a Polish public school participates in 14,700 teach-
ing hours during education from the first grade of primary school to the fourth grade of
high school. At school, the development of digital and media skills (called “computer
science” in Polish curricula), defined as a critical condition for the success of students [13]
in the process of online education [49] and lifelong learning [50], is planned for one hour a
week, which amounts to about 30 h a year. What is more, media use in classes other than
computer science is rare and not a common practice. In primary school (for eight years)
and high school (for four years), approximately 360 h is allocated to learning computer
science, accounting for approximately 2.5% of all teaching hours in the entire education
process. During this time, the student should learn to use technology, including software
operation and safety rules. However, this use cannot be limited to the ability just to press
keys [19], because the ability to use a computer has become an insufficient criterion for
defining digital skills [13] and is insufficient for learning in the digital world [18,51]. Above
the skills already mentioned, researchers also point out as important the skills of effec-
tive problem solving, critical thinking and communication, creativity, and self-regulation,
along with an understanding of culture-based and context-based practice in using digital
technologies [18,19,27,51].

A revolution in the approach to education was introduced by Prensky’s concept of
digital natives while facing increased criticism. On the one hand, it is difficult to disagree
with the statement that today’s students are no longer the people our educational system
was designed to teach [52], and to question that today’s students are completely different
from students of all previous generations. Prensky persuades teachers to change their
approach to education by adapting the way of presenting the material to the different
functioning of the brain [20] of Generation Z students, whom he calls the native speakers
of the digital language of computers, video games, and the Internet [52], and whom he
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considers technology experts. On the other hand, some studies show that older students
(born before 1984) show more traits attributed to digital natives than Gen Z students [53],
and that the fact that they use technology every day for communication and entertainment
purposes is not equal to the ability to use technology for learning [54]. The second argument
is supported by the fact that they cannot criticize the truthfulness of the information and
are likely to be frustrated if the answers are not immediately clear [20]. It is necessary
to teach students how to assimilate information, evaluate it, and then reintegrate it [55];
otherwise, they will download information from the web. Without reading it and analyzing
critically, they will paste this information into their collection of quotations [19].

It cannot be assumed that the mere fact of being born at a specific time and having
access to technology is tantamount to the ability to operate it [13], nor can it be assumed
that everyday media consumption guarantees the acquisition of the ability to use it [34]. It
is necessary to build the ability to use digital technologies and media to serve the interests
of their users [21] consciously. It is also necessary to introduce innovation, teaching how
students are best able to learn [56,57], and taking into account new technologies that are
ubiquitous in their lives. It is important to rebuild the way classes are conducted to allow
students to use technology they feel natural with, rather than trying to catch up with
technology [58]. However, these changes are complicated to implement in bureaucratic
education systems.

Experts from various countries pointed to the resistance of administrative bodies as
one of the most significant challenges in the design and implementation of digital and
media literacy into curricula [59], although some schools, e.g., in Hong Kong, include
information technology (IT) in media education [39], and students use laptops in the
classroom to explore and discuss media issues. The aim is to equip students with IT skills
for effective information processing in the digital age [39]. However, this requires not only
equipping schools with technology but also emphasizing the professional development
of the teachers [60] so that they can teach people from the digitized generation [52] and
use technology in classes [39] to teach other subjects. It is also important to teach by
problem solving and include in the education process projects assuming interdisciplinarity
and practical experience [61] to strive for education that meets sustainable development
goals [61–63].

At present, the researchers indicate that teachers understand the concept of digital
and media literacy rather intuitively and have to develop their digital skills on their own,
while teaching and assessing their students’ digital skills [14]. Students, at the same time,
notice and live with the belief that they are more digitally skilled than their professors [58].
Teachers must learn who the students of the new generation are [18,39] to implement
digital education and media-assisted education properly. The use of computer systems
also allows collecting data on students, their problems, and successes. These are vast
collections of educational data, the analysis of which can contribute to the identification
and understanding of problems in the education system [64]. Although in Poland, several
media literacy diagnoses have already been conducted, either by the appointment of the
Polish Ministry of Education and Science or non-governmental organizations, for students
and adults, there has still been a lack of consistent and comprehensive study on this
matter [65].

3. Materials and Methods

Pupils in the Polish educational system learn in two types of school: from age 7 to
15 they attend primary school, and from age 15 to 19 they attend secondary school (high
school). After finishing high school and passing the high school exam, they may apply for
college admission. Schools are mostly public, governed by the state. For every level of edu-
cation, the Polish Ministry of Education and Science defines sets of competencies required
for students to obtain during the educational process. Digital and media competencies are
one of those sets.
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The research approach for this paper focused on comparing and analyzing the reports
available for Polish teachers, prepared by non-governmental organizations between 2010
and 2020. The search for reports included two basic features: presence in Google Scholar
base and keywords such as “media competencies”, “digital competencies”, and “digital
competencies in education”. The search took place in Polish. Those reports which clearly
define and describe the media and digital competencies for Polish pupils, students, and
teachers were chosen.

In 2012, the Modern Poland Foundation prepared a catalog of media competencies,
called Digital Future, this time commissioned by the Ministry of Culture and National
Heritage under the auspices of the Ministry of Administration and Digitalization and the
Ministry of National Education (currently the Ministry of Education and Science) [66].

In 2014, the same foundation and the National Audiovisual Institute (currently Na-
tional Film Institute—FINA) prepared the catalog of media, digital, and information
competencies as a guideline for the educational process realized in schools [67]. The
range of the competencies was extended from pupils in primary schools (age 7) up to
university students.

In 2019, a Model of Media, Information, and Digital Education was developed. The
report was published by the Center of Citizenship Education, FINA, Modern Poland Foun-
dation, Digital Dialogue Association, and the Polish Association of Media Education [68].

All of those reports focus on digital and media competencies that should be taught at
public schools at all levels of education in Poland. They strongly emphasize the necessity
of acquiring those particular competencies to search for, gather, and select information, as
well as be a safe (in terms of cybersecurity) Internet user. The authors of those reports also
emphasize digital exclusion prevention and providing equal opportunities to all students
and pupils in Poland.

In 2018 [69] and 2019 [70], two major types of research were conducted to confront
those theoretical assumptions with the actual situation of Polish pupils and students. The
main objective of those studies was to establish how Polish pupils and students use media
and the Internet. On a more detailed level, research questions for those studies focused on
the habits and routines of media usage by Polish pupils and students, their awareness of
threats related to the digital environment, their fluency in media usage, and the purposes
of their media and digital environment usage.

In 2020, the situation in education changed globally due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
The teaching process was shifted to remote learning [71]. Both students and teachers faced
the necessity to use Internet tools in education broadly [72]. Additionally, the situation
required both groups’ fluency in digital and media competencies to use the Internet tools
to conduct and participate in classes, retrieve information, and self-develop.

After half a year of school lockdown, in September 2020, the Institute for Labor Market
Analyses in Warsaw, Poland, prepared a report called “Digital competencies and remote
learning in the European Union” [73]. The report showed the outlines for digital education
in chosen EU countries, as well as the possible scenarios, including both opportunities and
threats, for digital education after the COVID-19 pandemic [74].

All of the reports mentioned above are a baseline to determine the range and compo-
nents of the terms media literacy and digital literacy, which answers RQ1. The understand-
ing of those terms is the background for clarification of what sort of skills are required for
Polish pupils and students, what the fields are for educating them to ensure their digital
competencies, and, last but not least, whether the skills offered to be developed by the
Polish educational system are sufficient for the changing environment. The comparison of
media and digital competencies defined in Polish reports with the European ones answers
RQ2. Finally, the analysis of the reports on media and digital competencies, prepared after
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, answers RQ3.
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4. Results

The first and the most important correlation mentioned in all of the reports focuses
on the education level and fields in which Polish students and pupils should develop
their media competencies. The most-cited authors in the Polish education papers report
from 2014 divide digital skills and media competencies, considering the purpose of media
usage and the necessary means of proper media usage [67]. The emphasized sections are
presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Digital skills and media competencies: media usage perspective.

Skill and Competencies Purpose of Media Usage

Ability to search, retrieve, select, use, and verify information Information usage
The necessary skills to communicate effectively in a media environment The unit in the media environment

Language competencies necessary to understand media content Media language
Production of media content Creative media usage

Internet hate, cyber-bullying, and other unethical behavior Ethics and values in media communication
Safe usage of Internet devices Cybersecurity

Responsibilities and laws of the Internet users, as well as the role of organizations
appointed to defend those laws Law in media communication

The value of information, as well as the principles of media organization function Media economics
The basics of computer usage, as well as the design and IT thinking process Digital competencies

The safe usage of mobile devices Mobile security

Those described and classified fields of digital and media competencies are universal
for all media and Internet users. Nevertheless, the main objective of such a classification
was to correlate them with education level. To do so, the stages of school education in
Poland were divided based on students’ age and correlated with the specific skills and
competencies from the fields below acquired in every level of school education. These
stages are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Polish school education stages: age perspective.

Students’ Age Educational Stages

4–6 years old Kindergarten
7–9 years old The beginning of primary education

10–12 years old The middle of primary education
13–15 years old The end of primary education
16–18 years old Secondary school

19 years old and above Higher education
4–6 years old Kindergarten

In this report, a set of competencies called “the standard” was also defined, which
should be presented by every adult.

Worth emphasizing is that the catalog of media competencies was prepared mainly
by the non-governmental organization called Nowoczesna Polska (Modern Poland). In
2012, the same organization published the catalog called “Digital future”, which was a
preliminary stage for the 2014 report version. The structures of both reports are very similar,
especially in terms of merit and content. The same fields of competencies had been drawn.
However, the main difference between the reports from 2012 and 2014 is that the levels
of digital competencies presented by the students was diverse in the second report. The
students on every level of education may present their skills from a particular field in three
different stages: minimum, optimum, and master. This diversification allows verifying the
skill (whether the student has obtained it or not) and determining the level of competence.

Both of the reports mentioned above focus on the range of digital and media com-
petencies that should be thought of in the Polish education system. In 2019, another
non-governmental organization, the Center of Citizenship Education, published the report
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“Model of Media, Information, and Digital Education” [68]. In this paper, the authors
stated that the main objective of this model is to prepare an efficient tool for all the Polish
teachers and principals of public schools to build teaching programs adequate for the
rapidly changing digital environment. In contrast to previously analyzed reports, here, the
authors divided the competencies into two types: professional and personal media, and
informative and digital competencies (MIDCs). The authors defined professional MIDCs
as several teachers’ abilities, and we present them in Table 3.

Table 3. Teachers’ professional media, informative and digital competencies.

Teachers’ Abilities Connection with the Professional MIDCs

Using digital means of communication to communicate efficiently at school
with students and other teachers; using ICT to collaborate with other teachers;

using digital sources and media to learn how to use ICT; participating in
workshops and courses, which allow developing digital and

media competencies

Professional development

Searching and selecting valuable digital resources; creating open-source digital
resources; sharing previously created resources in the teaching process

Usage of media, informative, and
digital resources

Using media in the teaching process; using ICT to develop interactions with
students; enabling students to use ICT for educational purposes Teaching and learning

Using ICT in evaluating students’ performance as well as in feedback; using
digital resources for planning lessons Evaluation and grading

Ensuring access to digital resources for all students; using ICT for the creative
engagement of students Strengthening the learners

Talking with students about their usage of media, e.g., social media or
YouTube; teaching information retrieval in a digital environment; encouraging

students to discuss proper and safe media usage

Development of learners’ media, informative,
and digital competencies

In turn, the authors defined the personal MIDCs of students as their abilities, as given
in Table 4.

Table 4. Students’ personal media, informative, and digital competencies.

Students’ Abilities Connection with the Personal MIDCs

Using digital means of communication (including social media) and digital
devices, e.g., smartphone, webcam, or video games console; creating news,

posts, and online documents; solving technical problems with digital devices;
creative usage of the Internet

Media and digital devices usage

Using a varied range of information sources, verifying and comparing
gathered information; estimating credibility of information; being aware of

media misinformation and fake news; fact checking
Information usage

Being aware of different types of media genres; discussing media messages;
being aware that the media cover only a part of presented reality;
understanding different business canvases for media enterprises

Critical reception of media messages

Being aware of threats related to the digital environment; recognition of threats
related to misinformation; avoiding logging into personal accounts in public

places; using security applications; not using hate speech online
Safe media usage

Engaging socially through media; entering public discussion; taking part in
social events through media Active media usage

It is worth emphasizing that the recommendations for implementing the model into
teaching and learning practice refer to a wide range of institutions related to education,
such as schools, ministries, and non-governmental organizations, but also to parents or
public libraries.

The authors of the Media, Information, and Digital Education Model were aware of
the two previously mentioned studies: “EU Kids online 2018” [69] and “Teenagers 3.0” [70].
In the first one, researchers focused on [69]:

• The usage of the Internet by pupils at home and school;
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• The feeling of being safe online;
• Cyberbullying in a peer group;
• Sexting among teenagers;
• Hate speech among teenagers.

The Polish authors of this study questioned 1433 pupils between 9 and 17 years old.
Simultaneously, a similar study was conducted in 15 other countries of the European Union.

The second study, “Teenagers 3.0”, was conducted only in Polish schools on a group
of 1173 students (from primary and secondary schools, age 14 to 16 years old). Some of
the issues that the authors focused on were similar to those from the diagnosis mentioned
above. The authors investigated [70]:

• Usage (frequency and purpose) of the Internet;
• Usage of social media platforms;
• Self-benefits from using the Internet;
• Usage of ICT at school and in the self-education process;
• Privacy online and cybersecurity;
• Legal awareness of the Internet and ICT usage.

In September 2020, shortly after the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak, the Institute for
Labour Market Analyses in Warsaw published a set of recommendations and scenarios for
schools, related to European Commission guidelines, delivered to the public as operational
programs and agendas. The crucial document for strategic students’ competencies devel-
opment, mentioned in the report, is the Digital Education Action Plan. Based on public
consultation in 2020, it has been stated that the COVID-19 pandemic, which caused, among
other effects, schools to shut down and the shift to distance learning, enforced two strategic
priorities for the Polish government. The first one was to support the development of a
highly effective digital education; the second one was to develop digital competencies and
skills among students and teachers in Polish schools. As the European Commission states,
according to the results of public consultation, 95% consider that the COVID-19 pandemic
marks a turning point for how technology is being used in education and training [75].

Based on all presented reports and studies, one can conclude that media and digital
literacy among Polish pupils and students have been broadly discussed in past years. The
catalogs of media and digital competencies, prepared by non-governmental organizations,
show certain fields in which schools, as well as other education-related institutions, should
develop students’ skills to make them aware of the digital environment they are in. On the
other hand, the conducted studies do not correlate with the frames published in presented
catalogs of competencies. The structure of questionnaires used in studies is self-diagnosis
oriented, which means that students answering the questions in certain fields do not
present required skills but merely their opinion of having them.

5. Discussion

When talking about digital literacy in general, it is reasonable to mention that it is a
phenomenon rather difficult to define—today, there exist over a hundred models and frame-
works attempting to capture various dimensions of digital literacies. Moreover, researchers
noticed that the interpretation of digital literacy could vary depending on the discipline
where it is applied—for instance, teachers and students of humanities may consider it
differently to those working in computer sciences [14]. Researchers such as Tejedor et al.
(2020) [20] support this opinion, stating that the concept of digital literacy has not yet been
standardized since it has been researched from many different perspectives, such as media
studies, educational studies, computer science, information science, and librarianship.

Researchers note that even though young people seem to be growing up immersed
in technology, using more specific technology for learning requires different skills and
strategies than just chatting online or watching movies [18]. However, Radovanovic et al.
(2015) [58] revealed that teachers of older generations do not teach young students the
necessary digital literacy skills since many of them do not possess such skills themselves.
Most academic teachers agree that digital literacy should be conceptualized as a series



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 532 11 of 16

of characteristics rather than a discrete and static checklist of skills. These characteristics
are supposed to change over time as new skills and literacies emerge due to changes and
technological evolution [18]. Lankshear and Knobel (2015) state text-mediated interactions
such as communicating and relating cannot be reduced to simply transmitting and receiving
information [19]. When we define digital literacy purely or predominantly in terms of
interacting with information, we distort social practice and human intentions.

The statements given above, as well as the research results presented in the paper,
allow stating that the digital literacy of pupils, students, and teachers of all ages is a
question of high priority. Digital competencies are often treated carelessly—a person who
knows how to use Facebook or type a simple text is believed to be digitally competent and
possess all the required technical skills. It seems that more research should be conducted to
make sure digital literacy becomes an issue of state-level importance.

At the beginning of 2020, when teachers and learners all over the world had shifted
online and had achieved that only in a few weeks due to the coronavirus pandemic, we
had a unique chance to observe how theories of globalization of technology and education,
that we have been developing for decades, are experiencing the immense reality check
our world has faced so far [76]. According to UNESCO data, it is not surprising that as of
14 April 2020, the activity of 1.6 billion (91.3%) pupils and students in 188 countries was
limited because of COVID-19 [73].

The authors of the report “Digital competencies and remote learning in the European
Union” [73] provide information about some good practices implemented to face the
pandemic. For instance, in Finland, the National Agency for Education for a long time
has already been advising schools on how to plan and organize various types of flexible
learning, with the application of virtual platforms. In Spain, the Ministry of Education,
through the National Institute of Educational Technology and Teacher Education, and in
cooperation with the Spanish Radio and Television Corporation, broadcasts educational
material for students on television and online platforms. In the Czech Republic, public
television broadcasts educational programs for students under the professional supervision
of the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports.

At the same time, Selwyn and Jandrić (2020) share their observations about schools
in Australia [76]. They state that not a city in this country has had a homogenous remote
studying experience. Moreover, unfortunately, no school would have a unitary form of
learning online.

Additionally, the report mentioned above distinguishes the major challenges the edu-
cational sector has faced due to the pandemic: balance between online lessons and offline
student activities; ensuring the emotional wellbeing of students; providing access to digital
devices; proper management of IT infrastructure; and a creative approach to adapting
mobile devices and digital platforms for teaching. Finally, it is suggested that the following
solutions should be implemented to educational policy not as emergency measures, but
as standard and common practices: conducting exams online; using digital educational
solutions in terms of shorter learning time; familiarizing teachers with digital technologies;
and using solutions applied in other educational systems (with the recommendation of
careful documentation of such solutions by countries that implement them).

Implementation of solutions connected with learning online is necessary today, in
the era of constant movement and mobility, when it becomes difficult to make young
people stay in one place [18]. As proof of this statement, we can consider the research of
McGuinness and Fulton (2019). They found that students consider the flexibility provided
by e-learning as its strength, because students learn at their own pace and can complete
tasks anywhere and anytime [30]. However, Burton et al. (2015) revealed that for students,
the need to be part of a peer group, as well as the need to belong to their educational
institution, is critical [18]. Online learning, for sure, offers greater flexibility than face-
to-face study; however, educator support will always be vital to ensuring quality and
facilitating positive learning experiences for students. The lack of personal interaction and
often limited exchanges can require extra time and, first of all, energy to establish an online
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learning community as strong as the one possible only in face-to-face education. In addition,
students quickly realize how much they rely on teacher explanations of the content.

In addition to the observations mentioned above, the study conducted among Polish
first-year students showed that students in this country mostly worry about their digital
skills required for learning online, and these students generally expect to enjoy learning
online. Yet, it is mainly because they realize the necessity of such a format of education, and
they are aware that they will have no choice for some time. Nevertheless, the students claim
they would willingly return to their face-to-face classroom activities when it is possible [71].
The other study, conducted earlier, showed that right after the global shift towards online
education (spring 2020), the students were much less happy about studying online, since
the educational systems of universities (not all of them, however) were not well prepared
for the challenges that appeared [72].

Speaking about learning online (as well as “offline”), it is impossible not to mention
teachers, who also faced certain problems because of the shift toward learning online. It
was found that academic teachers had mixed perceptions of e-learning opportunities. Some
of them faced several challenges: lack of training to use e-learning technologies, additional
time needed for teaching, computer competencies needed, and perceptions of students’
abilities to take advantage of e-learning. It was suggested that it is essential for educational
institutions to build the trust of their teachers by supporting their digital education, because
only this way can institutions guarantee the high quality of online education and its favor
among teachers and students [30].

To sum up, it can be stated that the digital competencies of students and teachers in
the countries affected by coronavirus were at very different levels, and for many countries
this level was relatively low. Many schools and universities were not prepared for the 100%
shift toward online learning, and it took some time for them to find proper solutions to
guarantee a high level of work both for students/pupils and for teachers. This happened
because, as it turns out, not all countries (Poland, for instance) pay much attention to the
digital competencies of the youth and workers of the education system; some plans for
digital education appear to exist only nominally, on paper. Therefore, it is essential for
teachers to be aware of media and digital competencies and to develop them through
teaching among students. In this paper, the classification of the competencies described is
presented, as well as the students’ and teachers’ skills that may be developed, which can
be considered a contribution to change in the Polish education system.

6. Conclusions

This paper analyzed the state-of-the-art digital and media literacies in the Polish
education system with pre- and post-COVID-19 perspectives. Three research questions
were posed in the paper. As the answer to the first one, the skills included in the term
“digital and media competencies” for Polish young people and students were identified.
Such skills cover information usage, media environment and language, creative media
usage, ethics, cybersecurity, the law in media communication, media economics, digital
competencies, and mobile security. On the other hand, it was identified that the current
education system in Poland does not provide students with this set of skills within the years
of schooling. Answering the second research question, the authors noticed that during the
COVID-19 pandemic, many European countries and the European Commission quickly
released sets of recommendations for young people to participate in online education.
Providing students with a set of digital and media competencies in a period when they
are almost forced to study online is very helpful. As the answer to the third research
question, the authors identified that young people and students feel very comfortable
with new technologies and the requirements defined by the set of digital and media
literacies; however, they are not entirely satisfied with the option of distance learning.
The authors contribute to the subject by proving that the importance of digital and media
competencies of pupils and students is underestimated; some countries show a very low
level of development for these competencies. This might not have been significant before
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the COVID-19 pandemic. However, when it broke out, it became clear that many schools
and higher education institutions were not prepared enough—not only with regard to
students but also from the side of their teachers. It is necessary to stress that such a problem
was not observed in all countries affected by COVID-19. For instance, Poland appeared to
require certain changes and improvements to be made in the policy connected with digital
and media education at schools and higher education institutions.
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