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Are you digitally literate?

I€’s not just being
able to code and
use applications

Duan Jin-Chuan

For The Straits Times

“I'm anilliterate” would be an
awkward admission in any society.
Admitting one’s innumeracy,
however, very much depends on
the culture.

My many encounters while living :
inNorth America suggest that quite :
: digitalliteracy. Subjective feeling
: determines how we humans frame
say: “I'mnot good at mathematics.” :
: good at maths” reflects an attitude
: thatcanbyitselfbe animpediment :
! toacquiringthe necessary skillsin
: thatfield. The same applies to
Butare wereally clear about what :

asubstantial segment of the
population wouldn’t hesitate to

Iam inclined to believe that many
people today wouldn’tbe
embarrassed to say outloud: “I'm
not good at those digital things.”

digital literacy means?
In thinking about this issue, are

we inawayrepeating the parable of :

theblindmen and the elephant,
mistaking the part for the whole?
Weneed tozoom out togeta
broader view of digital literacy. It is
not simply a matter of semantics

of the concept.

With practically everything
digitally connected these days, we
are often bombarded with
comments and advice on what it
takes tosurvive the Fourth

¢ Industrial Revolution.

It was with this thought inmind

thatIasked myselfthe other day:
: “Amldigitallyliterate?”

Compared with my studentsand

¢ younger staff, I am clumsy when it

i comes tousing mobile devicesand
: still feeluncomfortable with

: multitaskingon a computer. Young
: people have no such problems.

But their ease with coding and

gadgetryis not sufficient for them
: tothrive inaworld that demands
: digitalliteracy.

Digital literacy, like many things

. inlife, has several facets and
: differentshades.

First, apositive and embracing
attitude towards digital technology
isanecessary first step towards

and deal with a matter. “I'm not

digitalliteracy.
It does not take high intelligence

! toacquirebasicreadingand
writing skills. By extension, itwon’t :
: take too much effort tobe ina :
¢ position toappreciate and apply
: digital technology at the

: elementarylevel if the mental

: barrier can be crossed.

because of the real-life implications :
that follow from our understanding :
: totext messaging tovoice/video

¢ chats. Ina way, we have already

: becomedigitally literate

i consumers even though some of us
: maystill be clumsyinusing

i electronic devices.

Most seniors today have gone
fromrelying on snail mail to e-mail

: CONSUMERS AND
: SERVICE PROVIDERS

i Andyetbeingable toread, write

: and speak alanguage does not

! guarantee thatone canmake a

¢ livingas an editor, writer or

¢ stand-up comedian. Why should

: wethen expect that mastering the
i useof common digital gadgets can
: enhanceone’sjob prospectsin this
: digital era?

We can be clumsy as consumers

: ofgoodsandservices involving

: digital technology but still be

: tolerated because our money, not
: skills, gives us that privilege.

On the supply side though, only

¢ value-added propositions can
: attractinterest.

Must-have digital literacy in

: order to dowellinthenew

¢ economyis far more complexand
: dependentonanumber of

i contingent factors.

Forinstance,a youngperson

i proficientin coding blockchains
: butlacking knowledge in data

i analyticsisdigitally literate but

: limitedin the samewaya

: monolingual personisless adaptive :
¢ knowledge.

than one who is multilingual.
Yes, there willbe a coding job

: waiting for this young person if

i blockchainsremain a hotarea. But
: bear inmind we are talkingabout a
: rapidly evolving sector.

Furthermore, a person’s job

¢ prospects and the level of digital
: literacy required of him depend
¢ verymuch onwhich part of the
¢ value chainhe intends to occupy.

Asuper coder will get many good

: productsor services will land a

. betterjob. Theability to

: conceptualise successful digital

: products/services brings even

: greater rewards. Having an eye to
. spotagreatventure earlyon can

¢ makeyourichin this digitalera

: evenifyouare not the most adept
i atusingdigital gadgets.

Digital technology evolves ata

: quick pace. Narrow digital skills

i mayprove to have ashort shelflife.
¢ One canbe digitallyliterateina

i narrow sense but still lack the

¢ marketable digital skills that appeal :
i topotential employers. Continual
¢ learningis requiredas individuals
i strive to move onfrombeinga

: digital technician toa manager of
: digitalapplications.

Itisinabroadersense thatl

: consider myself digitally literate

¢ eventhough I have never codeda

: blockchain algorithm. ButIhave

¢ read up enough tounderstand how
i blockchains work and know their

i potentialandlimitations. Thathas
: enabled me tobetter assessissues

¢ suchas the future of digital

: currencies and offer advice

i accordingly.

isn’t equivalent to structural

Why so? Watching a couple of

: episodes of marine mammals on
: Discovery Channel won’tturnus
: intotrained marine biologists.

Knowledge is useful but

principles, practising often and

i receiving feedback/guidance ina
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i structured way.

Having structural knowledge also

: makes it easier for aperson to

¢ acquire another set of connected

: structuralknowledge. If Python

i falls out of favour, one can quickly

i learn the newlanguage of the day to
: stillpossess the wanted digital

: literacy in this fast-changing world.

: HOPEFORUSALL

: Technology can be awonderful
; thingbutmay also unleash

¢ tremendously disruptive forces.

The moving train of digital

¢ revolution is obviously

: unstoppable,and many

: conventionaljobs will in time
: disappear.

Agovernment, nomatter how

¢ willingand capable, can only help

: easethe transitional pain of digital
: transformation being experienced
i byasignificantsegmentofthe

: population,

The spectrumof digital literacy is

: wide.Understanding the

: implications of digital technology

i onone’sline of workisas important
: ashavingsome level of technical

: proficiencyin working with

: : existing digital technology.
i STRUCTURAL DIGITALKNOWLEDGE :

: Iwillgobeyond the cliche

: “information does notequal

: knowledge” to say that knowledge

Noteveryone can beagifted

: coderoranapplications visionary,

¢ buteveryindividual of working age
: canand will need to enhance digital
: literacy skills to the best of his or

: herability. With some retooling

: andapositive attitude, many of us

: will beableto find a digital niche

: thatsuits our individual

: circumstances; thatis thekey to

: ¢ riding the wave of whatever

¢ structural knowledge makesonean :
i expert. Real coding skillsin the :
: Pythonlanguage can’t, for example, :
i belearnt byjust watching a few

: YouTube videos. Coding skills can
: . bedeveloped only by learning the
¢ joboffers but one able to effectively :
i manage a project involving digital

changes that come our way.

® Duan Jin-Chuanis Jardine Cycle &

Carriage Professorof Finance,

: National University of Singapore
(NUS) Business School,and executive
: director designate, Asian Institute of
i Digital Finance,NUS.



