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| Digital Literacy:

Empowering Students to Thrive In
Careers of the Future




en Z students are digital natives. They were using iP-

ads before they could write, and they snap, tweet, text, and
swipe faster than most institutional staff members can decide what to
write. But could higher education institutions be making the danger-
ous assumption that digital natives are naturally digitally literate?

Welcome to the digital skills gap: where students enter the
workforce without the ability to use and deploy technology to
meet work-related goals. Despite billions of dollars being poured
into educational technology,' studies find that much of the digital
literacy training in higher education only requires students to
consume and evaluate information and media rather than create
it using digital resources.> Especially considering the level of
transformation and automation taking place in the workforce,
this lack of skills application is a fundamental challenge that
universities need to address by working with a digital literacy
partner like Adobe. Adobe Creative Cloud provides the tools to
help students communicate their ideas, projects, research findings
and more in digitally compelling ways. Everyone needs to be a
good digital storyteller, no matter what their discipline.

“Institutions need to be thinking about how to raise the digital literacy
level of their students and faculty,” says Debbie Morrison, digital
education consultant and founder of Online Learning Insights.?
“Students need to have experiences locating, curating, and organizing
digital information for academic and professional use, and they need
to be able to create digital content that contributes to and engages in
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“Institutions need to be thinking about
how to raise the digital literacy level of
their students and faculty.”

Debbie Morrison, digital education consultant and founder of
Online Learning Insights

community and national events and conversations. Otherwise, students
will lack the depth and breadth of digital skills they need to thrive in a
global economy in which an abundance of knowledge and digitization
is transforming business and social institutions.”

Gen Z students head into college burning with a passion to change
the world — but they’re rarely exposed to projects and assignments
that help them learn the digital skills needed to thrive in a modern
career. It’s up to higher education institutions to provide the tools
and training students need - like Adobe Creative Cloud - to develop
viable skills for the workforce of today and tomorrow.



Making Digital
Literacy a Priority

Due to a dramatic shift in student and employer expectations,
schools are increasingly viewed as sources of job and skills prepa-
ration rather than just institutions of advanced learning.* And un-
fortunately, employers are finding that the most recent graduates
simply aren’t prepared for the working world: in one study for

the Association of American Colleges & Universities, employers
report that the majority of college graduates are not well prepared
to locate, organize, or evaluate information (71%), stay current on
technologies (63%), or stay current on global developments (82%).5
And, despite the fact that 96% of chief academic officers and 44%
of college students believe new graduates have the requisite digital
skills for the workforce, only 11% of business leaders agree.¢
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This misalignment between what schools teach and what employers
want is even impacting how companies hire: a majority of recruiters
find non-traditional credentials like digital badges and open courses
to be more desirable evaluating recent graduates than bachelor’s
degrees alone and 71% of companies include testing as a part of the
hiring process to verify reasoning, problem-solving, and technical
skills.” Clearly universities that don’t bridge the digital skills gap

and build digital literacy into their student’s educational experience
aren’t preparing their students for the real world of knowledge and
information work — or for how that world will change in the future.
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Preparing Gen Z for

Jobs of the Future

\ “It used to be that people thought about digital technology as

-

belonging only to certain areas and disciplines like communica-

tion, journalism, or marketing,” says Todd Taylor, professor of English
at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. “But now there’s no
profession that’s not touched by the need for digital storytelling, data
visualization, and information networks. Students seeking careers
in any organization in any industry will need to be able to negotiate
digital spaces effectively.”

Giving every student access to Adobe Creative Cloud tools and in-
corporating digital literacy throughout the curricula is one of the
most direct ways higher education institutions are ensuring that
their students develop these skills. Because when students use digital
tools to create instead of consume, their understanding of the subject
matter improves, they engage more deeply with their learning, and
they develop a creative mindset.
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This is a critical mindset to bring into the workforce of the future “Students with digital literacy skills excel,” says Karen McCavitt,

because the global workforce expects automation technology senior group manager, education marketing at Adobe. “Research

to replace 7 million jobs over the next five years.® In response, shows they are more engaged and perform better academically, and
employers are recruiting for skills that can’t be automated, and in when they matriculate they’re more likely to get the job in the first
particular uniquely human skills outlined by the World Economic place. Digitally literate students can communicate information in
Forum, like creativity, collaboration, creative problem-solving, and new and varied ways, and that skill grows with them as they gain

critical thinking.® But simply being creative won’t help students meet real-world experience.”
the demands of workplaces driven and connected by technology —

students of all backgrounds must be able to exhibit these soft skills The job description for the majority of Gen Z students may not exist

in a digital context. yet, but we do know what will be listed in the “required skills” section:

“Digitally literate students can
communicate information in
new and varied ways, and that
skill grows with them as they gain
real-world experience.”

Karen McCavitt, senior group manager, education
marketing at Adobe
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= Creativity
Gen Z students see themselves as more creative than previous
generations, but they struggle to see how their creativity will
play out in the workforce.' Building opportunities to strengthen
creativity in the classroom is a crucial way to prepare students to
display this skill in the workplace.

“Creativity is much broader than art and design,” says McCavitt.
“For the modern workforce, creativity builds the ability to think
about the world in new ways and consider the impossible.
Developing the intellectual capacity to see new possibilities will
set students apart from other job candidates and help them
outperform their employer’s expectations.”

= Collaboration
Gen Z students are natural born digital communicators who grew
up using technology to build relationships.' But texting, snapping,
and chatting to exchange information is not the same thing as
collaborating.

“Communicating through a chat window is not necessarily collabo-
rating,” says McCavitt. “Students need access to technology that lets
them work together seamlessly with faculty, professors, and other
students. The ability to pick up a project where someone else left
off, or even work on a project on one part of campus at the same
time another student is working on it from home is pivotal.”
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= Creative problem-solving

Closely connected to creativity, creative problem-solving taps into
an ability to redefine issues and opportunities and respond in a new
and unexpected way.> That’s why it’s so important that students
spend their time learning a specific technology as part of the process
of solving a particular problem.

“True creative problem-solving creates a different kind of classroom
experience,” says Taylor. “Students aren’t processing knowledge and
proving they read something — they’re connecting what’s happening
in the classroom with the world. You never want to have a class on

a piece of software. You want to have a class try to solve a problem
and see how technology can help you innovate and experiment with
ways of solving it.”
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= Critical thinking

Gen Z’s early experience with global communication and intuitive

technology primes them to see potential and possibility in ordinary
situations — but few feel they’ve had enough educational experiences to
prepare them to bring this ability to think critically into the workplace.®

“The best way to build critical thinking skills is for students to make
something themselves and make strategic choices about what they’re
going to include and exclude,” says Taylor. “In my general education
writing course, we layer critical thinking skills into our assignments by
students interpreting a story in six different modes: photograph, video,
audio, web design, publishing, and a mobile app. It doesn’t matter if
any student ends up pursuing a career in production — what matters

is that whatever profession they end up in, they’ll be able to think
critically about how their professional community tells its story.”
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Having students create and share new knowledge is the new
mission of higher education. If you aren’t nurturing digital skills
and embedding digital literacy across your higher education

curriculum, there will be a gap between the skills your students If you aren't nurturi ng d ig]ta| skills
have and the skills employers need in the workforce that will limit and embeddi ng d ig ital lite racy
their opportunities for career placement and advancement. Set across your h ig her education

your students up for success by giving them the digital literacy curriculum, there will be a gap
skills they need to succeed in a world of automation and transfor- between the skills your students
mation - give them Adobe Creative Cloud. have and the skills em p|oyers

need in the workforce that will
For more information on digital literacy: limit their opportunities for career
placement and advancement.

Learn More
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https://landing.adobe.com/en/na/solutions/education/314335-education-automation.html

Sources

1. “Microsoft, Google, and Facebook See Billions in the Future

of Education,” https://www.cnbc.com/2017/03/28/microsoft-goo-
gle-and-facebook-see-billions-in-future-of-education.html

2.“2017 Digital Literacy Impact Study,” NMC Horizon Project,
https://www.nmc.org/publication/2017-digital-literacy-im-

pact-study-an-nmec-horizon-project-strategic-brief/

3. “Higher Ed’s Digital Skills Gap: Faculty & Students,” Online

Learning Insights, https://onlinelearninginsights.wordpress.
com/2016/11/19/higher-eds-digital-skills-gap-faculty-students/

4. “This Is the Future of College,” Fast Company, https://www.fastcom-
pany.com/3046299/this-is-the-future-of-college

5. “Falling Short? College Learning and Career Success,” Association

of American Colleges & Universities, https://www.aacu.org/leap/pub-
lic-opinion-research/2015-survey-falling-short

6. “How the Digital Skills Gap is Failing Higher Education and How to

Close It,” Grovo, https://education.uncc.edu/sites/education.uncc.edu/
files/media/strategic-plan/Grovo-HigherEd-SkillsGap-whitepaper.pdf

7. “College to Career: Exploring the relationship between college
degrees and career success,” The Chronicle of Higher Education,
https://landing.adobe.com/dam/uploads/2016/na/2016_CollegeToCa-
reer_Report_ChronicleHED.pdf

8. “Digital literacy a key factor for employers, report finds,”

Education Dive, https://www.educationdive.com/news/digital-litera-
cy-a-key-factor-for-employers-report-finds/504321/

9. “The 10 skills you need to thrive in the Fourth Industrial
Revolution,” World Economic Forum, https://www.weforum.org/
agenda/2016/01/the-10-skills-you-need-to-thrive-in-the-fourth-indus-

trial-revolution/

10. “New Study Shows Gen Z Students and Teachers See Creativity as
Key to Success,” Adobe Newsroom, http://news.adobe.com/press-re-
lease/creative-cloud/new-adobe-study-shows-gen-z-students-and-
teachers-see-creativity-key

11. “Millennials and Gen Z Interact More Through Phones and
Apps Than in Real Life, Report Finds,” Independent, https://www.
independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/news/millenni-

als-generation-z-smartphone-habits-apps-communications-re-
al-life-a8008641.html

12. “Creative Problem-Solving,” Adobe Educate, http://cps.adobeedu-
cate.com/

13. “Gen Z in the Classroom: Creating the Future,” Adobe Educate,
http://www.adobeeducate.com/genz/global-education-genz


https://www.cnbc.com/2017/03/28/microsoft-google-and-facebook-see-billions-in-future-of-education.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2017/03/28/microsoft-google-and-facebook-see-billions-in-future-of-education.html
https://www.nmc.org/publication/2017-digital-literacy-impact-study-an-nmc-horizon-project-strategic-brief/
https://www.nmc.org/publication/2017-digital-literacy-impact-study-an-nmc-horizon-project-strategic-brief/
https://onlinelearninginsights.wordpress.com/2016/11/19/higher-eds-digital-skills-gap-faculty-students/
https://onlinelearninginsights.wordpress.com/2016/11/19/higher-eds-digital-skills-gap-faculty-students/
https://www.fastcompany.com/3046299/this-is-the-future-of-college
https://www.fastcompany.com/3046299/this-is-the-future-of-college
https://www.aacu.org/leap/public-opinion-research/2015-survey-falling-short
https://www.aacu.org/leap/public-opinion-research/2015-survey-falling-short
https://education.uncc.edu/sites/education.uncc.edu/files/media/strategic-plan/Grovo-HigherEd-SkillsGap-whitepaper.pdf
https://education.uncc.edu/sites/education.uncc.edu/files/media/strategic-plan/Grovo-HigherEd-SkillsGap-whitepaper.pdf
https://landing.adobe.com/dam/uploads/2016/na/2016_CollegeToCareer_Report_ChronicleHED.pdf
https://landing.adobe.com/dam/uploads/2016/na/2016_CollegeToCareer_Report_ChronicleHED.pdf
https://www.educationdive.com/news/digital-literacy-a-key-factor-for-employers-report-finds/504321/
https://www.educationdive.com/news/digital-literacy-a-key-factor-for-employers-report-finds/504321/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/01/the-10-skills-you-need-to-thrive-in-the-fourth-industrial-revolution/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/01/the-10-skills-you-need-to-thrive-in-the-fourth-industrial-revolution/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/01/the-10-skills-you-need-to-thrive-in-the-fourth-industrial-revolution/
http://news.adobe.com/press-release/creative-cloud/new-adobe-study-shows-gen-z-students-and-teachers-see-creativity-key
http://news.adobe.com/press-release/creative-cloud/new-adobe-study-shows-gen-z-students-and-teachers-see-creativity-key
http://news.adobe.com/press-release/creative-cloud/new-adobe-study-shows-gen-z-students-and-teachers-see-creativity-key
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/news/millennials-generation-z-smartphone-habits-apps-communications-real-life-a8008641.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/news/millennials-generation-z-smartphone-habits-apps-communications-real-life-a8008641.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/news/millennials-generation-z-smartphone-habits-apps-communications-real-life-a8008641.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/news/millennials-generation-z-smartphone-habits-apps-communications-real-life-a8008641.html
http://cps.adobeeducate.com/
http://cps.adobeeducate.com/
http://www.adobeeducate.com/genz/global-education-genz

