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Chapter Six Digital Literacies for social work education and practice 

Threshold Concepts

So far in this chapter, we have showed you how digital literacies are complex involving lots of different component parts and we have examined some of these in this chapter. The concept of digital literacies as social practices is one which may be particularly challenging when you first encounter it. This is where the concept thresholds can be useful. They describe those areas of a topic which are key to understanding. When we are learning a new subject, we need to grasp these pivotal points in order to progress; we must pass over the threshold in order to move onto the next stage.  The idea of threshold concepts has been adapted from the study of economics but because they constitute generic stages in learning they can be applied to all subjects. A key theme of this book is the social impact of a digital society in particular for service users who may be denied access to digital environments, and the implications of this exclusion for social work education and practice. An important part of what it means to be digitally literate is to be aware of the parameters of digital access and not make assumptions about individual use. It is easy to take for granted that everyone can use a computer and access the Internet and forget that many people experience multiple layers of barriers such as those we introduced in Chapter 3. Because these ideas around digital disability may be new for many readers, it will be useful to apply the concept of thresholds of learning to the subject of digital exclusion. 

A threshold concept has five key characteristics (Cousin, 2008). 

1. Adoption of new understandings If we have always thought of people using computers and accessing the Internet with a mouse for navigation and a monitor which displays content, we are missing a range of alternative access options. Digital data has an inherent flexibility which means is can adapt to multiple delivery modes. For example, digital content can be increased in size, the fonts changed and colours and backgrounds altered to suit individual preferences. All websites should contain keystroke commands which make them navigable with a keyboard rather than a mouse. The technology exists for digital content to be transferred to speech so users can access websites by listening rather than seeing. There is screen magnification software where sections of the screen are zoomed into. A wide range of assistive digital technology caters for users with a range of sensory, physical and cognitive impairments. This potential for customisation to individual requirement means that in theory digital equity is possible. This is an important point to remember. 

2. Irreversibility  Once we understand the power of digital data to be available in multiple formats, and the existence of alternative modes of access and delivery, we begin to see the potential for achieving equitable digital access. Now we can gain a better understanding of the structural dimension to digital exclusion. Rather than using a medical model whereby barriers to digital access are caused by individual impairment, we start to see these barriers as being social in origin. They are external to the individual concerned and are created by a lack of provision for a diversity of need. This paradigm shift is irreversible and once understood it will start to influence our future thoughts. We now have a better understanding of how users of assistive technology are denied access through economic barriers of cost, lack of training and support and exclusive digital environments which are not being designed with the needs of their alternative access in mind.

3. Revealing interrelatedness  Once we understand that the technology exists to ensure digital inclusion, we begin to understand the world differently. We notice how supermarkets and High Street stores only stock standard digital equipment ; if we want to buy anything alternative we are limited to specialist retailers. We see how their high costs constitute another barrier to access. We notice how few opportunities there are for training in alternative ways of working in local educational institutions and community centres with public Internet access. Support from suppliers is limited and costly. Expensive hardware and software can remain at best under-utilised and at worse unused, returned to its box and relegated to the back of the cupboard. You may know instances where this has been the case among your own family, friends and colleagues. We begin to notice features on the Internet which we now recognise as being inaccessible, for example videos with no subtitles or captions and audio podcasts with no transcripts. We are making connections which support our new understandings in ways we would have been unable to do before.

4. Questionable space  Once we understand how inequalities of access prevent people from engaging with digital technology, we begin to look deeper into the nature of the structures which create disadvantage and disempowerment. This may be through applying theoretical models of oppression which we have already encountered or researching into new explanations such as the social shaping of technology. It is important to understand how a threshold concept is never a finished subject; it always contains space within which further knowledge and understandings can be sought. 

5. Troublesome knowledge  Our new understandings may be uncomfortable. For example, if we accept that new information and communication technologies are being socially shaped by the environment and privilege those with social capital, then we may have to ask ourselves what part we might be playing in supporting rather than challenging exclusion. Do we consider providing digital content in alternative formats? What experience do we have of assistive technologies? What is our responsibility for ensuring that where access to welfare services is digital-by-default, service users are still able to participate on an equitable basis? 

You may have noticed how these five characteristics demonstrate connections between threshold concepts and critical reflective practice. At university and in practice placement, the necessary processes of self examination mean your learning will not always be easy. Achieving your undergraduate degree is about your own self development as well as acquiring subject knowledge and expertise. Digital literacies have become an important part of the higher education experience. As a social work graduate you need to be able to show you can operate effectively within digital environments. As a social work professional, you must be competent with digital practice. You will need to be aware of existing categories of social exclusion and the potential for new instances of digital disempowerment. The social impact of a digital society affects us all. In the final section of this chapter we will look at those graduate attributes which are most appropriate for a digital age.  
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