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Digital Citizenship and 
Distance Education

ABSTRACT

This chapter describes the role of digital citizenship as it relates to school librarianship in online learn-
ing environments. It discusses the need for digital citizenship, its curriculum and standards, its place 
in school librarianship program preparation, distance education issues, learning resources, and imple-
mentation for the school community. Emerging issues are also noted.

INTRODUCTION

The world is changing faster than ever because of 
socio-economic factors which have been signifi-
cantly impacted by technology. As the world seems 
to grow smaller due to enhanced communication 
and population mobility, a more interactive way 
of relating to information is seen. Economic and 
social activities rely on information and commu-
nication technologies. Therefore, the critical need 
for information is more important than ever. In a 
digital world where the amount of information is 
generally understood to double every two years, 
individuals need to evaluate resources carefully 

and determine how to use relevant information 
to solve problems and make wise decisions. The 
issue is no longer getting information: it’s getting 
the right information at the right time. Teaching 
about information and technology is not enough; 
learners must be instructed how to be responsible 
and ethical users of both the technologies they 
use, and the information they find. They need the 
ability to use technology safely, responsibly, criti-
cally, and productively. That is, become competent 
‘digital citizens’.

Librarians are well-positioned to provide this 
instruction both independently and collaboratively 
with the educational community. As resource 
managers, librarians know how to use information 
effectively and ethically. In particular, librarians 
in school settings know the school’s various cur-
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ricula so they can incorporate digital citizenship 
into learning activities. However, because digital 
citizenship is a recent concept, library students 
and school librarians often need training in order 
to implement this concept. This chapter, then, 
discusses digital citizenship (DC), its role in K12 
education, and school librarian preparation focus-
ing on distance education.

BACKGROUND

The Information Society

Digital citizenship instruction needs to be con-
textualized in terms of societal realities, the role 
of school librarians, and instruction. However, 
the information society impacts existing institu-
tions and cultures. The speed and globalization 
of information leads to constant change, which 
can be hard to digest and manage. The majority 
of jobs now involve technology and other related 
new skills, so that the idea of a ‘terminal’ degree 
or a static skill set is outmoded. Rather, adults 
often need to ‘reinvent’ themselves throughout 
their working lives. Particularly for adults who 
are digital immigrants (Prensky, 2001), this new 
world of electronic information can be puzzling 
and overwhelming. Do they have enough back-
ground information to understand and use this 
form of information? Today’s learners, then, need 
to be literate in their access to, evaluation of, and 
use of information. They should be lifelong learn-
ers who pursue their interests. Also, it would be 
desirable if they were also socially responsible 
people who upheld democratic values, were 
ethical, and co-operated with one another. These 
skills, knowledge, and dispositions foster digital 
citizenship.

Technology Use

In 2010, 400 million people had Facebook ac-
counts, 126 million blogs existed, 50 million 
tweets were created daily, and 91% of mobile 
web users accessed social networking sites. In 
addition, 44% of online videos viewed were done 
at the workplace (Kennedy, 2010).

What are people doing online? They are 
learning social rules, creating profiles, explor-
ing identity, writing blogs, designing software, 
sharing or producing music, discussing interests, 
engaging in social and political activism, keeping 
friends, assessing risks. What else are they doing? 
Seeking validation, competing for popularity, 
venting, showing off, embarrassing themselves, 
damaging reputations, being vengeful, threaten-
ing, or harassing. They also may be perpetrators 
or victims of cons and abuse.

In short, we impact our digital reputation 
every time we go online, especially when doing 
social networking. Since the workplace typically 
monitors online activity, all of us need to be aware 
of our cyber-behavior. While protective actions 
such as filters and blocking can be used, we need 
education more than protection to cultivate digital 
awareness and the ability to maintain an online 
reputation.

Digital Citizenship

Two national sets of recent standards reinforce 
the need for DC. The International Society for 
Technology in Education’s education technology 
standards for students, released in 2007, as well as 
their 2008 standards for teachers address issues of 
technological responsibility. Students need to learn 
digital citizenship, and teachers should “promote 
and model digital citizenship and responsibility.” 
Similarly, Standards for the 21st Century Learner 
(American Association of School Librarians, 
2007) asserts that “ethical behavior in the use of 
information must be taught” (p. 2). Several of the 
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