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This paper is a summary of four research studies and ten presentations spanning five 

years conducted at the University Laboratory School of its Computer Literacy curriculum. The 
computer literacy course is a mandatory one-semester course for all students at the University 
Laboratory School as of school year 2004-2005.  The course is aligned to National Education 
Technology Standards for Students. Through five iterations of the course, where one iteration is 
one school year, the course description and proposed a 17-week semester long course is now 
named Computer Literacy, developing “WISE” or Web and Internet Safe Educated kids. With no 
definition provided by the NCLB language, we recommended that computer literacy be defined 
as “the ability to read, write, and understand digital information available via the computer 
medium effectively, efficiently, and ethically, the basis for our 3E approach (effective, efficient, 
ethical) to computer literacy. The course, in its fifth year iteration, now addresses four major 
elements related to computer literacy—history of computers in society, history of the Internet in 
society, Internet ethics and reliability, and how computers work for you (productivity 
applications). The course has an overall vision to question, embrace, and challenge ideas. The 
goal is for students to become knowledgeable, successful, and responsible users of computer 
technologies to support their studies as students and careers as citizens, employing both logical 
and creative thinking in their tasks. The objectives of the course include:  

 Consider and explain the importance of computer literacy in our information rich society 
 Identify the types and explain the function of various hardware components 
 Explain the difference between system software and application software 
 Communicate with others using discussion boards and email 
 Understand the importance of the Internet and the World Wide Web for information 

dissemination and to effectively research a topic 
 Discuss ethics in terms of a computerized, information-rich society 
 Describe and demonstrate word processing, spreadsheet, presentation, and web authoring 
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Figure 1. Computer Literacy 3E Model 

 
The University Laboratory School (http://www.hawaii.edu/crdg/labschool/) is a Hawai‘i 

New Century Public Charter School and collaborates closely with the Curriculum Research & 
Development Group (CRDG) of the University of Hawai‘i. Also known as the Education 
Laboratory School, the school asserts two interlocking missions: to provide a quality education 
to its students, and to serve the educational research and development community as an inventing 
and testing ground for high quality curriculum and instruction. The school serves about 420 
students in kindergarten through grade twelve representing the full range of the state’s children 
in ethnicity, socio-economic status, and academic achievement. The school is the only school in 
Hawai‘i with the mission of supporting educational research, curriculum development and 
dissemination of educational materials and school improvement strategies. It has long served the 
Curriculum Research & Development Group as its real-world laboratory. New educational ideas 
and courses get their early development and trials in the school.  

As this is a special focus school of choice, parents must be willing to accept the mission 
of the school and agree that their child will participate in all components of the University 
Laboratory School. All products produced by students, imagery of all types, and data concerning 
students shall belong to the school and may be used by the school for, among other things, 
research, publication, dissemination, and recordings.  

 
Discussion of the research base of the computer literacy course 

Over the course of five academic school years, several research studies have been 
conducted with this course and its students. Student understanding of specific software 
applications, Internet research skills, and considerations of ethics and safety all increased 
significantly due to a computer literacy course intervention. All students in this study considered 
the course helpful and useful to their professional growth as digitally literate adults, although 
they also asserted that they deserved recognition for computer and electronic skills that they 
already possessed.  These students were all raised in society where computer multimedia plays a 
prominent role. Therefore, their self-learned skills, predominantly social in nature, are not to be 
taken lightly.  

Effective 

Ethical Ef,icient 
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Internet research was the lowest gaining self-reported area.  Though students were given 
standardized formats for bibliographies and references, directed towards valid and credible 
sources, and given techniques in determining bias on the Internet, they still reverted to their 
standard keyword searching on the World Wide Web. Of note is that the school in this study 
does not have a school library or an on-staff librarian. Instead, the school relies on the university 
library and resources available there. Therefore, students do not experience formal information 
literacy curriculum from a librarian that oftentimes supports and enhances a computer literacy 
curriculum. 

In formal computer literacy curricula, equal weight is given to all productivity software 
applications. Results from several studies, however, illustrate that students demonstrated the least 
gain in email applications.  Perhaps the process of email does not need to be covered as 
thoroughly, directing more time towards email etiquette and safety instead. Students were quick 
to point out that they helped their parents and teachers with email and attachments and felt odd 
when it was a topic of learning in a course. However, results from one study, though all 
statistically significant, are largely self-reported.  Though quiz scores were analyzed, they were 
not developed as criterion-referenced test items, and as such, cannot be empirically compared. 
Future developments of assessments schemes for this course should be better designed so that 
those comparisons can be made. 

Before the class, many students already considered themselves highly computer literate 
since they interacted frequently with video game consoles, MP3 players, cell phones, and chat 
rooms. Students used these aspects of computers and technology frequently. Yet, students had 
difficulty in completing specific computer-related tasks such as formatting a word processing 
document, establishing formulas in spreadsheets, and properly distinguishing terms such as 
upload and download. Results indicated that students were not computer literate in terms of 
workforce-oriented computer tasks, yet were comfortable and well versed in the social aspect. 
Therefore, the assertion that American students are not digitally literate is a rather accurate 
assessment.  

However, a clearer definition of digital literacy perhaps needs to be developed.  Students 
were adamant during the discussion that they be recognized as digitally literate.  Teachers and 
parents, they asserted, had a different perception of mastery which included word processing and 
spreadsheets.  The students questioned when they would have ever needed to use or learn those 
particular skills.  One student even said, “Isn’t that your job to help us rather then saying we 
don’t know?  Aren’t we the ones who fix the projectors for almost every teacher who tries to use 
it? I taught my mom how to email.  Doesn’t that count for something?” Students know their 
computers and electronics as evidenced clearly and unmistakably in their “no computers” 
responses. In contrast, some students did recognize that they had yet to learn the specific skills 
needed later in life and appreciate the exposure to those skills. 

In one study, the mechanism that has caused the most emotional impact—online social 
networks—was explored. Online social networks contribute daily to fear, love, disbelief, 
consternation, validation, and excitement. Without having a school assignment behind them, 
students explore the Web for their own interests, oftentimes encountering other individuals with 
the same goal. It is rather clear that students consider online social networking as essential not 
only to their personal peer socialization, but also to their career development in the future. 
Parents also agree that online social networks have value in the educational sense and support 
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their child’s use of it both for education and socialization, though a little less so for social 
purposes. Of greatest concern to parents are online sexual predators, cyber stalkers, and cyber 
bullies. Many parents also voiced that all the issues were large concerns and all equally 
important. 

In yet another study, the focus was on comparing perspective of students, parents, and 
teachers on Internet safety issues for K-12 students. Quantitative and qualitative research 
methods were used to accomplish this study. The first data instrument was a student survey 
created based on the research questions in order to identify areas of self-perceived confidence 
and relevancy. Class discussions were also analyzed for trends. The survey was administered via 
the World Wide Web to students towards the end of the school year. The second data instrument 
was a 21-item questionnaire developed for families and teachers that was validated with teachers 
at the school and a subset of parents. Some preliminary results of interest are that 100% (N=89) 
of the families responding the survey felt that families, not schools, are most responsible for 
keeping children safe online. On the other hand, only 64% felt that children should learn about 
Internet safety at home, whereas 36% felt that schools were where children should learn how to 
be safe. When asked to rank order in order of concern their worries about Internet safety for their 
children, online sexual predators received the highest ranking followed by identify theft con 
artists. 

 
 The recognition by middle and high school students that a course like computer literacy is 
necessary is a large leap in thought and of great interest. There are countless anecdotal 
observations of kids being more computer savvy then their parents, teachers, and other older 
adults.  However, all students in these studies recognized, some grudgingly, that they lacked 
specific skills that were needed in their future careers and appreciated that chance to learn, 
practice, and improve upon skills attached to future professions. Great credence was given to the 
fact that chatting, music downloading, and gaming were accomplished easily by students. But, 
students learned and recognized that the social, free-time mastery would not earn them coveted 
jobs later. Overall, students broadened their definition of computer and technology skills as a life 
skill and expectations of productivity using computers and other technology. 

 
Course Overview 

Week 1,2 
Theme(s): Basic Operations and Concepts 

– Email accounts and management 
– Computer usage survey and Acceptable Use Policy 
– Navigating around a computer 
– History of Computers in Society 
– Differences between computer hardware and software 
– Discuss objectives: Presentation and ePortfolio 
– Ethics: Introduction to personal ethics  
– Ethics: Writing online 

 
Week 3,4 
Theme(s): Social, Ethical, and Human Issues  

- History of Internet 
- Internet Ethics and reliability 
- Students choose research topic 
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- Responsible Web authoring 
- Ethics: Going over parental and school rules for computer use 
- Ethics: Citing, Copyright, and Plagiarism 

 
Weeks 5,6,7 
Theme(s): Technology as a Tool for Productivity 
 Technology as a Tool for Communications 

- FTP, Email and Web Research 
- Productivity for Organization, Productivity for Creativity 
- Presentation Programs and Web Authoring 
- Word Processing 
- Spreadsheets and Graphs 
- Ethics: Bias and Misinformation Online, Validating Resources 
- Ethics: First Amendment and the Internet, Software Sharing 
- Ethics: Computer Programming and Hacking 

 
Weeks 8,9,10 
Theme(s): Technology as a Tool for Communications 
 Technology as a Tool for Research 

- Spreadsheets and Graphs 
- Distance learning 
- Ethics: Writing and Chat Rooms, Cyberbullying 
- Ethics: Email Forwarding, Is it okay? 
- Ethics: Smearing and Rumors Online 

 
Weeks 11,12,13 
Theme(s): Technology as a Tool for Problem-Solving and Decision-Making  

- Databases 
- Cost-benefit analysis 
- Website analysis 
- Ethics: Predators: Sexual Molesters, Gangs, Identity Thieves, and Bullies 
- Ethics: Sharing Personal Information: Friends, Acquaintances, and Strangers 
- Ethics: How online actions affect you professionally—job, scholarship, and college prospects 

 
Weeks 14,15,16 
Theme(s): Technology as a Tool for Productivity 
 Technology as a Tool for Communications 

- Digital Graphics, Images and  Video 
- Ethics: Giving back, technological recycling and sustainability 

 
Weeks 17 
Theme: Technology as a Tool for Communications 

- Exploration and research 
- Presentations 

 
Research studies 

 
Nguyen, T. T. (2010). In an Internet World: Student Self-Perceived Success and Invitational Theory. Proceedings of 

the American Educational Research Association 2010 Conference (pp. TBD). Denver, Colorado; AERA. 
Nguyen, T. T. (2009). Leaping the Digital Divide with Online Social Networking. In Proceedings of ED-MEDIA--

World Conference on Educational Multimedia, Hypermedia & Telecommunications 2009 International 
Conference (pp. TBD). Honolulu, HI: AACE. 
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Nguyen, T. T. (2009). Internet Safety: Readiness and Responsibilities. In Proceedings of Society for Information 
Technology and Teacher Education International Conference 2009 (pp. 1660-1665). Charleston, SC: 
AACE. 

Nguyen, T. T. and Hamilton, M. P. (2008). Podcasting in Middle School: A Case Study and Implications for 
Teacher Education. In C. T. Ho (Ed.), Proceedings of 13th Annual Technology, Colleges, and Community 
Worldwide Online Conference (pp. 50-60). Honolulu, HI: TCC. 
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