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W a s h i n g t o n  H o t l i n e Lynn E. Bradley

NRC report enco u rag es flu en cy  w ith  
in form atio n  techn o lo g y
T h e  exp lo siv e  grow th o f  inform ation tech n o l­
og y  is having a p rofou n d  im pact o n  ou r lives, 
acco rd in g  to  th e  N ational R esearch  C ouncil 
(NRC). W h e th er acad em ic librarians, a cco u n ­
tants o r  assem bly line w orkers, p eo p le  are using 
technology su ch  as com puters, the Internet, and 
electron ic co m m erce  in different w ays and  with 
varying levels o f  skill and  understanding. In  re­
sponse, the C om puter Scien ce and  T elecom m u­
n ication s B o ard  (C ST B ) o f  NRC recen tly  an ­
n o u n ced  th e  re lease  o f  a n e w  report, “B ein g  
Fluen t w ith  In form ation  T e ch n o lo g y ,” fun ded  
by  the N ational S c ien ce  Foundation.

T h e  stud y  co m m itte e , ch a ire d  b y  Larry 
Sn y d er fro m  th e  U n iv ersity  o f  W a sh in g to n , 
so u g h t to  u n d ersta n d  w h a t p e o p le  n e e d  to  
k n o w  in  o rd er to  u se  in form ation  te ch n o lo g y  
e ffe c tiv e ly  to d a y  a n d  to  ad ap t to  to m o rro w . 
A lthough th e  rep ort is m ainly  fo cu sed  o n  tech ­
n o lo g y , it c o v e rs  a  b ro a d  ra n g e  o f  literacy  is­
su es that are o f  co n ce rn  to  libraries an d  library 
e d u catio n , su c h  as w h at in form ation  w ork ers 
an d  u sers o f  th e  fu tu re  n e e d  to  k n o w . T h e  
study a lso  a p p ro a ch e d  th e  p ro b lem  o f  u n d er­
stan d in g  in fo rm a tio n  te c h n o lo g y  fro m  th e 
sta n d p o in t o f  “f lu e n c y .”

F lu en cy  requires a d e e p e r understanding o f  
h o w  co m p u ters w o rk  an d  m astery o f  tech n o l­
ogy for inform ation processing, com m unication, 
an d  p ro b lem  solving. D ev elo p in g  flu en cy  is a 
lifelong learning p ro cess that requires p eo p le  to 
contin ually  build  o n  th eir k n o w led g e o f  infor­
m ation  tech n o lo g y  to  ap p ly  it m ore  effectively  
in their lives. F lu en cy  is a lso  ch aracterized  by  
different levels o f  sophistication in a p erson’s un­
derstanding and  u se o f  technology.

A lth ou gh flu en cy  is a ch iev a b le  fo r m ost 
p eo p le  regardless o f  grade level o r exp erien ce , 
the report’s fram ew ork for developing it focu sed  
o n  college students, because institutions o f  higher 
learning h av e  th e m ost e x p e rie n c e  creatin g  
courses about com puters and related information 
systems. Colleges also serve a large constituency 
w ith  a b ro ad  ran ge o f  interests an d  sp ecializa-
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tions to  w h ich  inform ation  tech n o lo g y  ca n  b e  
applied.

T h e  report g o es  o n  to  state that successfu lly  
teachin g h o w  to  u se inform ation tech n olog y  ef­
fectively  w ill require a serious reth inking o f  the 
en tire co lle g e  curriculum . R ather th an  having 
individual instructors rev iew  co u rse  co n ten t or 
approach , acad em ic departm ents should  exam ­
ine h o w  students will obtain th e necessary  capa­
bilities b y  th e  tim e th ey  graduate.

T h e  com m ittee found that there are three es­
sential and interrelated com ponen ts for using in­
form ation tech n olog y  effectively:

• Intellectual capabilities— the application and 
interpretation o f  co m p u ter co n ce p ts  an d  skills 
u sed  in p ro b lem  solving. E xam p les inclu de the 
ability to  define and  clarify a problem  and  know  
w h en  it is solved; to  understand the advantages 
and disadvantages o f  apparent solutions to  prob­
lems; and to cope with unexpected consequences, 
as w h e n  a co m p u ter system  d o es n o t w ork  as 
intended.

• Concepts— the fundam ental ideas and pro­
cesses that support information technology, such 
as an  algorithm; h o w  information is represented  
digitally; and  the limitations o f  inform ation tech ­
nology. Understanding basic concep ts is im por­
tant, the report says, because technology changes 
rapidly and  can  ren der skills obsolete.

• Skills— abilities that are associated w ith par­
ticular hardw are and  softw are system s. Skills re­
quirem ents will ch ange as techn ology  advances, 
bu t currently they  inclu d e u sing  w ord  p ro ces­
sors, e-m ail, th e Internet, an d  oth er appropriate 
inform ation tech n olog y  too ls  effectively.

T h e prepublication version o f  this report (sub­
je c t to  further editorial co rrection ) is available 
o n  th e  W e b  at http ://w w w 2.nas.edu/cstbw eb. 
T h e  final version  w ill b e  available on lin e  at the 
sam e address, and in b o o k  form, b y  Ju n e  through 
th e N ational A cad em y P ress (p h o n e : 8 0 0 -6 2 4 - 
62 4 2  o r  http://ww w .nap.edu).

Note
T his rep ort is b a se d  o n  an April 8  p u blication  
a n n o u n ce m e n t from  th e  N ation al R esearch  
Council. F or m ore  inform ation, co n tact B o b  
Ludwig, m ed ia  relations associate , at 202 -334- 
2138; e-mail: new s@ n as.ed u. ■
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