The National Higher Education ICT Initiative

Despite widespread consensus about the need for information and communication technology literacy among college students, there is little information available to tell us the dimensions of the need or what might be done to address it.  This can be attributed to the almost exclusive concentration of research on access to technology; this narrow focus has diverted attention away from the cognitive skills needed to manage, integrate, evaluate, and create information using technology.  What is urgently needed, then, is an assessment program that will make it possible to determine whether (or to what extent) college students have obtained the combination of technical and cognitive skills needed to be productive members of an information-rich, technology-based society.  

To address the critical need for diagnostic information about ICT proficiency in higher education, in 2003 Educational Testing Service (ETS) joined forces with seven leading college and university systems in the United States to create the National Higher Education Information and Communication Technology (ICT) Initiative.  Together these higher education institutions enroll approximately 25 percent of the nation’s 15 million college students. The initiative marks the first time that a comprehensive assessment of ICT proficiencies has been developed in partnership with higher education. Because the assessment program is being developed by and for the higher education community, the partner institutions are centrally involved in every step of the process, making critical decisions that will affect what is to be measured and how this will be accomplished.  

The Initiative’s work is being informed by diverse research and industry efforts that provide a starting point for examining the skills and knowledge required for the 21st Century workforce, as well as for education and life-long learning. A key influence on the Initiative’s program is the International ICT Literacy Panel’s 2002 report, entitled Digital Transformation: A Framework for ICT Literacy, which presented a detailed list of research and policy priorities related to ICT literacy. Specifically, the International ICT Literacy Panel argued that large-scale assessments, policy research, and diagnostic tests designed to measure ICT proficiencies and skills of individuals are “sorely needed” and will be crucial in understanding the breadth and gaps in ICT literacy.  Higher education faculty and administrators, in particular, need such data in order to gauge the effectiveness of current teaching strategies and curricula, to identify best practices, and to initiate better approaches.  

Building on these recommendations, and directing them to the unique priorities and circumstances of higher education, the mission of the National Higher Education ICT Initiative is to conceive, design, and build an innovative, simulation-based assessment that will make it possible for colleges and universities to measure the extent to which their students (traditional as well as non-traditional) possess the ability to use digital technology, communication tools, and networks appropriately to address a wide range of information needs. The detailed proficiency data provided by these assessments will enable higher education leaders to evaluate and improve their efforts to ensure that all students acquire the ICT proficiencies they need in order to be successful long after they receive their diplomas.  

Additional information about the initiative, including how to participate in the first large-scale administration of the assessment scheduled for early 2005, is available at the project website http://www.ets.org/ictliteracy.

Excerpted from the Educational Testing Service report Succeeding in the 21st Century: What Higher Education Must Do to Address the Gap in Information and Communication Technology Proficiencies.  

