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Abstract
Education and literacy are a 21st century fundamental human right working against poverty (Freire, 1970; Hanemann, 
2015; OECD, 2016; UNESCO, 2018; Wagner, 2011), pervading every part of our lives, and affecting wellbeing (Bartlett 
et al., 2011; Falzon, 2019; Sachs et al., 2004). Their lack leads to challenges with employment and quality of life 
(Birdwell et al, 2011; Demaine & Entwistle, 2016, United Nations, 2020). This paper reflects on 21st century context for 
literacy, learning, and assessment (Chetcuti et al., 2018; Falzon & Camilleri, 2014; Verheijen, 2019).

The 21st century context
Technology has improved so much that 21st century schools cannot ignore its use to access learning and process 
assessments. Technology is the fourth revolution for means of production of knowledge, following language, 
drawing/writing, and print (Beaver, 2012; Harnad, 1991). It took over 300 years for Gutenberg’s 1440 third revolution, 
printing, to truly infiltrate and affect society, namely the 1760s’ Industrial Revolution. The transition from Printing 
to Technology was then mere decades (Shenkoya & Kim, 2023; Warschauer1998).

Notwithstanding, we experience two realities: the fourth revolution in most strata of life and the third revolution 
in educational systems. “With the appearance of computers and digital technologies, new means of interacting 
between people, and a growing competitiveness on the international level, organizations are now requiring new 
skills from their employees, leaving educational systems struggling to provide appropriate ongoing training” 
(Thornhill-Miller et al., 2023, p. 1). Whilst largely responsible for the need for these massive, rapid changes, these 
“fast-evolving digital technologies are also the answer for implementations and solutions in education and other 
sectors of life” (Thornhill-Miller et al., 2023, p. 1). These new skills require educational systems to work with the 



FACULTY FOR SOCIAL WELLBEING

53

21st Century’s 4Cs of education and learning: creativity, critical thinking, collaboration, and communication, first 
proposed by the US Ministry of Education and now embraced globally (Nganga, 2019; Thornhill-Miller et al., 2023; 
van Laar et al. 2017), including UNESCO (Lor, 2007).

My two basic premises for this paper are: (1) traditional literacy continues to be vital (Kirsch & Jenkins, 1998; OECD, 
2016 UNESCO, 2018); and (2) 21st century literacy, namely the use of technology to access traditional literacy, must 
be considered for learning and assessment as a choice for all, not an eligibility concession for those who need 
(Camilleri et al., 2019; Degirmenci et al., 2020; Lysenko & Abrami, 2014), particularly with the 4Cs’ context.

Literacy?
A traditional meaning of reading is: gleaning meaning from verbal-visual print (Butler, 1982; Wagner et al., 2009). 
A second school of thought challenges traditional access to and production of verbal-visual print (Camilleri et al., 
2019; Capodieci et al., 2020; Singer & Alexander, 2017). Traditional reading involves accurate and fluent access to 
print - simultaneously recognising graphemes representing phonemes, and blending them into words accurately, 
namely decoding, you amass sight words with practice (Aro, 2004; Ehri, 2014; Hall & Ramig, 1978; Falzon, 2012) to 
enable you to read fluently and automatically (Bell, 2001; Gersten et al., 2020; Rupley et al., 2020; Sullivan et al., 
2013; Young et al., 2015). Brysbaert’s 2019 metanalysis quoted “Normal silent reading rate in English is 238 wpm 
for non-fiction and 260 wpm for fiction” (p. 21). This automaticity is vital for accessing meaning (Limpo et al., 2020; 
Megherbi et al., 2018; Samuels et al., 2006; Wagner et al., 2009). You will only slow down when decoding unfamiliar 
or made-up words, for example, Sesquipedalian and Nudiustertian which, for the curious reader, mean long and 
multi-syllabic words and the day before yesterday respectively.

Writing, that is translating ideas from vocabulary to sentences to organised language, then requires a different set 
of skills totally separate from the ability to spell. The production of thoughts into organised language someone else 
will access in another space and time is what is truly required for writing (Arcon et al., 2017; Dahlström & Boström, 
2017; Leu et al., 2017; Graham & Santangelo, 2014).

Alternative access and production
21st-century literacy, education, and assessment must consider a construct which does not involve the mechanics 
of word attack skills for reading and writing. Our educational systems still place a lot of emphasis on books, paper, 
and handwriting, with little or no emphasis on the skills of using ten, rather than three, fingers to write, or of 
promoting tablet swiping or using speech-to-text-to-speech assistive technology (Horowitz, 2023; Leu et al., 2017; 
Petrescu, 2014). Finland has taken this plunge and, as of eight years ago, children starting school will only be 
introduced to typewriting (Russell, 2015). I am still not convinced and perhaps, because of my age and a dearth in 
the literature, I am a bit resistant to accept, and totally appreciate and understand this new reality. I query: what is 
the cognitive effect of not teaching children to handwrite in manuscript or cursive/joined (Leu et al., 2017; Ruffini 
et al., 2023)?

Educational systems and educators must avoid unnecessary suffering by challenging and changing their 
traditional definition of learning and assessment, and upgrade to the 21st century reality, which wants the human 
race to focus on the 4Cs: creativity, critical thinking, collaboration, and communication (Thornhill-Miller et al., 2023; 
van Laar et al. 2017). Indeed, within the context of the 4Cs, should we do away with individual assessment?

As a university academic, I often receive the same complaint from students: “I would have done much better on 
examinations had I been allowed to type rather than handwrite”. The 2019 Coronavirus Disease lockdown gave 
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our students this possibility. Students could use technology to submit work. It is hoped that this option remains 
now that we have returned to normal. Standard computers themselves already incorporate adaptations to address 
all possible options to access and produce verbal-visual print. For example, Microsoft 365, the Immersion Reader, 
Speechify for mobiles, or reader pens are easily available for schools and home (Degirmenci et al., 2020; Salmerón, 
et al., 2023), and, in principle, also accepted by the University of Malta (UM, 2019), although the decision is not taken 
by the candidate but by UM.

A choice … not a concession!
What I am advocating for is beyond submitting a request for entitlement to accommodation (UM, 2019). This should 
become a mere choice … for all. After all, at the Doctorate level, viva voce is used to assess candidates (Crossouard, 
2011). Examination boards do not question or verify how the thesis was produced (Falzon & Camilleri, 2014). This is also 
supported by the European Union (2017) Directive and Regulation 2017/1563 on access to print. 2017/1563 facilitates 
access to published works in formats accessible to persons who are blind, visually impaired, dyslexic or otherwise 
print-disabled. This law supports my argument regarding alternative access to and presentation of literary material 
as a choice. If applied appropriately, it will introduce the world of education to the 21st century.

I, therefore, advocate that students should be allowed to simply choose, as opposed to having to apply for, what 
formats they are most comfortable with when sitting for their “written” examinations, even language examinations, 
just as one chooses to wear prescriptive glasses, or to write with a fountain pen or a pen. Further, time should not 
be an issue unless it is specifically being examined. In this 21st century, such possibilities should be a choice not the 
result of hours of assessment and testing at high financial costs, human resources and anxiety for students, families, 
and schools (Antonelli, 2014; Camilleri et al., 2019; Chetcuti et al., 2018)

The latest UM erudition
In 2016, the concepts of inclusion enshrined in the Maltese Education Act (2011) were also reflected in Article 6(2) of 
the UM’s entry requirements (Education Act, 2016). The UM’s entry requirements were now in line with the law, which 
states that children have a right to an Individual Education Plan (IEP), which demands provisions, adaptations, and 
personalised targets resulting in children following different curricula across subjects. Article 6 (2) (Education Act, 
2016) enshrined this, and educators and assessors could assure parents and students that one may attend university 
if they have their Matriculation (MATSEC) certification (minimum 44 points or as probation students) but do not 
have one of the three required Secondary Education Certification (SEC) grades, namely English, Maltese, and Math.
Now we are Back to the Past! UM is now asking such candidates to produce proof that they have failed the SEC 
examination they would like to be exempted from, at least twice. My Department of Counselling has of course 
complained, and my Faculty endorsed this complaint.

This has created unnecessary further stress and suffering for young people. They would have been thriving at 
school, so much that they were successful in obtaining their MATSEC certificate, making them eligible to start UM 
education. Forcing young persons to attempt examinations they are academically, neurologically, or psychologically 
not prepared for, and with the overwhelming probability that they will fail due to their IEP, is not just misguided, 
but goes against the very spirit of the law. Equally seriously, it risks discouraging young persons and in the long run 
affects the country’s employment body, apart from arising mental health issues and their toll on the economy. In 
my book, this is a grave injustice, discriminatory, and indeed abusive (Antonelli et al., 2014; Falzon & Camilleri, 2010), 
belittling the inclusion principles UM is supposedly embracing, Maltese professionals’ erudite knowledge, care, and 
practice, and all the students’ and their families’ hard work and commitment to ensure that our future generations 
thrive, remain motivated and are successful. Such actions never fail to baffle and appal me!
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