




 
 
 

(1) Intersection  
 
 
Digital Literacy, Wellbeing and Mental Health  
 
It is important to state from the outset that our definition of mental health for this study was 
broad and informed by self-disclosure by participants of having experienced challenges in 
the digital environment, as opposed to diagnosed mental illness. As Ofcom state in their 
recent report (2023) on mental health and media literacy:  
 

Media literacy initiatives to support mental health could be seen as a spectrum – from treating 
people with a diagnosed mental illness to protecting people’s wellbeing. (Ofcom, 2023: 4).  

 
Within this spectrum, this study is related to the protection of wellbeing through agency and 
the resilience we were hypothesising as attendant to digital literacy.  
 
Since the 1990s, there has been a vast amount of research into how digital literacy has the 
power to create positive outcomes for young people (see Livingstone et al, 2021). As 
definitions have evolved and expanded, research has shown how digital literacy is becoming 
more central to cultural and civic participation. 3 key elements are common to definitions and 
conceptions of digital literacy: (1) access to media and digital content, (2) a critical ability to 
decipher media messages and an awareness of how the media works and (3) digital skills 
(creativity, communication and production).  
 
These definitions generate a consensus that digital literacy can develop capabilities to 
influence positive outcomes, such as allowing citizens to participate online and this can 
facilitate digital engagement with politics and the public sphere. Swart (2021) states that it 
can also give the public – especially young people – the environment to analyse and 
understand ‘fake news’. With the proliferation of disinformation campaigns and 
misinformation playing such an important role in public opinion and actions, this kind of 
contemporary literacy has even been identified by NATO as essential to defence:   

Today, resiliency is a quality that governments and defense organizations must encourage. 
The constant change and disruptions, the complexity of modern societies, demand that 
citizens become a first line of defense in understanding how information can be weaponized 
and misused, and how using media and information are essential in addressing the crises of 
the times, whether that comes from pandemics, financial meltdowns, or natural 
disasters…Media literacy is a way to help ensure resiliency and problem solving-skills, 
providing people with the agency they need as active participants in the online and offline 
worlds. (Jolls, 2022: 4)  

Although there are positive capabilities, with access to a seemingly limitless amount of 
information, comes new responsibility for the user and therefore these capabilities can only 
be achieved with the correct education in digital literacy because the current media 
landscape has been marked by the spread of ‘misinformation’ which is having an unwelcome 
effect on student and classroom learning (Caled and Silva., 2021). Scholars suggest that 
digital literacy is closely linked with cognitive abilities and can contribute to online learning 
activities, playing games and engaging in social media and community (Traxler and Lally, 
2016; Mishra et al., 2017).  
 
Young people are at high risk of being impacted by the negative effects of having low digital 







Amnesty International collected responses from 550 young people 13-24 across 45 
countries to better understand their experiences, concerns and attitudes towards social 
media. As Instagram, TikTok and other social media have become daily fixtures in their lives 
with 59% of young people surveyed by Amnesty International now spending more than two 
hours of their average day on social media. Some of the young people voiced a sense of a 
loss of control in relation to their privacy, where three-quarters of respondents found social 
media’s terms of service hard to understand, criticizing the often “technical language” and 
the take-it-or-leave-it approach social media platforms apply, forcing young people to choose 



to the digital environment and developing critical awareness in the media / digital ecosystem 
can develop capabilities which can then have positive consequences for young people and 
make the ecosystem healthier for everyone through positive digital behaviour changes by 
individuals.  Using Sen’s capability approach (2008), instead of adopting either a purely 
protectionist and regulatory approach to children’s digital experiences or simply measuring 
their levels of digital literacy, we can instead start to understand this complex situation in 
terms of the degree of success digital literacy can have in developing children’s human 
capability from digital resources to various forms of functioning in digital contexts (see 
McDougall and Rega, 2022). Capability, in Sen’s terms, emphasises human diversity, the 
significance of choice-making and possibilities for social praxis. As many children now ‘grow 
up digital’ then it is this more agentive, dynamic digital capability we need to help them to 
develop, as a key aspect, along with regulation and protection, digital resilience for 
safeguarding and care, with regard to mental health.   
 
Access is enabled as people first gain the means to be included as an individual in the full 
digital ecosystem and then increase and / or change their access through changing media 





 
This research can also be transferred into the idea that a school library can also be a third 
space for digital literacy. 
 
 
The positive impact of third space school libraries on mental health 
 





 
By locating the school library as a third space for this research, our approach was informed 
by the work cited in this framing review and sought to both provide new empirical evidence 
of the impact of improving digital literacies on children’s mental health and a new practice 
model for the role of the school library in the dynamic digital intersection of school, family 
and peers.     
  

!  



(2) CEMP / SLA Intervention Programme – The Third Space School Library, 
Digital Literacy & Improving Mental Health 

 
Following a profiling exercise focussed on online behaviours and digital wellbeing provided 
by BounceTogether, a sample of 14-15 year old students who self-disclosed as having 
experienced challenges in the digital environment were recruited. The participants gave 
informed consent, and Bournemouth University ethical approval was granted.   
 
The intervention then consisted of the school librarian (SL) working with the students and a 
group of teachers from a range of subjects and pastoral roles on a set of activities using 
resources produced for the project and facilitating a set of workshops with the students.  
 
The third space in which the intervention took place was both physical (the school library, 
being in between the formal school curriculum and the informal learning we associate with 
literacy and the use of information in the broadest sense) and a way of thinking differently 
about knowledge. In this case, the resources, activities and workshops sought to connect the 
students’ ‘funds of knowledge together with the critical thinking skills from the information 
professional (SL) and teachers. 
 
This convergence of valuing the situated digital literacy practices of students (from the first 
space) and providing a new, more critical and reflective ‘mindfulness’ for future digital 
experiences (from the second space) was at the heart of the theory of change the 
intervention used to both trial and measure the new practice model. The workshop 
programme had two core objectives:  
 

● Identify transferable principles of enabling a ‘third space’ new practice model in 
school libraries for digital literacy; 

  
● Provide evidence of the positive impact of digital literacy development in school 





CAPABILITY  14-15 year old 
students who have 
disclosed 
experiencing 
challenges in the 
digital environment 
impacting on their 
mental health need 
to be helped to put 
digital literacy skills 
into action to 
improve their 
mental health.  

‘Digital Action; 
workshop and 
independent 
activit
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● People observe representation gaps and media bias and want to do something about them.  
● People are more aware of unsafe or harmful online experiences and want to play a part in reducing them.   
● People care more about misinformation and want to play a part in reducing the spread of it.  
● People are aware of how media ecosystems or more or less healthy and understand their rights to live in a 

healthy media and information environment.  
=:J:<?K?LM%%    People think of 

themselves as 
media makers / 
information 
providers.  

People assess 
and deal with 
resilience to online 
risks and media 
content 
abundance and 
act with self-
efficacy in 
response to media 
and information.  

   People see the 
connection 
between their 
media literacy and 
educational and / 
or economic 
opportunities.  

Media literacy 
enables people to 
engage in civil 
society and / or to 
campaign in digital 
media contexts as 
activists.  

   More agentive and 
resilient attitudes 
circulate among 
people towards 
media and 
information, 
enabled by 
digitally literate 



in the media 
ecosystem  

encourage others 
to be more 
mindful.  
 

harms, 
misinformation or 
exploitative  media 
representations 
are capable of 
speaking out.   

Stakeholders respond 
to more media literate 
publics by taking more 
responsibility for the 
consequences of 
diversity or bias.  

 





Finally, just for the students’ own reflections, after the workshop, give them this link and ask 
them to look at these resources, which ARE intended for their age group and their parents / 
carers, and to think about how their own challenges in the digital environment are 
understood by Internet Matters. How well does this resource match up to the concerns they 
raised in the survey and the workshop, how useful do these resources look in terms of 
helping them with these challenges? No need for them to provide any answers, this is option 
and just for reflection, but please strongly encourage them to take a look.  

 
Independent Task: BURST YOUR INFORMATION BUBBLE  
 
Credit – adapted from Burkhardt, J (2022) Media Smart: Lessons, Tips and Strategies for 
Librarians, Classroom Instructors and Other Information Professionals. London: Facet 
Publishing. 
 
Students will learn to compare information from different points of view to get a more 
complete picture of a topic.  
 
Preparatory guidance (if required, depending on nature of the cohort and their political 
literacy) – explanation of what is commonly understood in politics by left wing, centre and 
right wing. Or they can research this for themselves as part of the task.  
 
The task  



 
 ToC 

Element  
Workshop  Activities* Outcomes: Participants are able to..  

2 Awareness  Digital 
Mindfulness  

Algo-Literacy  
 
Lateral Reading 
 
 



 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I_-wSckXbfc  (Sky News)  
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FGZJTYlGdEI  (Extinction Rebellion)  
 
Watch them twice, in a different order the second time. Think about what difference it makes, 
which one you watch first.  
 
Think about how the two videos represent the same protests in very different ways.  
 
Think about the elements of each video which are persuasive – camera positions, editing, 
sound, voice over, the order of things you see.  
 
Think about which is closer to your own feelings about these protests.  
 
But think also about how they are both persuasive, how they both use media techniques to 
represent things in particular ways.  
 
Perhaps is it less obvious how people are trying to persuade you when you are looking at 
articles on the internet, where the persuasive elements are less obvious. But the same thing 
is happening, the way information is sequenced, edited, presented and arranged, is 
representing the topic in particular ways for particular purposes.  
 
THE INDEPENDENT TASK 
 
Watch this guide to a digital literacy technique called LATERAL READING: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GoQG6Tin-1E 
 
Now, you are going to put the digital literacy skills explained in the video into practice.  
 
You will be provided with links to two articles.   Ali – this works much better if you choose 











important to the (third) space. In other words, whilst the ‘in between’ (school subjects and 
informal learning) nature of, and experiences in the school library as a setting - for the in 
person workshop and virtually extended to the independent activities - was a key element of 
the new practice model, the ways in which the SL can support wellbeing through the existing 
relationships with students and distinct interpersonal practices was equally, and perhaps 
more important. This was raised as an issue with regard to the lack of professional 
development for the role, as the SL is often not included in training due to contractual 
restrictions. As we account for later, with regard to this study’s ‘untypical’ context this 
‘imbalance of opportunities’ (GSL, 2023) cannot be sidestepped when advocating for the 
new practice model we are testing in this project. “in those secondaries with library staff, a 
third receive no training” and “40% indicated that they spend less than three quarters of their 
time carrying out their core library duties due to the range of other roles and responsibilities 
held by the member of staff” (Great School Libraries 2023:13). 

The programme had been planned to run for a longer period, with more time in between 
workshops for independent activities, but, as is so often the case, pressures on the school 
timetable and the demands on the time of the SL and the students necessitated a pivot to a 
more compressed schedule. However, this actually had benefits, since the intense focus on 
the work was more positive for students. As the capability to consequences conversion 
involves a Hackathon followed by a digital activism exercise, it was reported back that the 
relationship between the two was better captured by running them in immediate succession. 
Another, perhaps more predictable observation was that, had the students had longer for the 
independent activities between workshops, it was actually less likely that they would have 
completed them, as continuity and ‘in the moment’ focus for learning is at such a high 
premium for this age group. 

A recurrent theme was that, in the short space of time we had for the intervention, it was 
difficult to get to the deeper issues beneath the surface of ‘resilience’, since, in many ways 
the cohort were very ‘savvy’ with digital literacy. For example, lateral reading was something 
they were already doing, so they were able to reflect on this in positive ways but risks related 
to misinformation seemed less of a concern. Indirectly related to having relatively high levels 
of digital literacy, they did not consider themselves to be marginalised or subject to macro 
inequalities and this made the ‘Pushback’ element more localised. The SL reflected that this 
might take longer to galvanise and could be moved to take place before the Hackathon, 
raising useful learnings for us to consider with regard to the inter-related aspects of the 
theory of change.  

In terms of the new practice model, comparisons were made with other school activities 
related to health and wellbeing and online safety, and it was a shared view among both 
participants and staff that the combination of the ‘third space’ and the active learning design 
had led to much higher levels of engagement for this kind of intervention than other 
experiences which had been more ‘one way’ and singular.   

Student work produced for the programme offered us another data set. This included 
powerpoint slides produced in response to the ‘Information Bubble’ and lateral reading 
activities (for example, on different media representations of a UN climate report) and the 
outcomes of the Hackathon and Pushback activities (for example, Aware: The App, 
designed to “protect, engage and learn.”). The work generated demonstrated engagement 
with the project and evidence of the core learning outcomes for each activity being met, in 
general terms.   

A focus group was held with the participants and interviews were held with the school 
librarian, two individual students and two other participants in a pair. All were audio recorded 



project, whilst the interviews were related more to experiences in the digital world, to add a 
more discursive and qualitative layer to the baseline data. From the transcription analysis, 
the following significant experiences and perceptions were presented:  

“Driving into the Skid”  

The role of the school librarian is a misunderstood role, and is crucial for digital literacy, but 
the mindset of being a school librarian who is enabling this kind of ‘third space’ education for 
both information literacy and digital wellbeing, is not typical. Whilst a school librarian may 
often run workshops in PSHE, related to misinformation or online safety, a programme such 
as this is dependent on both a confident and forward-thinking school librarian (in this case, 
the Chair of the School Library Association) and a conducive school setting. The latter was 
also atypical, being a relatively very well-resourced school where the desire to take a 
proactive approach to digital literacy to ‘drive into the skid’, as opposed to trying to swerve 
away, could be supported. This resonated with the findings of the Parenting For a Digital 
Future research (Livingstone and Blum-Ross, 2020), with regard to the discourse of screen 
time and risk reduction reducing voice for parents to articulate more nuanced and complex 
concerns about parenting in the digital age in broader terms. School librarians, being at the 
vanguard of digital literacy work with young people, also find their remit being more about 
research skills for the curriculum and reducing ‘screen time’ than “changing your own digital 
sphere.”   

Our participants commented positively on the school library environment as helping them 
feel ‘socially comfortable’ and on their relationship with the librarian meaning they felt more 
able to share personal experiences than in a subject class. Furthermore, during the 
intervention and in the focus group, the SL was able to repeatedly share her own digital 
experiences and very comfortably perform the role of being in a reciprocal learning space, 
which was more from her professional way of working, over time, than something ‘required’ 
in our project design. It was strikingly clear that these environmental and relational aspects 
had been cultivated over time, prior to this project:  

In this library, I have never been asked a question to which there was a right answer, nor has 
there been an obligation to answer. It’s a very relaxed environment where there is nothing to 
achieve unless you personally want to.  

 

“I want to get back to a normal feed” 

Instagram and TikTok were frequently cited as the two social media spaces where significant 
mental challenges are presented (in general, for the age group, these were not attributed to 
personal experience by our participants):  

It’s important to realise how much we rely on technology, I definitely rely on TikTok too much. You 
never know what to actually trust.  

Instagram has less restrictions so it can cause more problems.  

With TikTok you don’t know what you are going to see so you have to keep scrolling. And often 
the comments on videos are so horrendous, you wouldn’t ever see that in the real world, but the 
fact that people think they can see it, it’s like what they really think, unfiltered, then that’s very 
scary.  



I end up spending even more time (on TikTok), even when I am really bored with it, or I skip 
through and skip through but don’t interact with it, even if I am interested in it, because I want to 
get back to a normal feed.  

There was a shared view that, particularly with Tik Tok, the apparently ‘random’ nature of the 
video feed leads to ‘desensitization’. But very interestingly, in relation to media effects and 



The main concern my parents have is that technology makes me lazy, that they see that I can do 
things that I shouldn’t be able to do so easily, it’s so easy to find things, like, to cheat. But I don’t 
actually think it’s too much of a problem.    







 
● Triangulation of data sets to move beyond self-reporting of both wellbeing challenges 

(and resilience) and of digital behaviours.  
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