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The role of digital literacy of academic teachers on the transformation and flexibility of the 

university and the learning process in a pandemic is studied. The analysis of the different opinions of 
the studied authors on digital literacy leads to the identification of 5 key mutually complementary 
points of view. A model of the digitally literate academic lecturer is presented. It is concluded that the 
digital transformation of the university is a process that provides it with fast and painless adaptability 
for learning and teaching in an unfamiliar context. But such a process is possible and effective by 
involving all stakeholders in the process led by academic lecturers who are digitally literate leaders in 
their field of teaching and classroom. 
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Ролята на професионалната дигитална грамотност за трансформация на 
академичното преподаване (Мария Ал. Иванова). Настоящата статия представя ролята на 
дигиталната грамотност на академичните преподаватели за трансформацията и 
гъвкавостта на университета и учебния процес в условията на пандемия. Анализират се 
мненията на авторитетни автори относно дигиталната грамотност, в резултат на което 
се обобщават 5 ключови взаимно допълващи се гледни точки. Представен е модел на 
дигитално грамотния академичен преподавател. Направен е изводът, че дигиталната 
трансформация на университета е процес, който му осигурява бърза и безболезнена 
адаптивност за учене и преподаване в непознат контекст. Но такъв процес е възможен и 
ефективен чрез включване на всички заинтересовани страни, водени от академични 
преподаватели, които са дигитално грамотни лидери в своята област на преподаване. 

Ключови думи: академична общност, академичен преподавател, дигитална грамотност, 
дигитална трансформация, дигитализиран университет. 

 

Introduction 
The Covid-19 pandemic has led to higher 

expectations of universities to provide urgent 
innovative solutions for quality learning in the digital 
context [1]-[4]. According to the European University 
Association [5], “addressing current and future social, 
economic, environmental and technological 
challenges will depend on the joint and coordinated 
efforts of a wide range of R&D stakeholders”. This is 
undoubtedly the case, but we will focus the audience's 
attention on the exceptional role of the academic 
community in tackling the problems of higher 
education in a pandemic. 

In this paper we will present the practices of the 
New Bulgarian University for the period March 2020 

- March 2021 (pandemic period), which prove the 
hypothesis that the digitally literate academic 
community has a leading role in the successful digital 
transformation of the university in an unpredictable 
context. 

The factors for the change in the Universities in 
Bulgaria 

The Universities in Bulgaria are facing the 
challenge of using the benefits and potential of 
information and communication technologies to 
provide a high-quality educational process, and 
maintain practices and outcomes in a spirit of 
openness, fairness, and international cooperation 
through [6], [7]: 
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• Participation in networks, technology transfer, 
building banks of knowledge, development of 
teaching materials and sharing experience of their 
application in teaching, training and research as a 
knowledge accessible to all; 

• Creating new learning environments, ranging from 
overcoming the distance between schools and 
complete virtual training centers capable of 
providing high-quality training systems, thus 
serving social and economic development and other 
priorities of society; 

• While ensuring that this virtual education based on 
regional, continental, and global networks, 
functions in a way that respects cultural and social 
identity. 
New technologies expand access to the 

universities, by offering opportunities for innovation 
in learning content and teaching methods. The 
iterative learning methods that transform information 
into knowledge and understanding are essential. 
Technology requires new competencies and creates 
new needs. In this sense, have a significant influence 
on the development of higher education in Bulgaria.  

Understanding of digital literacy 
The concept of “digital literacy” was first 

introduced by P. Gilster in 1997 [8]. It recognizes the 
fundamental but revolutionary uniqueness of the 
Internet and identifies the digitally literate as 
possessing a specific set of information skills (e.g., 
search and evaluation) applied to textual and 
multimedia information found on the Internet and 
located in a formal learning context. Digital literacy 
goes far beyond basic reading, writing, listening and 
speaking skills. Cultural, social, civic, political and 
economic impacts extend the original concept of 
digital literacy. 

Digital literacy is not an abstract concept. It 
includes three main elements: technological skills, 
critical thinking skills and contextual practices. It is 
important to clarify the difference between 
information literacy which is the skills for finding and 
using the right information in education, and digital 
literacy which combines the skills for proper use of 
modern technologies in the digital world. 

Digital literacy cannot be understood out of 
context; knowledge is found and embodied in very 
specific ways and is often applied according to 
specific goals [6], [9], [10]. 

The evolution of society, scientific and 
technological progress, national contexts and 
international communities and unions, create new 
areas of human knowledge and imply a reassessment 

of the importance of literacy. The systematization of 
the different opinions of the authors [11 – 14] for 
digital literacy leads to the definition of the following 
complementary points of view, correlating with a 
model for digital competence of academic teachers 
(Fig. 1).  

The first perspective defines digital literacy as a set 
of discrete abilities or behaviors expressed by users of 
automated information systems. The digitally literate 
academic lecturer knows when and how to effectively 
use digital resources to find the information needs. 
This perspective examines and explores behaviors that 
address a number of value-added criteria known to us 
as quality value, including accuracy, reliability, 
validity, and completeness of the information. In 
addition, we can include the ability to create and share 
information online, in forums, and on social 
networking sites. 

The second point emphasizes the application of 
abstract mental models for activities involving digital 
content. These models come from different fields, but 
most of them are cognitive in their perspective, 
focusing on how academic teachers process the 
information in their head. These are metacognitive 
structures that support the digital literacy activities of 
the academic lecturer by encouraging reflective 
thinking and increased awareness of individual 
thinking on a task or problem. These models focus on 
problem-solving skills and are abstract enough to 
apply to a wide range of situations and contexts. 

The third perspective expresses digital literacy, 
through the general abilities of academic teachers to 
live, develop and teach in a digital society that 
recognizes the ever-changing nature of technology 
and the evolving expectations of digital people. 

The fourth point of view is related to the cognitive 
approach to the challenges of digital media. Media 
literacy in the digital age emphasizes the 
interrelationship of four factors in understanding new 
media: performance, language, production and 
audience. These components provide a structure for 
thinking and evaluating media messages. This 
emphasizes critical thinking and analysis. 

The fifth perspective includes a reflective 
understanding of ourselves in terms of technology and 
digital services, an awareness of network structures - 
both social and technical, and an understanding of the 
social aspects that shape much of our digital 
engagement.    A digitally literate academic is not just 
an ordinary user of digital information. He sees 
himself as a person engaged in the activity of creating 
digital information. In an age of unprecedented 
opportunities for digital relationships, social 

108 “Е+Е”, vol. 56, 9-12, 2021



engagement, lifelong learning and collaboration, the 
digitally literate academic lecturer is a constantly 
active and vigilant participant. 

These perspectives are not different in themselves 
and the authors do not oppose each other but comple-
ment each other. They represent different approaches 
to digital literacy, stemming from different scientific 
traditions and many ways of thinking differently about 
what literacy is and how literacy is applied in formal 
and informal settings. Values, goals, and institutional 
priorities play a role in defining the meaning of "digi-
tally literate". The numerous perspectives and the 
diverse origins of the authors' opinions lead to the 
conclusion that no single definition of a "digitally 
literate academic teacher" can be given. 

Our definition at this point would sound like this: a 
digitally literate academic lecturer is a creative agent 
who works in a socio-technical network that provides 
expansion opportunities, sharing, and learning. The 
development of digital literacy of the academic lectur-
er is beneficial for their timely engagement and ade-
quate response to the needs of students in conditions 
of uncertainty and unfamiliar context. The digitally 
literate academic faculty adds value to the student and 
makes the university sustainable in a pandemic. 

We can define a synthesized model of the profes-
sional digital competence of the academic lecturer as 
(Fig. 2): 

Key competences: 
- Strategic competence - to create innovative learning 

models and educational methods that provide value 
to students; System approach with developed ana-
lytical thinking and structured problem-solving. 

- Complex competence - management of virtual 
"teams of students", management of human-
machine communications, digitalization of learning 

processes, building digital communication, infor-
mation and social networks, project training. 

- Competence in many disciplines and systematic 
thinking - at the level of understanding and com-
municating knowledge. 

- Specialized competence - a high level of compe-
tence in the field of one specialization and at least 
one high-tech system. 

- Competencies in the field of high technologies - to 
have a vision and ambition for change in education 
to achieve higher results, using the opportunities for 
innovation and trends in educational technologies. 
 

 
Fig.2. A model of the digital competence. 

Key skills: 
- Learning skills, including mainly the ability to ab-

sorb and constantly update knowledge, as well as to 
upgrade with new knowledge, building on existing 
ones; 

- Vigilance, as the ability to constantly monitor edu-
cational innovations and thus maintain awareness of 
the latest trends, as well as the ability to respond 
quickly to them; 

 
Fig.1. A model for digital literacy of academic teachers. 
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- Adaptability - openness to change (positive or nega-
tive), flexibility, ability to accept, prepare for and 
cope with change. 

- Continuous testing of innovations and ability to 
learn from failures, the ability to turn them into val-
uable lessons and benefits; 

- Multidisciplinary and combinatorial skills, includ-
ing the ability to use and combine different areas in 
common solutions to complex problems, which is 
best achieved in a team. Combination skills go hand 
in hand with an attitude to create and develop online 
educational course content, thinking aimed at dis-
covering innovations and skills for solving complex 
problems. 

Practices and expertise in e-learning in Bulgaria 
In this report, we present the experience of the 

Faculty for Distance and e-Learning at NBU 
(https://nbu.bg/en) as an example of good practice 
summarizing the possibilities of application of modern 
technologies in Administration and Management edu-
cation. This Faculty is the successor of the Centre for 
Distance Learning, established with the establishment 
of NBU in 1991 as a Correspondence Faculty (Radio 
University). It is currently evolving as Faculty of Dis-
tance e-Learning and Continuing Education. A project 
“Development of e-Learning” was proposed as a con-
tinuation of the experience gained from working on 
projects “Developing web-based training” and “Build-
ing an electronic library”. 

 
Fig.3. A scheme of the faculty activities. 

Fig. 3 shows the activities and procedures at the 
Faculty for Distance and e-Learning at NBU: 

 
The initially set goals have been achieved: 

- Flexible training forms have been developed - Mov-
ing to e-learning with study opportunities for stu-
dents at a convenient time and place. Increasing 

electronic forms of teaching and communication 
and reducing the volume of classroom lessons.  

- Development of resources for e-Learning - Enhanc-
ing the effectiveness of the use of facilities. Increas-
ing the usability of electronic forms of learning - 
input from teachers, electronic forums, exchanges 
between students, providing resources from the li-
brary exchanges with other educational institutions. 

- Creation of a common platform for e-Learning - 
Providing an opportunity to use different e-Learning 
platforms and selecting the most appropriate. They 
were identified standards for the training forms and 
platform for e-Learning. 
 
Faced new challenges: 

- One of the manifestations of modern technology in 
NBU is digital learning. It is a technology of learn-
ing arising from the development of information 
and communication tools for communication.  

- The last steps in the development of educational 
technology are Web-based learning. The creation of 
Web-based social networks on research interests 
and disciplines, allows the exchange of ideas and 
practices as well as joint research by virtual teams.  

- Conferences can be monitored online by students 
and scholars from different regions to provide ac-
cess to space in the electronic publications and dis-
cussions (with copyright protection).  

- The Internet technology-based forms of training in 
collaboration with communication technologies do 
not require the presence of the student or the teacher 
at a certain time in a certain hall or university. 
 
Problems reported in a pandemic: 

- The requirement for the technical security of the 
learning process and providing the necessary finan-
cial resources, act as barriers for students of poorer 
areas and e-Learning cannot fulfill their social role. 

- Electronic educational materials are few and mainly 
hypertext. Part of the constructed material resources 
needs updating. 

- Opportunities for different electronic communica-
tion: teacher-student and student-student, are poorly 
used.   

- Not all academic teachers are trained and motivated 
to use electronic materials and different electronic 
communication channels.   

The improvement of the state of e-Learning in a 
pandemic 

There is the desire to build learning consortia 
where partners are NBU and business organizations. 
They work to create standards for the various compo-
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nents of the open on-line educational space in favor of 
the consortium members and the entire network, en-
suring its students the opportunity to receive quality 
education services in various fields. 

A team has been set up to help: Development and 
maintenance of electronic training module; Introduc-
tion of educational materials for courses; Conducting 
workshops to assist teachers in the preparation of e-
learning materials; Maintenance of Internet; the De-
signing and development of visual, audio and video 
materials, Multimedia application; Multimedia lec-
ture; Electronic publications, Library electronic re-
sources, Electronic Publishing. 

We have created two permanent initiatives to help 
teachers. We called them the Technical Workshop and 
the Teacher's Online Cafe, which are online places for 
weekly teacher meetings. In the technical workshop, 
there are demonstrations and video instructions for 
teachers, the functional capabilities of the Moodle 
learning platform we use are explained. For example: 
what are the possible forms of assessment in Moodle, 
how to create a test, how to create a virtual classroom, 
how to post-study material or a hyperlink to a web 
article, design a course in practical English, etc. In the 
online teacher's cafe, the teachers share their experi-
ences and discuss problems. Topics that excite them 
are also covered, such as Virtual Reality. How to Be-
have in Hybrid Teaching? Integrating Educational 
Games into e-Learning Systems, Research with Mi-
crosoft Forms, and Social and Emotional Intelligence. 
The SPACE model, the peculiarities of Generation Z 
and others. 

We discussed the philosophy of the creative class 
and problem-based learning. On the basis of the study, 
NBU started a project to rationalize MA programs in 
the area of Administration and Management. A Prob-
lem-based Creativity Learning approach was used. 

The obtained results vary according to the person-
alities, capabilities, and interests of individuals. It is 
necessary to understand that there are different styles 
of creativity. People do not engage in the creative 
process and creative thinking in the same way. 

In summary, there are some key components in 
terms of developing creative talent. 
- The first is to use well-established, cognitive mod-

els that provide strategies and tools and really give 
students tangible strategies that they can use.  

- To train students to be more creative themselves 
and even more - teach them to think out of the box.  

- To develop the e-Learning environment encourag-
ing risk-taking and help students to work with com-
plex and unpredictable situations where there are no 
right and wrong answers. 

Conclusion 
Modern technologies change the role of academic 

teachers in terms of the learning process. They possess 
new skills and knowledge to work with modern in-
formation, communication and educational technolo-
gies. The traditional style of learning in which stu-
dents learn by reading alone, doing assignments or 
solving problems is no longer sufficiently effective. 
Textbooks are complemented with electronic materi-
als. Classrooms are replaced with electronic plat-
forms, and discussions are carried out in internet fo-
rums and networks. The teacher acts as a facilitator. 
Teachers need to come out of isolation and encourage 
students to do collaborative research.  

Educators need to ask if the skills imparted are re-
ally transferable to the workplace. Teachers would 
have failed if they use learning processes that do not 
impact lifelong learning. Indeed, the challenge is for 
educators to design new learning environments and 
curricula that encourage motivation and independence 
to equip students with learning skills, thinking, and 
problem-solving skills. By having real life problems 
(rather than content) as focal points, students as active 
problem solvers and teachers as coaches, the learning 
paradigm would shift towards the emphasis and at-
tainment of higher-level thinking skills 

In universities, radical changes are a result of revo-
lutionary transformations in society, motivated by 
globalization and informatization. Crucial for the 
functioning of the universities are not physical assets 
but the people with their potential and digital compe-
tence. Therefore, targeted support, sharing experiences 
and discussing issues, as well as timely training of 
academic teachers are not only means of enhancing the 
expertise of individual academic teachers but also 
means of ensuring sustainable university development. 

It is reasonable to remember that a positive ap-
proach to a university lecturer does not justify his 
personal limitations or weaknesses, nor it does miti-
gate the resulting negative effect on the university's 
image. Research on digital literacy should not focus 
only on what a digitally literate academic teacher 
means. The teaching deficit falls outside the scope of 
the current study, but there is great potential for future 
research on the lack of motivation and aspiration to 
achieve digital literacy. The impact of the lack of such 
literacy on universities, students and academia needs 
to be explored. The evolving potential of new infor-
mation, educational and communication technologies 
and digital tools requires a rethinking of the responsi-
bility for learning, which goes beyond educational 
institutions and covers all spaces - formal, non-formal 
and personal commitment to lifelong learning. 
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