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Role of Classroom Openness in Digital Literacy and Online Civic Engagement
Among Filipino High School Students

Abstract

To counter the negative consequences of social media, youth should be socialized in using the
media for altruistic ends such as civic engagement. Schools play a critical role in instilling civic
values, disposition, and skills among the youth. The current study examined the relationship of
classroom openness to online civic engagement with digital literacy as mediating variable. The
study was conducted among a national sample of 1,005 grades 9-10 students in the Philippines.
Classroom openness is a classroom environment where students are encouraged to discuss their
opinions on socio-political issues with teachers and classmates. Findings show that classroom
openness promotes both digital literacy and online civic engagement. Implications for the
development of classroom openness and online civic engagement were discussed.

Introduction and Objectives

Compared to more traditional forms of media such as print, radio and television, social and
other contemporary digital media offer a “degree of agency previously unexperienced, together
with the ease for an ‘audience’ to author, remix and remake popular culture themselves” (Cho et
al., 2020). This ability to create is at the core of the participatory nature of social media especially
in the context of civic engagement. The term civic engagement (CE) is defined as connecting with
other community members to undertake endeavors for the common good (Adler & Goggin,
2005).The increasing prominence of digital media is followed by a reported change in the preferred
citizenship practices among the youth, the primary users of these platforms. From more duty-
bound acts such as voting, young people are beginning to favor more expressive and agentic means
of engagement online (Bennett et al., 2010). This includes social media sites, which provide a
greater avenue for more participatory means of CE.

Online CE refers to civic actions that involve the use of digital media of some kind (Cho
et al., 2020). In social media such as Facebook, Instagram, YouTube and TikTok, possible political
activities generally range from consuming to producing content. This includes reading and sharing
articles about a specific issue, posting of videos and memes, joining groups of like minded
individuals, and uploading original content in one’s social media pages or channels (Martens &
Hobbs, 2015).

Studies acknowledged the key role of social media in staging successful civic
mobilizations (see Boulianne, 2020 for a review). Given that the youth are huge consumers of
social media (Schenning et al., 2020), the question of socializing them to use the media for
altruistic ends such as CE should be given attention. This is especially critical in order to counter
the negative consequences of social media use on youth well-being. Studies show that social
media use has resulted in depression and suicide among youth because of decreased face-to-face
interpersonal interactions, addiction-like behaviours, online bullying, social pressure due to
increased social comparisons (Anderson et al., 2017; Bell, 2014; Guernsey, 2014; Vidal et al.,
2020).



Schools have been an important site for the development of youth disposition and skills,
including those on CE. School is a key institution that helps enhance youth CE for the following
reasons. One, youth spend much of their formative years at school developing values that they
carry with them unto adulthood including those on CE (Zaff et al., 2008). Two, schools articulate
that part of their mandate is the development of the civic values of their students (Kahne &
Sporte, 2008). Specific school practices such as classroom openness facilitate CE development
among students (Campbell, 2008; Kawashima-Ginsberg, 2013; Lenzi et al., 2014; Lin et al.,
2016). Classroom openness features a classroom setting where students are encouraged to
express and discuss their opinions on social and political issues with teachers and classmates
holding views that may differ from them. The current study examines the relationship of
classroom openness to digital literacy and online CE. Digital literacy pertains to one’s capability
to search, evaluate, and compose comprehensible information on digital platforms (Bawden
2001; 2008).

The present study was conducted among a national sample of grades 9 - 10 students in
the Philippines around the period of the country’s presidential election in May 2022. The study
aims to contribute to the literature by examining the relationships among classroom openness,
digital literacy, and online CE, as existing studies have focused on constructs similar to
classroom openness and online CE (e.g., Lee et al., 2012), and digital literacy and online CE
(e.g., Moon & Bai, 2020) but not on the three mentioned elements. It is also significant because
the topic is less studied in the Philippines despite the prevalence of social media use among
Filipino youth. In a national survey conducted in 2020 among Filipino students aged 10-30 years,
86.8% surfed the internet for social media (PSA, 2020). The study aims to address the following
question: Is the relation between perceptions of classroom openness and online CE mediated by
digital literacy?

Perspectives
Classroom Openness and CE

Classroom openness features the elements of open classroom climate, discourse on social
concerns, and political conversations. Open classroom climate offers a classroom environment
where students are supported in expressing their opinions on issues and openly discuss these with
classmates with differing opinions (Campbell, 2008). Discourse on social concerns improves
students’ awareness of social issues, which encourages them to think of ways on how to solve
social problems (Kawashima-Ginsberg, 2013; Lenzi et al., 2014; Lin et al., 2016). Political
conversations entail the discussions of political topics, mostly pertaining to government
activities, at times with participants with opposing viewpoints (Richardson, 2003). Those who
engage in political conversations are usually more knowledgeable about government and public
affairs (Bennett et al., 2000). Studies show that perceptions of classroom openness lead to higher
levels of civic knowledge, commitment, and responsibility among adolescents even after
controlling for the students’ socio-economic backgrounds, school and classroom demographic
characteristics (Campbell, 2008; Kahne & Sporte, 2008; Lenzi et al., 2014; Lin, 2014; Torney-
Purta, 2002).

The increasing use of social media for CE has prompted examination on how classroom
practices translate to youth’s online CE. Research suggests that classroom practices conducive to
CE development, such as elements present in classroom openness, likewise lead to online CE



(Lee et al., 2012). The current study extends the literature by examining the role of digital
literacy in facilitating online CE amid a setting where classroom openness is practiced.

Digital Literacy and Online CE

The nexus between the agency to create and the possibility to spread information also led
to the proliferation of fake news online, without any “significant third-party filtering, fact-
checking, or editorial judgment” (Allcott & Gentzkow 2017, p.1). This is possibly one of the
problems that triggered the increased relevance of digital literacy, defined as “the ability to access,
manage, understand, integrate, communicate, evaluate and create information safely and
appropriately through digital technologies for employment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship”
(UNESCO 2018, p.6). Nascimbeni and Vosloo (2019) identified three components of digital
literacy: 1) understanding of what technologies are apt depending on purpose; 2) skills to use these
technologies; and 3) the ability to induce positive citizenship, avoid harm, and solve problems
using said technologies.

These components demonstrate that access to technology and knowledge to use online
platforms are important to build digital literacy. But it also highlights that these are not enough.
Digital literacy also involves the ability to navigate the online space safely and use it towards
positive social outcomes. One of its core competencies is the ability to analyze and discern the
veracity of information found online. Considering the influence that information has with political
conversation and action, it can be said that CE requires digital literacy (Cho et al., 2020) or that
digital literacy helps facilitate CE. This is attested for instance in a study conducted among about
2,500 middle and high school students in South Korea which showed that digital literacy
significantly predicted online CE among the students (Moon & Bai, 2020)

Current Study

The study is part of the larger research project “Letter to the Next President of the
Philippines” where a national sample of grades 9-10 high school students from diverse socio-
demographic backgrounds — i. e., urban or rural and public or private schools — were asked to
write a letter to the next president of the Philippines before the presidential election in May 2022.
Students’ social media use and CE were analyzed by the research apart from the letters.

Methods

Participants. The study gathered a total of 1005 responses (73.8% females) — 280
(63.6% females) from Grade 9 students and 725 (77.8% females) from Grade 10 students —
from 10 private (53%) and 9 public schools in urban and rural areas across Metro Manila, Luzon,
Visayas, and Mindanao in the Philippines.

Measures

Classroom openness. This variable was measured through a 15-item questionnaire that assessed
the extent of students’ political conversations with their teachers and classmates, discourse on
social concerns, and self-evaluation of school climate. The internal consistency reliability of the
15 items (Cronbach’s o) was 0.92.



Digital literacy. Students’ digital literacy was measured using a 12-item questionnaire that
assessed students’ technical skills, information usage, and communication on social media. The
internal consistency reliability of the 12 items (Cronbach’s o)) was 0.82.

Online CE. This variable was measured through a 9-item questionnaire that assessed student’s
online participation in posting/reposting about social issues, volunteering, and donating. The
internal consistency reliability of the 9 items (Cronbach’s o) was 0.75.

Data analysis. A mediation analysis through the PROCESS macro on SPSS (Hayes,
2022) was conducted to test whether the association between classroom openness and online CE
was mediated by digital literacy. Our hypotheses are as follows:

Ho: Digital literacy does not mediate the association between classroom openness and online CE.
H;i: Digital literacy mediates the association between classroom openness and online CE.

Results

Table 1 displays means and standard deviation of classroom openness, digital literacy,
and online CE, while Table 2 shows a correlation matrix between our study variables. Classroom
openness, digital literacy, and online CE are positively and moderately correlated.

Results of the mediation analysis indicate that higher classroom openness was associated
with higher digital literacy (p = 0.432, p = 0.000), and that higher digital literacy was associated
with higher online CE (f = 1.18, p = 0.000). These results support the mediational hypothesis.

The total effect of classroom openness on online CE is significant ( = 1.17, p = 0.000),
which means that two students who differ by one unit in classroom openness are estimated to
differ by 1.17 units in their reported online CE. The direct effect, however, remained significant
even while controlling for digital literacy (B = 0.66, p = 0.000), pointing to a partial mediation.
The student with higher classroom openness and is equally digitally literate is estimated to be
0.66 units higher in his/her/their reported online CE.

The indirect effect was also tested using bootstrap estimation implemented through
PROCESS macro Version 4.1 (Hayes, 2022). Results revealed a significant indirect effect of
classroom openness on online CE (B = 0.51, p <0.05) via digital literacy. Thus, two students that
differ by one unit on classroom openness are estimated to differ by 0.51 units on online CE as a
result of the effect of classroom openness on digital literacy, which in turn affects online CE.
Table 3 summarizes the mediation model coefficients for the study. In gist, the findings show
that classroom openness enhances both digital literacy and online CE.

Scholarly Significance

The current study is significant in countries like the Philippines where social media use
among adolescents does not generally translate to awareness of issues (Ibardeloza et al., 2022)
and consequently CE. Like those in other parts of the world, Filipino adolescents’ excessive



social media use without altruistic purpose negatively affects their well-being (Tus et al., 2021).
Providing adolescents with the wherewithal to utilize social media for community good can
counter the media's negative consequences.

As shown in the current study, schools play a critical role in realizing student’s online CE
through the promotion of a classroom atmosphere where students learn about and are encouraged
to discuss their opinions on socio-political issues with teachers and classmates, as encapsulated
in the notion of classroom openness. In this light, teachers should be provided with Professional
Development training on promoting classroom openness (Hess & Zola, 2012) to facilitate
students’ use of social media for CE. Students’ development of their CE brings them various
benefits, in addition to the positive outcomes brought forth to the communities by the civic
projects. Studies show that civically engaged youth are better emotionally, socially, and
academically adjusted as compared to those who are not (Celio et al., 2011; Martinez et al.,
2012; Schmidt et al., 2007), contrary to the widely documented negative impacts of social media.
Teachers should also promote classroom openness because it leads to digital literacy or the
purposeful use of technologies to address social problems, as mirrored in the current study’s
findings.
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Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations of Study Variables for the Sample (N=1005)

Study Variables M SD Min. Max.
Classroom Openness 4.14 0.61 1.07 -5.00
Digital Literacy 4.07 0.54 1.05-5.00
Online CE 4.79 243 0.00-9.00

Table 2. Correlation Matrix of Study Variables

Study Variables Classroom Openness Digital Literacy Online CE

Classroom Openness --
Digital Literacy 0.45%+* --

Online CE 0.30%** 0.36%** -
Note: *p <0.5, **p <0.01, *** p <0.001




Table 3. Mediation Model Coefficients of Study Variables

X
Classroom Openness

M
Digital Literacy

constant

M Y
Digital Literacy Online CE
Coeff. SE p Coeff. SE )%

a 043 0.03 0.00

iv 2.04 0.11 0.00

R?=10.20

F (1, 1003) = 255.16,
p = 0.00

¢ 0.66 0.13 0.00

b 1.18 0.14 0.00

iy 245 0.56 0.00

R’=0.15

F (2, 1002) = 89.25,
p =0.00
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