
Adult Educators’ beliefs about their ICT competencies and their professional use of 

ICTs. DigCompEdu and StepUp2ICT as frameworks for professional development. 

Yashtee Gowreea 

Vrije Universiteit Brussel & Institute of Knowledge Management (Belgium) 

Yashtee.Gowreea@vub.be 

Koen DePryck 

Vrije Universiteit Brussel (Belgium), Institute of Knowledge Management (Belgium) &  

International Institute of Education for Development (Suriname) 

koen.depryck@localglobal.institute 

Abstract: The use of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) has become an integral 

part of our society and a basic competency for learners and thus also for educators. This paper 

presents findings on adult educators’ use of ICT in different aspects of teaching and training and 

reports on their perception of their ICT competencies. A questionnaire based on the EU 

DigCompEdu framework for digital competence of educators (looking at ICT in educators’ 

professional competencies, in their pedagogic competencies and in their effect on learners’ ICT 

competencies) and on the questionnaire developed by the EU-funded consortium StepUp2ICT for 

adult educators looking at the use of ICT in different phases of their work (planning and coordination 

of teaching, assessing learners needs, training design, developing content, training delivery and the 

evaluation of training) was used to collect data from in-service teachers at a Center for Adult 

Education in Flanders (Belgium). Qualitative results from this survey indicate that adult educators 

are making use of ICT in different aspects of their professional activities but remain mostly within 

their comfort zone and only marginally explore new ICT tools and competencies. A more (pro)active 

professional development is called for.  
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Introduction 

This study focuses on Flanders, the northern part of Belgium, the region whose official language is Dutch. The Flemish 

community promotes lifelong learning (LLL) to encourage its citizens to qualify their ICT and other competencies 

based on the European Qualification Framework (EQF). The purpose of the EQF for LLL “is to improve the 

transparency, comparability, and portability of people’s qualification” thus, aiming “at better linking formal, non-

formal and informal learning and supporting the validation of learning outcomes acquired in different settings” 

(European Union, 2017) in terms of knowledge, skills, and competencies that are comparable at European level, thus 

facilitating mobility of EU citizens.  

To respond to the needs of society, governments worldwide are working on improving the quality of Adult 

Education. The professional development of adult educators (AEs) includes “competencies to direct or support 

teaching and learning” and emphasizes the use of ICT to innovate teaching and learning (Albion & Tondeur, 2018). 

The term 'competence' is defined as “more than only knowledge or only skills. Both elements are included in 

competencies as well as attitudes” (OESO as cited in AQAET, 2014, p. 39). A competence is the “ability to use 

knowledge, skills and personal, social and/or methodological abilities, in work or study situations and in professional 

and personal development” (European Union, 2017, p. 14).  

While different types of organizations in Flanders are government certified to offer formal qualifications to 

adults (Verlinden, 2019), the focus in this study is on AEs working in centres for adult education (CVO), responsible 

for formal adult education, especially looking at the ICT competencies that AEs should have or develop to be able to 

use ICT effectively, efficiently and purposefully in their teaching practices. This research may contribute to equipping 

AEs with the necessary tools to develop and improve their teaching performance.  

Problem statement and research question 

“Who dares to teach must never cease to learn” (Dana, 1912). “Just being good at something doesn’t qualify you to 

teach it” (Spalding, 2014, p. 19). The good practice described in ample literature advises educators in adult education, 

to develop a LLL habit themselves. With the rapid growth and evolution of ICT, educators are encouraged to develop 
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ICT competencies and to teach using appropriate ICT tools (Graham, Borup, & Smith; Hew & Brush as cited in 

Scherer, Tondeur & Siddiq, 2017, p. 2).  

Educators as primary stakeholders in education are confronted directly with the realities of the classroom and 

the changes in the digital society. Previous research has shown relatively low levels of ICT adoption in terms of tools 

among adults (Chigona, Belle, Moore, Paddock, & Pitout, 2014). Changes with regard to ICT and the adaptation to 

these changes are in itself a process involving all stakeholders of education (Peters as cited in Albion & Tondeur, 

2018, p. 2).  

Especially in secondary education, teachers often doubt their own ICT competencies compared to those of 

their learners which contributes to holding back on using ICTs in the classroom. In adult education, educators and 

learners may belong to the same age group and may face similar issues related to the use of ICTs. Yet for a variety of 

reasons, adult educators also appear to be limiting the use of ICT in their professional context. This leads to the 

following research question: How do adult educators evaluate their ICT competencies and their ICT training needs in 

light of the Digital Competence Framework for Educators (DigCompEdu) and the StepUp2ICT set of professional 

ICT competencies for Adult Educators?  

ICT competences of Adult Educators 

The use of ICT has been spread in both our personal and professional life by choice or ‘by force’ with no limit on the 

indulgence depending on the digital competencies (Lubin, 2016). It relies on the educator to experience with ICT, as 

‘digital skills’ are not limited to only technological devices but also to “access and manage information and solve 

problems” (OECD, 2015, p. 1).  

To uphold the promises of technology, educators must not only be active agents of ICT by simply 

“implementing technological innovations in the field of education but in designing them too” (OECD, 2016, p. 3). 

Along with the basic ICT competencies, the use of ICT should be viewed as a medium to be educationally responsible 

throughout the whole teaching process (Rizza, 2011). For AEs to include ICT in their teaching, they should themselves 

be familiar with it and experience a need to use it. Mastering the ICT competencies and using them in class delivery 

in front of learners who might be more technologically sophisticated does require self-confidence of the educators 

(Willis, Lynch, Fradale, & Yeigh, 2019).  

There are numerous existing online platforms providing online courses for adult educators “on both designing 

pedagogy that requires ICTs as well as interacting with ICTs as fundamental for pedagogic delivery” (Remtulla, 2010, 

p. 308). According to Clarks (as cited in Lubin, 2016, p. 6), those tools would serve as a means to achieve the aims 

and to do so, it depends on the educators’ attributes to use instructional design to impact the learning process and not 

simply use these tools to deliver the lessons.  

StepUp2ICT project – E-learning for the professional development of using ICTs by Adult Educators 

“The ‘Stepping Up to Technology in Adult Education towards Awareness, Assessment and Access’ [AAA-

StepUp2ICT] is an ERASMUS+ project focusing on building the ICT capacity of adult educators in their specific 

occupational context” (De Angelis, 2018, p.1). The project aims are: “1) enabling adult educators to use web 2.0 

applications and tools in their own occupational contexts, 2) providing training material to implement IT in the adult 

education processes; 3) developing European Communities of Practice in the adult education sector” (E+ StepUp2ICT, 

n.d., para. 3). E-learning, which is considered a new form of education and learning path in the 21st century (Watson, 

Gemin, & Ryan as cited in Pacific Policy Research Center, 2010, p. 10) would provide flexibility in terms of 

“geographical location, time choice, improving or changing qualifications and competencies” (Krivickienė & 

Gedvilienė, 2014, p. 2). The StepUp2ICT project aims at developing open educational resources, regrouped on the 

Moodle platform, with activities focusing “on the usefulness of online tools for adult educators” (De Angelis, 2019, 

p. 1). The online platform presents activities and suggestions for tools that AEs can use to enhance their competencies 

in using ICT based on six areas within adult education: planning and coordinating of training, assessing learning needs, 

developing training content, training development, training delivery and evaluating training.  

DigCompEdu Framework 

In 2017, the European Framework for the Digital Competence of Educators (DigCompEdu) was introduced for 

educators of all levels of education to assess their own digital competence using the self-assessment (2019) tool which 

is available online (Redecker, 2017). The DigCompEdu Framework consists of 22 elementary competencies organized 

in six areas of the digital competencies taking into consideration three aspects of educators’ professional activities: 

educators’ professional competences, educators’ pedagogical competences and learners’ competencies (Figure 2). 

“The focus of the framework is to support and encourage teachers in using digital tools to enhance and innovate 

education” (EUSurvey, n.d.) and training while responding to “Europe’s need to define digital competence” 

(Kullaslahti, Ruhalahti, & Brauer, 2019, p. 177). 



 

 
Figure 2. The DigCompEdu Framework (Redecker, 2017, p. 19) 

Research  

This study is based on the use of ICT by AEs from Flanders, Belgium based on DigCompEdu and the StepUp2ICT 

frameworks. A survey questionnaire, using Google forms, was administered targeting educators in Centres for Adult 

Education (CVO) in Flanders from the population through the convenience method over a period of four weeks. The 

survey polled 33 adult educators working for a CVO in Flanders. 

The purpose of this research is to collect qualitative information from AEs on their current practice of the 

use of ICT in a professional environment. The analysis focusses on the benefits and challenges experienced by adult 

educators while using ICT, the competencies required to be effective in using ICT and on how AEs are making use of 

ICT during their teaching process.  

In responding to the question, ‘How do adult educators evaluate their ICT competencies and training needs 

in light of the Digital Competence Framework for Educators (DigCompEdu) along with StepUp2ICT project?’, the 

findings of the survey indicate that all participants have a professional qualification in teaching but not specific to 

teaching adults and 60.6% were involved in additional forms of training, commonly in informal learning, self-taught, 

to improve their ICT competencies. During the last two years, 57.6% of the participants have attended seminar/courses 

in the field of ICT. Online professional development courses are the least popular option with 21.2% opting for ‘never’. 

Overall, and consistent with the literature, there is hesitation and resistance on behalf of educators in using online 

resources (Willis et al., 2019). 

Table 1 provides an overview of the findings from a survey looking at competencies in each of the 6 domains 

included in the DigCompEdu framework. AEs were asked to rate their adoption of ICTs using 5-point Likert scale: 

(1) Never, (2) Rarely, (3) Occasionally, (4) Often, (5) Almost always. ‘Almost always’ and ‘Often’ were grouped as 

'Frequently'* to report on the AEs’ self-evaluation of competencies and frequent use of ICT. The percentage of 

respondents who responded ‘never’ is also highlighted in the analysis. The difference in percentage between the 

‘Frequently’ and the ‘Never used’ refers to the respondents who mentioned that they ‘rarely’ or ‘occasionally’ 

used/adopt the competencies.  

 

Table 1. Analysis of findings based the 6 domains in the DigCompEdu Framework 

DigCompEdu Framework 

Aspects Domains Findings 

Professional 

Competences 

Professional 

Engagement 
• Adopted by all respondents but frequently by 68.6%. 

• Online communication with learners/colleagues is common practice for all 

• ICT Skills are often improved through self-reflection (50%)  

• Less than 40% are often inspired by online suggestions about the use of ICT  

• Around 45% share knowledge with other adult educators in a collaborative 

online space 



• Around 24.3% frequently follow an online professional development courses, 

while 21.2% never do so 

Pedagogic 

Competences 

   

Digital 

Resources 
• Being frequently adopted by 63.7% of the respondents. 

• Around 40% often select suitable ICT resources and plan their use depending 

on the profile of the learner, while 9% never do so. 

• 63.6% create new learning materials using ICT, while 6% never do so. 

• 60.6% often download existing learning materials and modify those according 

to the learning objective, while 6.1% never do so. 

• Around 50% use online platforms to share content with learners (taking into 

consideration privacy and copyright rules), while 12% never do so. 

Teaching 

and 

Learning 

• Being adopted frequently by 51.7% and not adopted at all by 3% 

• Around 42.4% often adopt teaching strategies using ICT according to learners’ 

profile needs and interest, while 6.1% never do so 

• 39.4% provide additional support/guidance to learners using tools for 

communication, while 6.1% never do so. 

• 27.3% integrate online space for collaborative tasks to enable learners to use 

ICT to communicate and collaborate in group work, while 18.2% never do so. 

•  Around 20% often use ICT to support learners’ self-regulating skills in terms of 

planning and monitoring their own learning journey, while 18% never do so. 

Digital 

Assessment 
• Being adopted frequently by 40% and not adopted at all by 9% 

• Around 30% often use ICT to innovate assessment, while 12% never do so 

• 36.4% often use ICT to monitor learners, while 18.2% never do so. 

• 27.3% often use ICT to provide summative and formative feedback, while 3% 

never do so.  

Empowering 

Learners 
• Being adopted frequently by 40% and not adopted at all by 9% 

• Around 36.3% consider learners' ICT competencies and access to 

resources/devices when creating digital assignments, while18.2% never do so. 

• 24.2% offer a variety of ICT activities to cater to learners' diverse learning 

needs, while 9.1% never do so. 

• 45.5% actively engage learners in teaching using ICTs, while 12.1% do not do 

so at all.   

Learners 

Competences 

Facilitating 

Learner's 

digital 

competence 

• Being adopted frequently by 37.5% and not adopted at all by 12% 

• Around 27.3% frequently incorporate learning activities that develop learners 

critical thinking skills in terms of credibility and reliability of online 

information and sources, while 6.1% never do so. 

• 18.2% incorporate learning activities which required learners to communicate 

and collaborate with each other using ICT, while 21.2% never do so. 

• 24.3% incorporate learning activities which require learners to create/modify 

digital content, while 33.3% never do so. 

• 21.1% often include internet safely rules in teaching, while 33.3% never do so. 

 

Table 2 provides an overview of the findings on AEs’ use of the ICT and training needs in the phases of teaching 

process as defined in StepUp2ICT project 

Table 2. Analysis of findings based on the StepUp2ICT framework 

StepUp2ICT 

Use of ICT in the following 

domains of their professional 

practice Findings 

% indicating a 

need for training 

in this domain 

Planning / Coordination frequently by 51.5% and not used at all by 9% 27.3% 

Needs Assessment frequently by 21.2% and not used at all by 18.2% 48.5% 



Designing Training Content frequently by 57.6% and not used at all by 6.1% 42.4% 

Development of Training Material used by everyone, used frequently by 78.8% 45.5% 

Delivery of Courses frequently by 66.7% and not used at all by 3% 30.3% 

Evaluation of Training Results frequently by 42.5% and not used at all by 6.1% 57.6% 

 

The most relevant findings in light of the DigCompEdu Framework and the StepUp2ICT project are as follows. 

Attending online professional development courses is the least popular practice among AEs. It is also 

observed that around half of the participants do not teach online or blended courses (this may or may not depend on 

their own preference) while around 40-50% of AEs manage an online learning environment to share content with 

learners. This is often mandated by the policy adopted by the CVO. They also typically collaborate in online space 

with other adult educators. Thus, it can be assumed that one out of two AEs makes use of online resources when those 

are readily available. AEs download existing learning materials and modify them according to the learning objective 

to create new learning materials using ICT digital presentation, lecture notes, and videos.   

The profile of learners is neglected during the selection of ICT resources and adapting their use according to 

the ICT competencies of the learner. According to the survey, needs assessment is not a common practice as content 

of the training is often designed before the start of the training and does not depend on the profile of the learners but 

is mandated by the curriculum imposed by the government. Also, centres can advise prospective learners on the 

suitability of a course or program, but can not bar learners from registering as long as they fulfil the formal criteria for 

registration. As a result, AEs hardly take into consideration the learners’ ICT competencies and access to 

resources/devices when creating digital assignments nor do they offer a variety of ICT activities to cater to the learners’ 

diverse learning needs.  

The use of ICT to innovate assessment is not a common practice among AEs. As such, only around one-

quarter of the participating educators provide formative and/or summative feedback using ICT. This could explain the 

57.6% AEs showing interest in having further training in the use of ICTs in the evaluation of training. 

Recommendations 

Previous studies have shown the importance of LLL, the development of ICT competencies, and the use of appropriate 

ICT tools for teaching. So it makes sense to develop AEs digital/technological competencies to allow them to make 

more and better use of ICT in the teaching process and to overcome challenges and issues linked to that use of ICT.  

The analysis and findings of the survey revealed that AEs in Flanders overall have a decent level of ICT 

competencies and integrate ICT in their teaching practices. While AEs are sometimes very competent in some of the 

areas in which they can use ICTs in a professional context, there are also areas wherein they need to scale up and 

develop. Stakeholders are the AEs themselves, the organization to which they belong as well as the teacher trainer 

institutes.  

The relative lack of dedicated training for AEs may be a factor to consider as well. Findings from the survey 

also showed a lack of awareness and a low self-assessment on andragogical competencies.  Existing professional 

training can be adapted to include adult education. Alternatively, a new professional training can be created for adult 

education, not limited to but certainly including ICT in the context of adult education. 

The underlying concepts of DigCompEdu framework and StepUp2ICT project have been informative to this 

study, in helping to identify the competencies which AEs lack or are not even aware of. Thus, creating awareness for 

AEs to make use of platforms like StepUp2ICT project and DigCompEdu framework to scale-up and develop their 

ICT competencies is certainly recommended.  

Conclusion 

ICT has become an integral part of the teaching process and a basic competence for AEs. Technology can be viewed 

as a means to “amplify great teaching, but great technology cannot replace poor teaching” (OECD, 2015, p. 3). AEs 

are expected to be versatile and competent in different domains as described in the StepUp2ICT project in light of the 

needs of a continually developing and increasingly digital society. 

In this study, the ICT competencies of AEs were evaluated according to the six domains and 22 sub domains 

from the DigCompEdu framework. Some activities are well embedded within the teaching practices while others are 

given less importance or are somewhat neglected due to AEs’ lack of generic and specific competencies and resources 

As key players within adult education, AEs should apply the concept of LLL related to the use of ICTs to 

themselves and support and guidance should be provided to AEs to help and encourage them to develop their ICT 

competencies. Initiatives like DigCompEdu framework and StepUp2ICT project are likely to contribute to the 

improvement of ICT competencies of AEs. 
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