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Abstract

Background and Objectives: This study aimed to identify the status of the continuous bachelor's degree program
in Elementary Education at Farhangian University from the perspective of digital citizenship education.
Method: This study employed deductive qualitative content analysis and was conducted in 2025 (1403-1404 SH).
The research population consisted of the Elementary Education curriculum document of Farhangian University,
implemented uniformly across its campuses and centers nationwide. The document was analyzed using a researcher-
made checklist based on the theoretical foundations of the study. The checklist's content validity was confirmed by
two experts in curriculum planning and educational technology, and the instrument was revised according to their
recommendations. To enhance the credibility of the findings, analytical results were reviewed by the experts, and
the final analysis incorporated their feedback.

Findings: The findings indicated that the curriculum addresses digital literacy, digital rights and responsibilities, digital
access, and digital etiquette; however, attention to these components varies, with digital literacy receiving the greatest
emphasis. Digital communication, digital commerce, digital law, digital health and wellness, and digital security are
neglected. Furthermore, the critical approach to digital citizenship is not represented in the curriculum document.
Conclusion: Revising the Elementary Education curriculum at Farhangian University, with emphasis on balanced
coverage of digital citizenship components and approaches, could enhance student-teachers' competencies and
better prepare them to engage with the challenges of digital life in an informed, responsible, and critical manner.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: Over recent decades, the expansion of digital technologies and adolescents' growing internet
access have increased the time young people spend in digital environments. While the internet has expanded
access to information and enabled social connectivity, it has also given rise to problematic behaviors, including
internet addiction, exposure to obscene content, health risks, cyberbullying, and online fraud. Recent studies
show that technology addiction is a key contributor to cyberbullying among adolescents, and that excessive,
unregulated digital tool use is associated with psychological difficulties among students. At the same time,
other scholars regard technology as a liberating force capable of nurturing a more engaged generation and
fostering open, democratic spaces that strengthen civic participation and political education. Harnessing these
opportunities while mitigating associated risks is the aim of digital citizenship education.

The term "digital citizenship" was first introduced into the research literature by Ribble and colleagues, and
subsequent scholarship has proposed conceptualizations, ranging from appropriate and responsible technology use and
adult participation in internet-based society to responsible digital habits, respectful engagement through online
resources, and critical examination of the social, political, and economic implications of digital technologies. These
conceptualizations span a spectrum from techno-optimistic to techno-skeptic narratives. Optimistic narratives align
with instrumental and deterministic views of technology, treating digital tools as neutral means for individual
opportunity and social progress, whereas skeptical narratives challenge technology's presumed neutrality and highlight
how digital tools can reproduce social inequalities and generate new forms of digital harm. Building on this framework,
Estellés and Doyle identified four approaches to digital citizenship—yprotection, equipment, empowerment, and
resistance—each reflecting distinct assumptions about technology and each can be adopted within curricula.

In Parallel with these theoretical approaches, scholars have proposed classifications of digital citizenship elements.
Ribble identified nine components: digital access, commerce, communication, literacy, etiquette, law, rights and
responsibilities, health and wellness, and security. Other scholars (e.g., Choi; Kim & Choi) proposed alternative four-
category classifications encompassing either (a) ethics, media and information literacy, participation, and critical
resistance, or (b) personal identity, online activity, mastery of the digital environment, and ethics in digital settings.

Digital citizenship competencies do not develop merely through increased exposure to digital technologies;
they require instruction addressing the dimensions of digital citizenship, most effectively achieved through a
structured curriculum. Numerous studies emphasize the necessity of developing curricula for digital citizenship
or integrating it into existing ones, given the growing need for teachers who are proficient in using technology
and aware of its implications for student learning. Digital citizenship education matters not only for professional
competence but also for personal growth, equipping student-teachers to address challenges such as digital
bullying professionally, strengthening critical thinking, online collaboration, privacy awareness, and readiness
for future careers, while promoting digital respect and responsibility.

Farhangian University, as Iran's primary teacher-training institution, occupies a central position in both
general citizenship competencies and professional teaching qualifications. Given the absence of systematic
informal or extracurricular programs addressing digital citizenship at this university, examining the official
curriculum document is the most valid means of assessing attention to digital citizenship components. While
international research—including studies by Von Gillern et al., Basarmak et al., and Ortegren and Olofsson—
has examined digital citizenship curricula extensively, domestic research remains scarce, and no study has
specifically examined Farhangian University's curriculum from this perspective. This gap motivated the present
study, which addresses the question: To what extent, and in what manner, does the continuous bachelor's degree
program in Elementary Education at Farhangian University attend to digital citizenship components?

Method: This study employed deductive qualitative content analysis. The research population comprised the official
continuous bachelor's degree program in Elementary Education at Farhangian University, last revised in 2020,
spanning 366 pages across four chapters. Since the entire document constituted the population, the entire text served
as the unit of analysis. The instrument was a researcher-developed checklist synthesizing digital citizenship
components from Ribble and Bailey, Choi, Kim and Choi, and Hosseini et al., comprising nine components and 46
indicators. Content validity was established through review by two experts in curriculum planning and educational
technology, whose feedback informed instrument revisions. Individual sentences were selected as the unit of analysis
due to their semantic coherence and precision in mapping to checklist indicators. Coding proceeded deductively:
sentences with direct or implicit correspondence to checklist indicators were identified and coded by closest conceptual
match; sentences matching multiple indicators received multiple codes. A component was deemed represented if at
least one corresponding sentence was identified; otherwise, it was considered neglected. Coding frequencies indicated
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the degree of attention given to each component. To establish trustworthiness, preliminary coding results were
reviewed by the same experts, whose feedback was incorporated into the final analysis.

Findings: The analysis revealed that only four of the nine digital citizenship components—digital literacy, rights
and responsibilities, access, and etiquette—were represented in the curriculum, while communication,
commerce, law, health and wellness, and security were entirely absent. Digital literacy emerged as the most
frequent component (21 coded instances), focused on "using digital tools and software for learning," reflecting a
predominantly instrumental orientation toward technology as a neutral means for achieving educational
objectives, evident throughout the document, notably in "Application of Technology in Learning." Rights and
responsibilities was second most represented (11 instances), evident in "Social Studies Education,” though
attention to responsibilities within online environments specifically remained limited. Digital access and etiquette
were represented only marginally, each appearing once.

Examination of the four theoretical approaches indicated that the document was organized predominantly

around the equipment approach, emphasizing technical skills and functional competencies for effective
participation in digital environments. Elements of protection were present but secondary to equipment.
Empowerment appeared only at a general conceptual level, without systematic attention to active civic
participation, agency, digital identity, or fundamental civil and political rights. Most notably, the resistance or
critical approach—centered on interrogating power structures embedded in digital technologies and linking
technological consequences to broader socio-political structures—was entirely absent.
Discussion and Conclusion: These findings indicate that digital citizenship is neither systematically nor
evenly addressed in Farhangian University's Elementary Education curriculum, and that its representation is
dominated by an instrumentalist conception of technology, consistent with prior research by Hosseini et al.
and Basarmak et al. showing similar neglect in Iranian textbooks and traditional curricula. The complete
absence of digital communication, commerce, law, health, and security is concerning within Ribble and Park's
integrated framework, wherein these nine components function as an interdependent system whose
incompleteness undermines overall preparedness—particularly troubling given documented associations
between unregulated technology use and psychological harm, and rising cybersecurity threats.

The predominance of the equipment and protection approaches, interpreted through Feenberg's critical
constructivist theory, suggests the curriculum addresses only one side of technology's "ambivalence"—its potential for
control—while neglecting its emancipatory potential and the possibility of democratic redefinition through critical
civic engagement. Since equipment and protection are relatively shallow approaches emphasizing individual
awareness and skill development in isolation from broader social contexts, the curriculum'’s near-exclusive reliance on
them falls short of empowering student-teachers as critical, informed, and justice-oriented digital citizens.

The study concludes that revising this curriculum requires more than adding isolated topics; it demands a
fundamentally redesigned framework organizing digital citizenship competencies around all nine components
and balancing equipment, protection, empowerment, and resistance approaches. Such a redesign should integrate
digital citizenship into curriculum goals, content, instructional strategies, and assessment simultaneously, moving
from a skills-transmission model toward a competency-based approach cultivating ethical judgment, responsible
decision-making, informed participation, and critical engagement with digital life.

The study is limited by its exclusive focus on the curriculum document rather than the enacted curriculum,
the interpretive nature of qualitative content analysis, and its restriction to a single field at a single institution.
Future research should examine implementation and evaluation of digital citizenship curricula, the role of
informal education, student-teachers' lived experiences and readiness, and the reasons for persistent neglect of
digital security, health and wellness, and law in teacher-education programs.
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