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In the 21st century, English as a Foreign Language (EFL) literacy extends far beyond basic reading and writing skills. Rapid technological advancements, the proliferation of digital information, and global connectivity demand that learners develop critical, multimodal, and information literacies to navigate complex academic and real-world contexts effectively. Despite widespread recognition of these demands, traditional EFL instruction in many contexts, including Egypt, remains largely skill-based and exam-oriented, focusing on memorization and surface-level language proficiency. This paper examines the persistent gap between theoretical expectations and classroom practices, highlighting the limitations of conventional literacy models and the challenges posed by digital learning environments. Drawing on contemporary research and classroom evidence, the article proposes practical strategies to bridge this gap, including the critical integration of AI as a learning tool, practice-based teacher professional development, assessment reforms emphasizing thinking over memorization, and embedding higher-order cognitive tasks in everyday instruction. These approaches aim to transform EFL classrooms into dynamic spaces for critical engagement, multimodal communication, and digital survival, preparing learners for meaningful participation in the modern world.
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1. Introduction
In today’s digital and information-driven world, being literate in English extends far beyond the ability to read and write. The rapid expansion of technology, digital communication, and global connectivity has fundamentally transformed how language is used, accessed, and constructed (Gubler et al., 2019). Yet, despite these changes, English language teaching in many contexts continues to rely on traditional notions of literacy that prioritize basic reading and writing skills, often detached from the realities of how learners engage with language in their everyday lives (Masri & Meyer, 2023).
This mismatch highlights a deeper issue: the conventional definition of EFL literacy is no longer sufficient. Contemporary perspectives emphasize that literacy now involves more than decoding texts or producing grammatically correct sentences; it requires the ability to analyze, interpret, and critically engage with diverse forms of information across multiple modes (Ramirez¸2025). Learners are expected not only to understand language but to use it to navigate complex information environments, evaluate sources, and communicate meaning effectively in both digital and real-world contexts (Liu & Fan, 2024). In this sense, EFL literacy is no longer a set of isolated linguistic skills, but a dynamic, socially situated practice shaped by interaction, technology, and meaning-making.
The urgency of redefining EFL literacy lies in the demands of the modern world itself. Students today are surrounded by an overwhelming flow of information that requires critical awareness, not passive consumption. Without expanding the concept of literacy to include analytical, digital, and communicative competencies, language education risks preparing learners for a world that no longer exists (Kayyali, 2024). Therefore, rethinking EFL literacy is not an option, but a necessity for meaningful learning and effective participation in the 21st century.
2. The Limits of Traditional EFL Literacy in a Changing World
Despite the growing recognition of 21st century literacy demands, EFL teaching practices in many contexts, particularly in Egypt, remain largely grounded in traditional, skill-based approaches. Language is often taught as fragmented components rather than as a meaningful, integrated system, with a dominant focus on reading comprehension and writing as rule-based, grammar-driven activities (Alanazi & Curle, 2025). As a result, students may demonstrate surface-level understanding of texts or produce structurally correct sentences, yet struggle to use language effectively for authentic communication or deeper meaning-making (Attia & Algazo, 2025). This persistent reliance on conventional practices continues to limit students’ ability to meet expected academic standards and real-world language demands (Rojas & Chandras, 2025). 
Attempts to address this issue, such as the adoption of “balanced literacy,” have sought to bridge the gap between whole language and phonics-based instruction (Hansford et al., 2025). While this approach introduces a more flexible instructional model through teacher guidance, collaborative practice, and independent learning, it still operates largely within a traditional framework that prioritizes reading and writing as core outcomes rather than as tools for critical engagement and knowledge construction (Wang et al., 2025). Consequently, even with such reforms, the broader dimensions of literacy, such as critical thinking, information processing, and multimodal communication, remain insufficiently addressed in everyday classroom practices.
The limitations of this traditional model became more visible during the shift to online learning, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic. Both teachers and learners encountered significant challenges related to digital literacy, including difficulties in using technological tools, evaluating online information, and engaging in meaningful interaction in virtual environments (Mayhoob, 2020; Hossain, 2021). These challenges highlight a critical gap between what students are taught and what they are required to do in real learning contexts. In many cases, students were unable to independently interpret digital texts, conduct research, or communicate ideas effectively using multiple modes, revealing that basic literacy skills alone are no longer adequate (Fan & Zhang, 2024).
Empirical evidence further supports this concern. Studies in the Egyptian context indicate that students’ writing performance remains weak due to reliance on traditional teaching methods that emphasize memorization over idea development and critical engagement (Marey et al., 2022). Similarly, learners often lack essential critical literacy skills, as education systems continue to prioritize exam-oriented outcomes rather than analytical and evaluative thinking (Hussein, 2020). At the university level, student teachers themselves demonstrate limited awareness of critical thinking and report insufficient training opportunities to develop such skills, alongside constraints such as limited time, resources, and professional development (Zedan, 2017; Wahdan, 2020).
Findings from recent classroom-based investigations further illustrate the depth of the problem . Teachers report that students struggle to express their ideas in writing, require continuous support, and lack independence as learners (Pan & Wang, 2025). At the same time, many teachers acknowledge the need for professional development in areas such as teaching thinking skills, integrating multimodal content, and fostering information literacy (Lim et al., 2021). From the learners’ perspective, difficulties extend beyond language accuracy to include challenges in comprehension, interpreting meaning from context, and engaging critically with both printed and digital texts (Fan & Zhang, 2024). Moreover, while students show a preference for digital environments, they often lack the skills necessary to evaluate information, select appropriate resources, or conduct independent inquiry (Dang & Habók, 2026). These patterns clearly indicate that students are not being adequately prepared to navigate the complex literacy demands of the digital age.
Taken together, these findings reveal a fundamental mismatch between traditional EFL literacy instruction and the competencies required in the 21st century. The continued emphasis on isolated language skills, combined with the neglect of critical, digital, and multimodal dimensions of literacy, limits students’ ability to function effectively in academic and real-world contexts. This gap calls for a critical re-examination of how literacy is conceptualized and taught in EFL settings.
3. EFL Literacy Today: What Learners Actually Need
21st century EFL literacy can no longer be reduced to the ability to read printed texts or write grammatically correct sentences. While these skills remain essential, they represent only the foundation of a much broader and more complex competence (Hamidah et al., 2021). Today, being “literate” in English means being able to interpret, evaluate, and produce meaning across a wide range of contexts, formats, and platforms (Pratolo & Solikhati, 2020). This shift reflects what scholars describe as the move from traditional literacy to “multiliteracies,” where communication extends beyond print to include digital, visual, audio, and interactive forms (Nguyen & Habók, 2021).
At the core of this expanded view are two essential dimensions: information literacy and media literacy. Information literacy refers to the ability to locate, evaluate, and use information effectively rather than simply consuming it (Saranto & Hovenga, 2004). For example, an EFL learner today is expected not only to read an online article but also to question its credibility, compare it with other sources, and synthesize ideas into a meaningful response (Akayoglu et al., 2020). This process involves asking questions, selecting relevant information, and making informed judgments, skills that are central to learning in digital environments (Pertiwi, 2022). Without these abilities, students may read more, but understand less.
Equally important is media literacy, which involves understanding how meaning is constructed through different media and being able to critically engage with it. In practical terms, this means that students should not only watch a video or scroll through social media content but also analyze its message, recognize bias, and evaluate its purpose (Novianti et al., 2020). More importantly, they should be able to produce content themselves, whether through presentations, digital stories, or multimodal texts that combine images, sound, and language. As Hobbs (2005) argues, media literacy is not just about using media, but about analyzing and questioning it within its social and cultural contexts.
This leads to a third defining feature of 21st century EFL literacy: multimodality. Communication today rarely happens through text alone. Students interact with videos, infographics, podcasts, and social platforms where meaning is constructed through the integration of multiple modes (Bakhtiyarovich, 2025). For instance, understanding a YouTube video requires interpreting spoken language, visuals, tone, and sometimes even background music (Zhang, 2026). Similarly, creating a simple presentation now involves combining written text, images, and design elements to communicate effectively . These are not “extra” skills, they are central to how meaning is made in contemporary communication (Kazazoglu & Turun, 2025).
Ultimately, 21st century EFL literacy is about shifting learners from passive recipients of language to active meaning-makers. It requires them to question information, connect ideas across sources, and communicate effectively using diverse tools and modes (Li & Zhang, 2024). In this sense, literacy is no longer a static skill but a dynamic, evolving practice shaped by technology, communication, and the demands of the modern world.
4. Why This Shift is Urgent
The need to redefine EFL literacy is no longer theoretical, it is driven by the realities students face every day. Learners are now exposed to an overwhelming amount of information through social media, search engines, and digital platforms. However, access to information does not automatically translate into understanding (Bhar, 2026). In many classrooms, students can read texts fluently, yet struggle to interpret meaning, identify bias, or question the reliability of what they read. This creates a critical gap: students can read, but they cannot analyze or evaluate.
One of the most pressing challenges is the rise of misinformation and “fake news.” Students frequently encounter English content online, tweets, videos, blog posts, and articles, but often lack the skills to verify sources or distinguish between credible and misleading information (Utomo et al., 2024). For example, a student may read a well-written online article and assume it is accurate simply because it is linguistically clear (Hamdi, 2023). Without information and media literacy, language proficiency alone becomes insufficient, and learners remain vulnerable to manipulation rather than becoming critical users of information (Hobbs, 2005).
At the same time, learning itself has fundamentally shifted to digital environments. The COVID-19 pandemic made this especially visible, as students were suddenly required to learn, communicate, and collaborate online. In many cases, students struggled not because of language difficulty, but because they lacked the skills to navigate platforms, engage with multimodal content, or manage their own learning (Zhang, 2020). Research has shown that limited digital and information literacy hindered students’ ability to participate effectively in online learning, interact with peers, and complete tasks independently (Mayhoob, 2020; Hossain, 2021). This clearly demonstrates that traditional literacy skills alone are no longer enough for academic success.
Beyond education, the demands of the modern workforce further reinforce the urgency of this shift. Employers today are not looking for individuals who can simply read and write in English, but for those who can communicate ideas, think critically, solve problems, and work collaboratively in digital environments (Dias-Oliveira et al., 2024). Skills such as evaluating information, creating content, and adapting communication across contexts have become essential for both academic and professional success (Yüce¸2023). In this sense, EFL literacy is directly linked to students’ future opportunities, not just their classroom performance.
Ultimately, the urgency lies in a simple but critical reality: teaching students to read and write is no longer enough. If learners are not equipped to question information, interpret complex messages, and communicate meaning across different platforms, they will be prepared for a world that no longer exists. Redefining EFL literacy, therefore, is not an educational luxury, it is a necessity for survival and meaningful participation in today’s digital, information-rich society.
5. The Gap Between Theory and Practice
Although the shift toward 21st century EFL literacy is widely acknowledged in research and policy, classroom practices often tell a different story. In many educational contexts, including Egypt, there remains a clear gap between what is theoretically valued, critical thinking, digital literacy, and meaningful communication, and what is actually implemented in classrooms. This gap is not abstract; it is visible in curriculum design, teaching practices, and assessment systems.
At the curriculum level, EFL instruction continues to prioritize traditional literacy outcomes, particularly reading comprehension and writing accuracy. Language is frequently presented as isolated chunks, vocabulary lists, grammar rules, and short texts, rather than as a tool for meaning-making and communication. Even approaches such as balanced literacy, which aim to integrate different instructional methods, often remain focused on skill development rather than critical engagement with content (Huang, 2014; Jordan, 2017; HPISD, 2017). As a result, students may complete reading tasks or writing exercises successfully, yet still struggle to interpret ideas, connect information, or express their own perspectives in meaningful ways.
This gap becomes even more evident when examining teachers’ practices and professional readiness. While many educators are aware of the importance of 21st century skills, they often lack the training and support needed to implement them effectively. Empirical evidence shows that a significant number of teachers report difficulties in developing students’ thinking skills, integrating multimodal content, and fostering independent learning. For instance, survey findings indicate that 41% of teachers identified enhancing students’ thinking skills as a key area requiring professional development, while others emphasized the need for support in teaching writing and scaffolding weaker learners. Moreover, teachers themselves acknowledge challenges in applying concepts such as information literacy and collaborative learning in real classroom settings (Zedan, 2017; Wahdan, 2020).
Assessment practices further reinforce this disconnect. In many cases, evaluation still focuses on correct answers, memorization, and surface-level comprehension rather than analysis, interpretation, or creativity. Students are often trained to reproduce information rather than question it. This exam-oriented approach limits opportunities for learners to develop higher-order thinking skills and reduces literacy to measurable but narrow outcomes. As Hussein (2020) argues, such systems contribute to students’ limited critical literacy abilities, particularly in contexts where success is defined primarily by test performance.
Perhaps the most compelling evidence of this gap comes from classroom realities. Findings from pilot studies reveal that students struggle with fundamental aspects of literacy that go beyond basic reading and writing. For example, a large proportion of learners report difficulties in understanding meaning from context, fully comprehending texts, and expressing their ideas clearly in writing. Teachers similarly highlight that many students are unable to articulate their thoughts, despite years of language instruction. More importantly, students show limited ability to deal with digital content: they find it difficult to search for reliable information, evaluate sources, or conduct independent research. Even when students prefer digital environments, such as reading on tablets, they often lack the skills to engage with these environments critically and effectively.
In addition, learner autonomy remains a significant challenge. Evidence indicates that a high percentage of students depend on teachers or parents to complete reading and writing tasks, reflecting a system that does not sufficiently promote independent thinking or self-regulated learning. During online learning experiences, these issues became even more visible, as students faced difficulties navigating platforms, completing tasks, and engaging in meaningful interaction. These are not simply technical problems; they are indicators of deeper gaps in how literacy is conceptualized and taught.
Ultimately, the problem is not a lack of awareness, but a lack of alignment. While theory emphasizes critical, digital, and multimodal literacies, practice continues to prioritize traditional, test-driven skills. This mismatch leaves students caught between two worlds: one that demands complex, adaptive literacy skills, and another that prepares them for limited and outdated forms of language use. Bridging this gap is not optional, it is essential if EFL education is to remain relevant in today’s rapidly changing world.
6. The Way Forward
Addressing the gap between theory and practice in EFL literacy does not require radical or costly reforms as much as it requires rethinking everyday practices. The goal is not to replace existing systems entirely, but to gradually shift how language is taught, practiced, and assessed in ways that align with the realities of today’s world.
6.1 Integrating AI as a Learning Tool, Not a Shortcut
One of the most practical and scalable solutions is the purposeful integration of AI tools into EFL classrooms, not as a means of replacing student effort, but as a scaffold for deeper learning. AI can support students in generating ideas, receiving instant feedback, and exploring multiple ways of expressing meaning. However, its real value lies in how it is used pedagogically (Yuan & Liu, 2024).
For example, instead of asking students to write a paragraph and submit it for correction, teachers can ask students to generate a response using an AI tool, then critically evaluate it: Is the argument clear? What is missing? Is the information reliable? How can it be improved? This shifts the task from writing as production to writing as analysis and refinement (Alshumaimeri & Alshememry, 2023). In this way, students practice language, but more importantly, they develop critical literacy skills such as evaluation and revision.
This approach aligns with emerging perspectives that emphasize AI literacy as part of 21st century competencies, where learners are expected not only to use digital tools but to question and interact with them critically (Holmes et al., 2022).
6.2 Reframing Teacher Training Around Practice, Not Theory
A major barrier to change is not teacher resistance, but the nature of professional development itself. Many training programs focus on theoretical concepts, such as “critical thinking” or “21st century skills”, without demonstrating how these ideas translate into actual classroom practices.
A more effective approach is to adopt practice-based professional development, where teachers engage in small, actionable strategies that can be immediately implemented (Prasad, 2021). For instance, instead of training teachers on “teaching critical thinking,” they can be trained to redesign one existing lesson by adding a simple layer: asking students to compare two sources, justify their answers, or identify bias in a text (Zeng, 2023).
Equally important is the role of teacher reflection. Encouraging teachers to reflect on questions such as “Did my task require thinking or just recall?” or “Did students create meaning or just reproduce it?” can gradually shift instructional practices. Research shows that reflective teaching practices play a key role in improving instructional quality and aligning teaching with intended learning outcomes (Afshar & Doosti, 2022).
6.3 Shifting Assessment from Answers to Thinking
Assessment remains one of the strongest forces shaping classroom practices. As long as evaluation focuses on correct answers and memorization, teaching will continue to prioritize surface-level learning (Monib et al., 2020). Therefore, meaningful change requires rethinking not just what is taught, but how learning is assessed.
This does not necessarily mean eliminating exams, but rather complementing them with low-cost, performance-based tasks. For example, instead of a traditional comprehension test, students can be asked to:
· analyze two short texts and decide which is more reliable,
· create a short video explaining a concept,
· or write a response to a real-world issue using multiple sources.
These tasks do not require advanced technology or resources, yet they shift the focus from recalling information to using, evaluating, and communicating it. Such approaches are consistent with research advocating for authentic assessment practices that reflect real-world literacy demands (Wiggins, 2011).
6.4 Embedding Thinking into Everyday Classroom Tasks
One of the most effective, and often overlooked, solutions is that developing 21st century literacy does not require entirely new curricula, but rather small changes in task design (Song et al., 2024). The difference between a traditional and a modern literacy task often lies in the level of thinking it requires.
For instance, instead of asking students to answer comprehension questions after reading a text, teachers can ask:
· What is the author trying to convince you of?
· Do you agree? Why or why not?
· How would this message change if it were presented in a video?
Similarly, a writing task can move from “Write about your favorite place” to “Create a post (text & image) promoting a place to tourists and justify your choices.” These small shifts transform passive tasks into opportunities for analysis, creativity, and communication without adding extra cost or complexity (Afshar & Doosti, 2022). Such approaches reflect the broader shift toward integrating higher-order thinking into language learning, where literacy is seen as an active, meaning-making process rather than a set of discrete skills (Darwin et al., 2023).
Ultimately, the way forward is not about adding more content, but about changing the purpose of learning. When AI is used critically, teachers are supported through practical training and reflection, and assessment values thinking over memorization, EFL literacy can evolve to meet the demands of the 21st century (Alshumaimeri & Alshememry, 2023). What is needed is not a complete reform, but a series of intentional, realistic shifts that transform classrooms from spaces of language practice into spaces of meaning-making.
7. Conclusion
The rapid evolution of communication, technology, and information in the 21st century has fundamentally transformed what it means to be literate in English. Traditional approaches to EFL instruction, which prioritize reading accuracy, writing mechanics, and exam performance, are increasingly inadequate in preparing learners for the complexities of digital, academic, and professional environments. This study highlights a persistent gap between the theoretical frameworks advocating for critical, multimodal, and digital literacy and the realities of classroom practices that remain largely skill-based and rote-oriented.
Bridging this gap requires intentional, scalable, and context-sensitive interventions. Integrating AI tools as pedagogical scaffolds, providing practice-focused professional development for teachers, shifting assessment toward critical thinking and multimodal tasks, and embedding higher-order cognitive engagement into daily classroom activities can collectively transform the EFL learning experience. These strategies empower learners to become active meaning-makers rather than passive recipients of information, equipping them with essential skills for navigating digital spaces, evaluating information critically, and communicating effectively across diverse contexts.
Ultimately, redefining EFL literacy is not merely an academic aspiration but a practical necessity. By implementing targeted, realistic reforms, educators can ensure that learners are prepared not only to meet academic standards but also to thrive in the information-rich, interconnected, and digitally mediated world of the 21st century.
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