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Abstract 

A lot has been written about the digital native since the coining of the term about ten 
years ago. A lot of what has been originally written by the digital native has been taken as 
common sense and has been repeated many times in many educational contexts, but 
until recently the true nature of the digital native has not been explored. Because the 
myth of the digital native is still alive and well, this article aims to examine the findings 
that have come out of recent research with regard to digital natives and their true nature, 
as well as turn a critical gaze onto the assumptions, taken as common sense knowledge, 
of what the characteristics of digital natives are. 
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Introduction 

This year marks ten years from the first introduction to the term “Digital Natives,” coined originally by Marc 
Prensky in two seminal articles that established the traits of the digital native (2001a, 2001b).  Prensky is 
by no means the first person to try and identity a new, distinct, generation of humans, and digital natives 
isn‟t the only term proposed to describe them.  Other common terms come from Oblinger & Oblinger 
(2005) and Tapscott (1997) who use the term net-generation, and Strauss & Howe (2000) use the term 
Millennials to describe this same generation of students. The dates do vary from author to author, but not 
by much; and the characteristics attributed to this new generation blend easily from author to author 
because a lot of the characteristics are predicated on access and utilization of technology and the 
Internet. This naming fetish didn‟t stop at these three terms, and these terms are used interchangeably in 
every day discussions, but for the purposes of this article, this article will use the term “digital native.” 

The emergence of the classification of this new generation lead to many articles, blog posts, columns, 
books and videos on educating this generation and taping into these learners‟ new learning styles (Dede, 
2005). Popular viral videos were produced showing statistics of new technology usage (Socialnomics, 
2009) and emotional pleas from self-professed young digital natives that would like to see change in the 
institutions that educate them and cater to their unique digital needs and learning styles (VALATV, 2010; 
Nesbitt, 2007) What‟s amazing about this term, and all that it implies, is the amazing speed with which it 
took hold in circles broader than the educational circle, and how it became part of our “common sense” 
without having been tested much in every day practice. The digital native became a rallying cry for 
change in education, (expensive) technological infusion at all levels of education, and broad-changes in 
institutions that are providing learning opportunities and environments to these digital natives. This article 
aims to critically examine the underlying digital native theory, review recent studies inquiring about the 
existence of digital natives, and to examine the effects that this “movement” has had on the learning 
professions. 

Who Are These “Digital Natives”? - A Critical View 

When examining the key characteristics of digital natives I start by examining the works of Prensky 
(2001a, 2001b, 2003, 2006a, 2006b, 2010) for two reasons. He is the author most often quoted or 
referred to when discussing the characteristics and preferences of this generation in both peer reviewed 
and non-peer reviewed articles; especially in the “early literature” on digital natives between 2001 and 
2006. He is also the person who coined the term “digital native” in his early writings.  Other authors, such 
as Dede (2005), Oblinger (2005), Oblinger & Oblinger (2005), Howe & Strauss (2000), Tapscott (1999) 
and Frand (2000) also get referenced, although not with the same frequency as Prensky‟s writings. Thus 
it makes sense to examine Presky‟s arguments and positions first. 
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Prensky’s Digital Native Canon 

In his first article on digital natives (2001a) Prensky writes about a singularity, an event that fundamentally 
changed things, our students in fact, so that the current educational system is ill prepared for this new 
generation of learner. Prensky supports his argument by providing some facts and figures, such as 
students spending fewer than 5,000 hours of their lives reading (assuming that reading refers to books 
only), but over 10,000 playing video games, 20,000 watching television, and he goes on to give us more 
similar statistics about Instant messages (IMs) sent, talking on (digital) cellphones and sending email. It is 
clear that in Prensky‟s writings, as well as other digital native author‟s writings, that they expect that these 
statistics hold true across the board, regardless of your socioeconomic background and your country of 
origin. What‟s clear is that the context isn‟t really considered. Who is spending all this time playing video 
games?  Prensky owns a video game company so it may be that what he sees every day is what he 
thinks of the norm, but that doesn‟t mean that this norm is universal reality. 

Other overgeneralizations put forth by authors like Prensky, is that the digital natives prefer images over 
text, they prefer games over ”serious work,” they function best when networked, digital natives can‟t pay 
attention (or they choose not to!), and finally digital natives have skills, with digital technologies, that 
they‟ve perfected. There are a number of issues with these overgeneralizations.  First, and foremost, 
what is the context? What is the Socioeconomic Status (SES) of these digital natives that have access to 
the technology that they‟ve become skilled masters of? Do those general skills transfer over to the 
academic side? Could I seamlessly take my skill of posting facebook updates and apply this to an 
academic context without the help of a more experienced “digital immigrant”? Can Prensky‟s digital 
immigrants just pay attention even when they are bored? Of course not! Digital immigrants doodled, 
dozed off and day dreamt when they were bored, digital natives do the same. Being able to focus on a 
task has nothing to do with exposure to technology. Finally, I would say, that most people prefer to do fun 
things rather than something that they perceive of as work. 

These figures and overgeneralizations have oft been repeated by followers of the digital native message, 
without much self-reflection or critique. They are taken as-is, as common sense, and as universal. Early 
on, when  some suggested that the context does matter and that these are assumptions aren‟t universal 
(VanSlyke, 2003), Presky‟s (2003) rebutal, which included a lot of technological buzz words and no hint of 
pedagogy, said that these online services are a few of the things that kids are using online these days 
and he expects that his observations hold true in the US, Japan, Korean and much of the rest of the 
world. Prensky doesn‟t provide facts or empirical evidence, just suppositions. When Prensky writes about 
his preferred method of teaching (2001a) he writes that he prefers to invent video games, but he never 
considers that this may not be the most appropriate method of instruction, and that it might not be the 
learner’s preferred method for instruction. Thus in the same article he talks about the needs of the 
learner, while at the same time ignoring the needs of learners by imposing his own preferred method of 
teaching. 

Prensky‟s technological determinism culminates in a biological determinism in part 2 of his introduction to 
the concept of the digital native (2001b). Prensky argues that the brain‟s neuroplasticity makes it so that 
the brain adapts to the environment that it is in, so  in a technology-infused environment the brain will 
adapt to better use the tools that are available in that environment. While this may be true, there are two 
things that Prensky does not take into account. The first is that as human beings our brain is continuously 
rewiring itself throughout our lives.  We don‟t fossilize at a specific state of our lives, but we learn to use 
the tools that are available to us, thus digital natives should also exploit that physical ability to learn to 
function in environments that don‟t necessarily have the tools that they are used to.  The second thing 
that Prensky never questions, in either article,  is the need to impose radical change on our educational 
system.  This, taken together with the, unknown at the time, numbers of technology use within the digital 
native population, means that we weren‟t really talking about pedagogy, and what‟s really good for the 
learners, but rather, perhaps, change for change‟s sake, or the technological equivalent of “throwing 
money at the educational problem.” 

Addenda and Extensions to the Canon 

Other digital native evangelist authors have their own two cents to add into the mix of characteristics that 
defines this group of supposedly tech-savvy students. Oblinger (2005) for instance portrays a vision of 
technological utopia, something that supposedly exists today, where students are proactively using their 
iPods to learn, snap photos everywhere they go and use these tools for impromptu study meet-ups. 
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Students don‟t wait for the professor to answer their question but they Google it for themselves and find 
the answer; however this isn‟t always the truth. The fact that one can mechanically go through the 
motions of searching for someone on Google doesn‟t mean that they possess the critical literacy and 
information literacy required to determine which results are quality search results. Even if they knew 
which results were quality results it does not imply that these students can then process what those 
results mean and to learn the answer to a question that they had; this is something that Oblinger glosses 
over.  

One of Frand‟s (2000) contributions to what makes a digital native a digital native is what he terms 
“Nintendo over logic,” which claims that this generation doesn‟t read manuals and prefers a trial and error 
approach, as one might find in a video game. Prensky (2001a) and others also hit upon this note as an 
innovation of digital natives, and an “accent” (or hinderance) that digital immigrants have because they 
rely on manuals. This notion of trial and error über alles as a innovation of digital natives, and the non-
reliance on manuals is false on two grounds.  First, experiential learning, another name for learning by 
trial and error, goes back at least to the early 1900s with the work of Piaget. Presky‟s later proposals 
(2006a, 2006b; 2010) for using peer groups, allowing students to pursue their passions, and essentially 
going from a sage on the stage to a guide on the side aren‟t new, but they go back to Piaget (Singer & 
Revenson, 1996), Vygotsky (1978) and even Socrates (Karasmanis, 2002), just to name a few. If Piaget, 
Vygotsky and Socrates thought of these notions, this means that these traits aren‟t inherent to a 
population who grew up in a digital age, but rather these are traits inherent in humans as a whole, and 
everything else is just a tool that we can utilize. 

Another trait that is ascribed to digital natives is that they are multitaskers, moreover they are efficient at 
it, and it is technology that encourages this multitasking. Dede (2005) gives us an example of his 
daughter doing her homework while at the same time listening to music, emailing and IMing friends and 
surfing the net. Dede isn't the only one who provides us with anecdotes like this one, and as a matter of 
fact there are many anecdotes like this in both peer-reviewed and non-peer reviewed publications, it‟s 
part of what passes as “common sense.” The problem is that this type of multitasking wasn‟t taken to 
task.  Are these tasks performed at the same time, or are they done serially, in smaller distinct segments? 
Has the efficiency of multitasking been proven? And how much brainpower are we giving to each 
individual task?  Is the music something we pay attention to or is it the equivalent of white noise? Does 
the multitasker pay the same attention to each individual IM window or does he let some of them 
acquiesce?   

Finally, tying in with multitasking, and “Nintendo over Logic”, we have a depiction of how digital natives 
learn. According to Tapscott (1999) digital natives are non-sequential with their use of information, going 
back and forth between programs and sources and their learning style is an outgrowth of these ingrained 
habits of seeking and retrieving information from the Internet. This marks a striking contrast to previous 
generation of students, who tend to acquire info more passively from authority figures (Tapscott as 
quoted in Barnes, Marateo & Ferris, 2007). Perhaps one of the bigger claims made is that this generation 
(i.e. digital natives) exists across the world and across socio-economic conditions, not just in advanced 
economies (Tapscott as cited in Jones & Healing, 2010). 

Just as with the number of email messages sent and read, the number of hours spent on watching TV 
and playing video games that Prensky (2001a) gives us, the importance is not in the metrics themselves, 
but rather the details of who provided this information, in what context, and what these numbers mean in 
the broader context. Knowing that one can multitask isn‟t new information, we‟ve always been able to 
walk and chew gum at the same time, to borrow from the old saying, but how much attention are we 
paying to each task and why.  The devil is in the details and unfortunately the early literature on digital 
natives that built upon the work of Presky, Oblinger, Tapscott, Dede and Frand lacked that fine attention 
to detail; they seemed to rework the same old assumptions, and fit their data within the Weltsaschauung 
of the digital native proponents. 

Straight from the Digital Natives 

Some information about digital natives comes from digital natives themselves, not just from members of 
others generations trying to describe digital natives. Two prime examples, from written sources, are 
Roberts (2005) and Windham (2005) who provide us with information about what it means to be a digital 
native from a technological and a social perspective. Roberts writes that he is “ a member of the [digital 
natives] Generation. The Internet and related technologies have had a major influence on [his] 
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generation's culture and development. Many, if not most, [digital native] students have never known a 
world without computers, the World Wide Web, highly interactive video games, and cellular phones.”  

Roberts continues by providing views of a supposed representative sample of digital native students and 
what technology means to them. Among the responses are “Reformatting my computer system and 
installing cutting-edge software that allows me to do what I want, when I want, without restrictions, 
viruses, and the rules of Bill Gates, ” and “The ability to adapt and configure an already established 
program to [something that] benefits me daily.”  Roberts concludes with: 

“The feedback from this select set of [digital native] students does contain some good news. It 
indicates that the [digital native‟s] general expectations regarding leading-edge technology have 
not fully impacted its expectations about the use of technology to support learning. This may 
signal a failure in the responsiveness of colleges and universities in terms of keeping pace with 
the rapidly changing technological landscape. However, it may also indicate that the opportunity 
to catch up with the [digital native] has not been lost.”  

There are several issues with what Roberts writes. An implicit assumption is made that his own lived 
experiences are the same across the lot of digital natives, something which isn‟t true. Up until recently 
access to video games, cellular phones and the Internet were costly enough to imply a certain level of 
affluence; as such these would not be the lived experiences of most members of this generation. Related 
to this is this assumed technological know how required to format, reinstall and customize one‟s computer 
(to the extent described); again this isn‟t the case with all digital natives. Finally, the digital native is 
viewed from a position of superiority, giving non-natives a chance to catch up with them, and the digital 
native‟s low expectations regarding academic technology must be a result of the non-native‟s failure to 
adapt quickly enough. 

From a social perspective on digital natives we look to Windham (2005) who writes about encounters with 
a professor that one, reading her article, would characterize as a Luddite.  While it is true that this 
particular professor could incorporate some newer ways of communication (like email) this particular 
digital native comes off as highly disrespectful to people who don‟t share her social conventions, 
relegating these non-digital natives into the category of “relics.” This particular professor represented for 
her “a world [she] could scarcely remember-a world before driving directions on MapQuest, book buying 
on Amazon.com, and making plans on Instant Messenger.” While this may be true it is hardly a reason to 
assume that all of the world operates in this same fashion, and that it is the only way of being. 

Windham writes that members of the digital native generation are consumed by the notion of 
achievement, they join clubs, participate in community service and are engaged. Furthermore this 
generation has not seen corruption of power or felt the fear of the Cold War. It is argued that it is this type 
of social change that has brought on the technological adeptness in digital natives. Digital natives keep 
their addresses and plans in their PDAs, they listen to their music on MP3 players, record one television 
program while viewing another, and browse library databases instead of going to the library. These are 
viewed as digital native innovations over previous generations; however it is previous generations that 
brought these innovations to this current generation, the digital natives, not the other way around. 

Finally, digital natives are described as striving “to stay ahead of the technology curve in ways that often 
exhaust older generations,” and to achieve this they “rarely pick up the instruction pack to learn 
programming or a technique. Instead, spurred by our youthful exploration of the Internet, we tend to learn 
things ourselves, to experiment with new technology until we get it right, and to build by touch rather than 
tutorial” (Windham, 2005). From a surface view, this does corresponds to what other digital native 
evangelists claim, like Frand‟s (2000) “Nintendo over logic,” but something is amiss here. Digital Natives 
may indeed start without looking at a manual, but when what they are using is not intuitive, they either get 
the manual, as is exemplified by the great numbers of computer game walkthroughs online; they will give 
up, as we shall see digital natives aren‟t that great at adapting when compared to older students; or they 
stick to what they know, which means not experimenting and goes counter the claims of digital native 
evangelists.  

Digital Natives in Research 

Demographics Matter 

So, what does the research on digital natives tell us? The picture is not as black and white as digital 
native evangelists, would have us think.  There are many variables that go into creating the stereotypical 
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digital native. Location is important, as well as socioeconomic status.  How much one uses a certain tool 
or technology, and what they use it for, are also factors; and how well those skills and behaviors transfer 
over into educational domains is important. After all, one can‟t advocate for radical change in the 
education system based on skills and behaviors that don‟t carry over. 

VanSlyke (2003) had originally questioned the global reach of the digital native, and Prensky, in a rebutal, 
disagreed with him stating that he expected children in much of the rest of the world to exhibit the 
behaviors of the digital native (2003). Research, however, has shown that the location does matter. In the 
US (Smith & Caruso, 2010) we see different levels of computer and web technology usage among the 
same demographic of digital natives in Australia (Kennedy, et al., 2010; Margaryan & Littlejohn, 2008) 
and than those in the UK (Stoerger, 2009). In South Africa, as well, we see that only 26% of the 
population might be described as having grown up digital (Brown & Czerniewicz, 2010).  

We also see that the semantics of the words “native” and “immigrant” make a difference.  As Brown & 
Czerniewicz (2010) inform us, in the South African context the words “native” and “immigrant” have the 
opposite meaning from what Prensky (2001a) describes within his North American frame of reference.  In 
South Africa, due to its colonial and apartheid past, the immigrant, the colonizer, is seen as the forward 
thinker, while the native is seen as the one who is backward. Digital native, as a term, according to many, 
including Brown & Czerniwicz, is an “othering” concept. It sets up a binary black and white, and those 
who fall into one category, whatever the connotation and the qualities implied, cannot exhibit 
characteristics of the other category that they are not members of.  

This is problematic because there is an implied power relation, and superiority, attached to those 
particular sets of skills and dispositions of the digital native. In turn, this digital divide has spurred a Moral 
Panic, calling for radical change in education where arguments are articulated in dramatic language, with 
no empirical evidence or theoretical foundations, based only on “common sense” and personal anecdotes 
(Bennett & Maton, 2010). Anyone who resists or questions these calls radical change is said to be out of 
touch, lazy, or just dismissed as not having legitimate concerns (Jones & Healing, 2010). 

Another major factor in this discussion are socioeconomic factors. Most of these studies poll students 
who are in college. College students don‟t represent whole populations because they tend to be from a 
segment of the population that has the financial capacity to afford to be able to go to college (Bradley, et 
al., 2008 in Bennett & Maton, 2010).  As Brown & Czerniewicz (2010) framed it: it‟s not about a  
generation but an elite. Brown & Czerniewicz found that information and communication technology (ICT) 
use was along socioeconomic lines. Twenty-two percent of the students lacked both experience and 
opportunity to use ICT, had less than 4 years of experience and had no ICT access off-campus.  

As Broos & Roe (2006) indicate, socioeconomic factors, as well as other factors such as race, gender 
and educational background, do play a role in how and how much people use technology. Those with 
higher incomes  do tend to use technology and the Internet more often than those in middle and lower 
income categories. One‟s anticipated job prospects, in the Broos & Roe study, were also strong indicators 
as to whether one would use ICT or not. Finally, another interesting point to consider are the 
demographics of digital natives. In a recent US study by the Pew Internet and American Life Project 
(Rainie, 2011), most digital natives are white (61%) and live in the suburbs (54%). It is hard to believe that 
an American suburban white person will have the same life experiences as other people who are not in 
that same demographic group. 

Access to, Utilization, and Quality of Engagement 

With all the focus on having a generation “bathed in bits” (Tapscott, 1999) access to technologies and 
utilization of these technologies in both quality and quantity should be something that matters when we 
measure technological engagement of these digital natives.  Access and utilization should also be 
something that ought to be scrutinized and carefully analyzed. First, keeping an eye toward the USA, we 
see that contributional usage by members of the digital native generation on social sites is quite low.  
Only 36% of digital native students contribute to blogs, only 40% contribute to wikis, and only 42% 
contribute to  video sites. Social games and social bookmarking sites are only used by 25% of these 
digital natives. Fewer that 20% of the students said that they used course lecture podcasts or videos 
(Smith & Caruso, 2010). Similar results were also found by the Corrin, Bennett & Lockyer in the Australian 
academic context (2010) and the Pew Internet Internet and American Life Project in the broader US 
context (Fox & Madden, 2006; Jones & Fox, 2009; Zickuhr, 2010; Rainie, 2011).  
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Across the pond in England, Jones & Healing (2010) report that over 80% of first year students reported a 
“slight confidence” and “basic skills” with presentation software and online library resources - sources that 
they were familiar with. For sources that they were not familiar with, like blogs and wikis, these students 
reported that they didn‟t not feel confident in using them; this mirror‟s Kvavik‟s findings (2005) in the US. 
The Jones & Healing study reports that only a minority of students felt like it was important to them to 
share and upload content. 

In Australia a study found that only 15% of the digital natives were “power users” and 45% were 
rudimentary technology users (Kennedy, et al., 2010). In a related study, more than 70% of Australian 
first year students never kept a blog, more than 80% had never produced a podcast and have never 
contributed to a wiki (Kennedy, et al., 2007).  Similar results were reported by Corrin, Bennett and 
Lockyer (2010) indicating that only 23% of students self-reported as advanced computer users, 66% 
never had a blog, 69% did not maintain a website, video editing or creation was rare, and they seldom 
(31%) or never (41%) listened to podcasts. While it is true that the technological advancements of the 
past few decades have created a veritable cornucopia of information for digital natives and non-digital 
natives alike, as Dresang (2005) points out, the digital natives are missing out on this rich environment 
because they have poorly developed information-seeking skills, in other words they consume from 
sources that they already know. 

If one were to take the claims of digital native evangelists at face value, or read student commentary such 
as the ones provided by Roberts (2005) and Windham (2005), or view popular viral videos by so-called 
digital natives (VALATV, 2010; Nesbitt, 2007), one might think that all of them are power users; that they 
are indeed media producers, that they collaborate often, frequently and with great skill.  However the 
collected statistics from a variety of studies paint a different picture; the fact is that the average “digital 
native” entering college is not technologically sophisticated; this digital native is not a power user. Even in 
countries where there is more access to a computer and the Internet, usage of these technologies tends 
to be read-only, checking facebook or looking things up on Wikipedia (Selwyn, 2010; Margaryan & 
Littlejohn, 2008); in other words passive interaction. 

Personal Technology and the Leap to Educational Technology 

Even when students use a certain technology for personal use, it neither means that they want to use that 
technology for use in educational ventures, nor does it mean that they know how to use it in an 
educational context.  As Kennedy, et al. (2008) discovered, the transfer from an entertainment technology 
to a learning technology is neither automatic nor guaranteed.  Kvavik‟s study (2005) informs us that even 
high levels of skill and use did not necessarily translate into a preference for increased use of technology 
in the classroom; in addition students preferred technology in moderate mounts as a supplement to their 
courses. There are two factors in play here; first are student attitudes toward instruction, and the role of 
technology in instruction; and second the nature of personal technology when mixed with instruction. 

First one has to examine student motivations and perceptions as to what constitutes instruction. Nicholas  
(2008), through his surveys, found that the majority of students prefer lecture as the format of class 
instruction, in addition to collaborative group work; a similar result was seen in an Australian study 
(Margaryan & Littlejohn, 2008).  Lohnes & Kinzer (2007) discovered that student‟s perceptions of 
education were fairly traditional: students expected to go to a classroom and viewed this space as a 
separate space. They also expected to be lead through the materials by a subject matter expert. 
Technology isn‟t necessarily ruled out, however it needs to tie into the subject of the class, in other words, 
is the application of this technology appropriate for the subject matter? In Kvavik‟s study (2005) he 
discovered that students did not feel that the use of information technology in the class increased the 
amount of time that they were engaged with course activities. Some students (JISC, 2007 in Bayne & 
Ross, 2007) actually go a step further and suspect that if all learning in mediated through technology, the 
value of learning will diminish. 

The second factor has to do with the perception of the space: is it a private space or a public space? 
Students are reluctant to mix their private sphere, exemplified by the use of services like facebook and 
instant messaging, with the classroom sphere. Students were asked if they would like to use their favorite 
IM client to support classroom communication. This was rejected by students, saying that their “friends” 
on MSN are actually their friends, so adding many classmates to their MSN account, with whom they 
generally don‟t speak, is too laborious, and potentially an issue of privacy (Margaryan & Littlejohn, 2008). 
An interesting adjunct to this are the findings of Jones & Romanau (2009) whose study found that 
“collaboration and collaborative learning did not seem to be a strong feature of the students‟ experience 
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at university and the kinds of social networking that was done was mainly informal and largely unrelated 
to formal learning.” 

Locus of Control 

One final element to consider is student locus of control and the independence to experiment freely (and 
without consequence) with the technology. Kvavik (2005) found that in quantitative studies students say 
that they have the skills that they need, however qualitative data contradicts the collected quantitative 
data. Students only have very basic office suite skills, and they have difficulty moving beyond those basic 
activities; it would appear that these students don‟t recognize that their applications have enhanced 
functionalities that they can use. The same study, discovered that these digital natives are mystified by 
technology and some are afraid to putz around, to experiment, for fear that they will do something wrong 
and break the computer; Margaryan & Littlejohn (2008) found similar results. This casts further doubt on 
the “Nintendo over logic” assertions that digital native evangelist authors have put forth. 

One possibility for this lack of confidence on the part of computer users may lie in how much time they‟ve 
spent using technology. Studies have shown that those who have taken up a technology more recently, 
and who lack confidence, take up fewer opportunities (Linvingstone & Helsper, 2007). Older students (the 
assumption being non-digital native older students) have been shown to have more proficiency with 
technology (Eynon, 2010), indicating that greater time on task is beneficial. Control of access has also 
been shown to have an affect on computer literacy. Young people who use the Internet more at school 
are more likely to use the Internet for homework activities; however sporadic and monitored access at 
schools and libraries may provide sufficient access for basic information seeking, but is insufficient for the 
immersed kind of social engagements that we expect students to possess (Ito, et al., 2008: p.2 in Eynon, 
2010).  

Educators are perhaps falling into the same trap as parents are; that is that we have a tacit expectation 
that kids will have spontaneous engagement with schooled interests spurred by the availability of the 
computer as a tool (Kerwalla & Crook, 2002), this of course has proven to not be the case. If computer 
access and behaviors are controlled, either by supervision by an authority figure, or inconvenient 
placement of the computing device, the locus of control is external (Kerwalla & Crook, 2002), and this has 
an effect of inhibiting creative experimentation, and thus limiting the learner.  These limitations lead to 
computer usage behaviors are counter to what “common sense” has us associate with digital natives. 

Finally, from a social perspective, in contrast to the earlier writings about digital natives by digital native 
evangelists that portrayed digital natives as masters of their own destiny, there is some work that goes 
counter to this argument.  Johnson (2006), a digital native herself teaching other digital natives, indicates 
that digital natives are complacent, actively seek authority figures and are unable to cast a critical gaze on 
their lives. This can be seen in digital native‟s own writing as exemplified in the previous section by 
Roberts (2005) and Windham (2005). 

Conclusion 

In the past ten years, a lot of articles have been written about how to reach out and how to teach these 
so-called digital natives. Many professionals, in many diverse fields, have written on the topic and they, 
like Smith & Caruso (2010) believe some version of the myth that these digital natives are cloud-savvy 
information consumers. Much of this thinking is seen as “common sense,” however as Ng informs us 
“common-sense thinking is uncritical, episodic, and disjointed, but it is also powerful because it is taken 
for granted” (1997,  in Selwyn, 2009). Looking at the research, however, we see that there is no one, 
monolithic, group that we can point to and say that those are digital natives. As a matter of fact, the 
individuals who would fit the stereotype of the digital native appear to be in the minority of the population. 

The person who coined the term digital native, Mark Prensky, acknowledges this fact in his recent writings 
by saying that “by virtue of being born in the digital age, our students are digital natives by definition, but 
that doesn‟t mean that they were ever taught everything (or anything, in some cases) about computers or 
other technologies, or that all of them learned on their own” (p64, 2010). The problem is that he, and 
other digital native evangelists, are still clinging to this flawed concept of the digital native. At best it 
doesn‟t describe a population because digital technology was in our day-to-day life before the digital 
native came along; at worst it is an “othering” concept, a concept which creates an artificial dichotomy 
with a privileged and a non-privileged position. Depending on your own cultural context, the native may 
be the privileged or the non-privileged one.  



MERLOT Journal of Online Learning and Teaching                                             Vol.  7, No. 4, December 2011  

 

532 

In earlier writings about digital natives (Frand, 2000; Prensky 2001a; Prensky, 2001b; Dede, 2005; 
Oblinger, 2005; Oblinger & Oblinger, 2005) the native was clearly superior, however uncritically accepting 
such terminology not only creates a second class citizen of the non-natives, but it also places the majority 
of digital natives in a depriviledged position. These digital natives try to catch up to the stereotype; 
obstacles are added to the education of the digital native due to the moral panic (Bennett & Maton, 2010) 
created by the calls for radical change in education to help these digital natives with the tools that they 
supposedly use every day.   

Student surveys showed that older students more likely to change their approach to learning, whereas the 
digital native students were the least likely to change their approach to learning (Garcia & Qin , 2007). As 
Ramaley & Zia (2005) point out, “by the time students enter high school, disengagement from course 
work and serious study is common.” From a US context, in a post-No Child Left Behind USA, if our digital 
native learners aren‟t engaged, they have no incentive to work around the problem and find a solution. In 
contrast, older learners, I would posit, are more engaged and thus do work at changing their approach in 
order to find solutions. 

Instead of having education professionals focus on the technology aspect of the debate and in certain 
digital native behaviors, which “common sense” has told us, are immutable, we ought to be focusing on 
proper pedagogy and exposing our students to information retrieval and critical information analysis skills 
that are in both the digital and the analog realms. We out to teach our students to actually change their 
approaches to learning when what they are trying out is not working for them, instead of assuming that 
they possess this “Nintendo over logic” which enables them to modify their learning plans when things 
aren‟t working out.  

Finally, we need to move away from this fetish of insisting in naming this generation the 
Digital/Net/Google Generation because those terms don‟t describe them, and have the potential of 
keeping this group of students from realizing personal growth by assuming that they‟ve already grown in 
areas that they so clearly have not. Learners don‟t know what they don‟t know (Christensen, 2006), but if 
they come to the table from a position of superiority, like they are better than the so-called digital 
immigrants (Roberts, 2005; Windham, 2005) they lose an opportunity to learn something that they don‟t 
know that they don‟t know, something that may be beneficial to them. Let‟s resist “common sense” 
because common sense isn‟t all that common. 
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