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BEYOND THE DIGITAL NATIVE METAPHOR

FifteenyearsagoInoticed thatyoungpeoplewerechanging—becoming less like theirparents in
manyimportantattitudesandbehaviors—particularlyconcerninginformationandtechnology.Iwrote
anarticlecalled“DigitalNatives,DigitalImmigrants”,whichwaspublishedinanobscurejournalthat
wasalsoavailableonline.

Theessay,andparticularlytheterms“DigitalNatives”and“DigitalImmigrants”,struckachord.They
seemedtomakesensetoalotofpeopleasametaphortodescribethechangestheytoowereseeing.The
termsgavepeopleanewlanguagetotalkabouttheseprofoundchangesintheworld.

IfirstrealizedthisdeepneedfornewlanguagewhenIreceivedanemailfromtheGiftedChildren’s
AssociationofNewZealand.Theywrote,inanemail,“Wereadyourarticleinthenewsletterofthe
GiftedChildren’sAssociationofTasmania.Maywereprintit?”Ihadnoideathispublicationhadeven
happened.Ibecamenewlyandacutelyawarethattherewerepeopleallaroundtheglobesearchingfor
newideasandexplanationsofthenewbehaviorsandattitudestheywereseeingintheirkids.

Intheinterveningdecadeandahalfmuchhashappened.
FirstthetermsDigitalNativesandDigitalImmigrants(particularlytheformer)became“memes.”

Allkindsofpeoplestartedusingthem,IncludingBillGatesandRupertMurdoch.Bookswerewritten
usingthoseterms.

Thencamethebacklash.
Someeducatorsthoughtlettingourkidscallthemselves“digitalnatives”gavethemanexcusenot

todothe“old”stuff.Butitalsohelpedrevealtotheworldjusthowmuchofthe“oldstuff”neededto
bereplaced.It’snoweducators’jobtoreplacetheoldwithsomethingbetter,thattrulyfitstheworldin
whichtoday’syoungpeople–whateverwecallthem–live.

Ahandfulofacademicstooktheterm“digitalnatives”totaskonadifferentdimension.“Prensky
saysthatsincekidswereborninthedigitalage,theyknoweverythingabouttechnology,practically
instinctively–andcertainlymorethanalladultsdo.”Becausethepropositionthat“allkidsknowmore
abouttechnologythenalladultsdo”ispatentlyfalse,theyhadnoproblemsdisprovingit.Andtheydid,
publishingagreatmanyarticlescallingthe“concept”or“existence”ofdigitalnativesa“myth.”

Mysurprisewasthattheyhadtakenthe“metaphor”soliterally.Takenmetaphorically–asofcourse
ametaphorshouldbe–theideaofdifferentattitudesinanew,digitaleraisquitevalid.So“digitalna-
tives”isactuallylessametaphorabouttechnologicalknow-how,andfarmoreoneaboutculturalchange.

Almostalloftoday’sadultsgrewupinapre-digitalculture.Therewasno“computing.”Therewas
noInternet.TherewasnoFacebook.OrGoogle.Ormobilephones.Orchat.OrInstagram.Weadults
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coped,ofcourse,usingallthetoolswehaddevelopedacrosstheages.Whenwehadideas,wewrote
andpublishedbooks.Whenwerequiredthethinkingofothers,andwantedtodoresearchtofindit,
wewenttothelibrary.Whenwewantedtoshare,wewroteletters.Whenweneededapieceofgeneral
informationoraphonenumber,welookeditupintheencyclopediaorphonebook.Whenweneededto
purchasesomething,ordootherthingsthatrequiredquantities,wecalculatedonpaperorinourheads
asweweretaught.Thetoolswehadworkedforus,andwethoughtitcrucialthatweteachthemtoour
children.Sowemadesurewehad,andtaught,acurriculumthathelpedourchildrendothesethingsas
easilyaswehadlearnedtodothem.

Thatcurriculumemphasizedtheskillsthathadbeencrucialskillsforus:Readingandwriting.Calcu-
lating.Researchingandfindinginformation.Expressingone’sselfwellonpaper.Thecurriculumtaught
ourkidstolistenandtakenotes,howtostudyandparrotbacksotheycoulddowellonourexams,and
couldgoontohighereducation–whichemployedthoseparticularskillsalmostexclusively.

Butourkidsweregrowingupinanewworld–aworldwithdigitaltechnology,anddifferentrequire-
ments–fornewideas,flexibility,adaptability,andmanyothernewthings.Asourkidsexploredtheir
newworld–askidswilldo–theybegantothinkandbehavedifferently.Theirattitudestowardsmany
importantthingsbeyondjusttechnology,fromrelationships,tocommunication,toprivacytoproperty
(aswellassecurity,sexuality,power,kids,violence,god,justice,money,love,government,andeven
timeandspace)begantochange.

Andalthougheachattitudinalchangemayhavespecificcauses,hereissomethingtoreflecton:Today
ourbrainsarebeingcontinuously“extended,”astechnologyprovidesuswithmassivenewpossibilities
andcapabilities.Atthesametime,ourextendedbrainsarebecomingconnected,byournewworldwide
networks.Lessthan30yearsago,scientiststhoughtourbrainsneverchangedtheirbasicorganization
–oncetheconnectionswereformedtheystayedforever.Newbraincellswereneveradded–theyonly
diedoff.Wenowknowthatistotallyfalse–thebrainismassively“plastic,”changingitsconnections
asitreceivesinputfromtheoutsideworld.

Sowhyshouldn’tthese“extendedbrainsallnetworkedtogether”–whichiswhatouryoungpeople
are–bemassivelyplasticaswell?Andastheircontextchangesradically,whyshouldn’tthethinking
andattitudesofthese“extendedbrainsallnetworkedtogether”bechangingaswell?

Andthathashappened.Thebehaviorsandtolerancesoftheyoungpeoplehavebeguntoalter.They
getboredfarmorequicklywithlectures–andthereforewithschool.Theyhavebecomeusedtoit,and
demandformoreinstantfeedbackthanadultshadevergotteninthepast.Theyhaveadoptedthetools
oftheirtime–whichmanyofthemhaveintheirpockets–withavengeance,andhavebegunfiguring
outbetterandfasterwaystodothings.

Yetoverthose15years,theeducationsystemchangedverylittle.Asthedigitalnatives–outsideof
school–becamemoreandmoreempoweredbytechnologyandallthenewwaysitextendsandcon-
nectstheirbrains,oftentheirnew,betterandfasterwaysseemedtoadultsas“cheating”comparedwith
thestrugglesthattheadultshadgonethroughinthepast.Thenewlyempoweredkidsarenowsuffering
throughoureducationalsystem,whichislessconnectedeachyearwiththelivestheyleadoutside–lives
thatareoftenpassionateaboutnewtechnologies,newcapabilities,andnewideas.Theirformaleduca-
tion–wheretheyareobligedbylawtospendabigpartoftheirtime,isnotofferingthemtheskillsthey
arerealizingtheyneedtosucceedintheirfastdevelopingworld.
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Andnowtheseso-called“digitalnatives”arearrivingatuniversity,havingspenttheirentirelives
outsideofschoolinthenewdigitalworld.Willtheynowaccepttheoldhighereducationsystem–which
isinmostways,justastricterversionoftheeducationthattheyalreadyknowdoesn’tfit?Orwillthey
starttolookforthingsthatengagethemmore?Weseemoreandmoreevidencethatthelatteriswhat’s
happeningintoomanycases.

Sowhatdowedo?
Ourcurrenteducationsystemsarebasedonanoldparadigmof“academiclearning:”i.e.courses,

exams, individualachievement.That isallmosteducatorsknow.Manyaredissatisfiedandwant to
makechanges,yetalltheyknowhowtodoisto“dotheoldthingsalittlebitbetter.”Intheirattemptto
“engage”theirstudents,theyperhapsofferafewlesslecturesandalittlemore“doing.”Theyperhaps
add,orallow,abitoftechnologyintheclassroom.Theyperhapsapprove,andevenuse,asimulationor
agamehereandthere.Andtheeducatorsthatdosooftenthinktothemselves“Wearemakingchanges.”
Andtheywonder“Whyareourstudentsstillnotengaged?”

Thereasonisatoncesimpleandprofound.
Theseso-called“digitalnatives”–nowouruniversitystudentsandbeyond–wantandneedtogo

beyondtheeducationofthepast,ontonewpaths.Theirnewworldisnolongeraworldofrepetition,
butratherofexploration–oftheuniverse,thebrain,andofournewdigitalandvirtualworlds.Today’s
students are “engaged,” fundamentally, byverydifferent things than their parentswere.Theywant
problemsofthefuture,andnotproblemsofthepasttosolve–evenintraditionaldisciplines.Theywant
tousethebesttoolsoftheirtimetosolvethem.Theyknowhavethetoolsto–andneedto–solvethese
problemsinworldwidecollaborationwiththeirpeers,ratherthanasindividuals.Theywantaneducation
customizedfortheirtimesandforthem,farmorethaniteverwas–orcouldbe–inthepast.

Sadly,thesearenotthegoalsormethodsofourcurrenteducationorofacademiaingeneral.Sowe
needtoinventnewwaystoreachtheseobjectives.Weneedtofindwaysforstudentstonotjust“learn”,
buttobecomethegood,effectiveandworld-improvingpeopleofthefuture.Becausethemethodsof
thepastarenowexpiring,wehavetoexperimenttocreatenewones.Today’sstudentsliveinatimeof
greatexperimentation–Facebook,byitself,whichnowreaches1/5oftheglobe,istheworld’sbiggest
experimentinnewwaysofcollaborationandrelating.Andtherearemillionsofotherexperimentsgoing
oninindividualplaces,andbyindividualgroups.

Itisnowtime–actuallywaypasttime–foreveryoneineducationtojointhisexperimentation.The
worldhaschanged,andnottoexperimenttofindthebestwaystoadaptwouldbeirresponsible.

Twoparticularareascryoutforexperimentationandchange.
Thefirstiswhatweteach.Inthepastitwasfinetomasterthe“disciplines”–math,language,science

andsocialstudies–aspreparationintheprimaryandsecondaryyears.Butnow,inatimerequiringso
muchmore,ourstudentsarriveatuniversitywithaterriblynarrowsetofskills,andarenotpreparedto
tacklethedemandsofthefuture.

Today’sstudentslackthe“thinkingskills”ofcuriosityandquestioning,creativethinking,design
thinking,integrativethinking,systemsthinking,financialthinking,inquiryandargument,judgment,
transfer,aesthetics,habitsofmind,positivemindset,stresscontrol,focus,–andevenself-knowledgeof
theirownpassions,strengthsandweaknesses–becausethesethingshavenotbeensystematicallytaught
tothem,asdisciplineshavebeen.
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Theyparticularlylacktheskillsneededforeffectiveaction,suchasthehabitsofhighlyeffective
people,agility,adaptability,leadership,followership,decisionmakingunderuncertainty,experimentation,
prudentrisktaking,realitytestingandfeedback,patience,resilience,“grit”entrepreneurship,innovation,
improvisation,ingenuity,strategy,tactics,breakingdownbarriers,projectmanagement,programming
machines,makingeffectivevideosandinnovationwiththecurrentandfuturetechnologies–skillsthat
aresoquicklyemergingascrucial.

Andfartoomanylackthe“relationshipskills”ofeffectivecommunication–one-on-one,inteams,
infamilies,incommunities,atwork,onlineandinournewvirtualworlds.Norhaveourstudentsbeen
systematicallytaughttheskillsofnetworking,listening,relationship-building,empathy,courage,compas-
sion,tolerance,ethics,politics,citizenship,conflictresolution,negotiation,coachingandbeingcoached,
andpeertopeermentoring–skillsthatwillbesoimportantintheirfuturelives.

Intheirnewworld,ourempoweredkidswillrequirealloftheseskills.Andthatiswhytheworld
needsanewcurriculum,basedNOTonmasteringafewacademicsubjects,asinthepast,butbasedon
teachingandmasteringalltheskillsofeffectivethinking,effectiveaction,effectiverelationships,and
effectiveaccomplishmentinstead–inordertobecomegood,effective,world-improvingpeople.

Thesecondareaishowweteachtheseskills.Theskillsournewempoweredkidsneedcannotbe
gained,asinthepast,justbystudyinginclassrooms.Doing,andparticularlyaccomplishing,isrequired.
Itistimetomovefrom“academiclearning”to“Real-WorldAccomplishment“asourprimarymeansof
education,fromtheprimaryyearsallthroughuniversity.Thisisalreadybeingrecognized,asschools
atalllevelsturnto“project-basedlearning”asawaytoteachaccomplishment,whichisreallythecore
skillourstudentsneedtosucceed.Nowitistimeforaccomplishmenttomovebeyondsolving“made
upproblems”andontosolvingrealworldproblems.Ourempoweredkidsnowhavethetoolsanddesire
totrulybecomeworld-improvingpeople.Whattheyneedisourhelp.

Sowhatliesbeyondtheearlier“digitalnatives”metaphoristherealityofyoungpeoplewith“ex-
tendedminds,allnetworkedtogether”–today’snew“GlobalEmpoweredKids.”Aswebegintakingthis
realityintoaccount,andbegindevelopingtheseyoungpeopledifferentlyintheirprimaryandsecond-
aryyears–sothattheyarriveatuniversitywithstrongskillsaseffectivethinkers,actors,relatorsand
accomplishers,andaresumeofreal-worldaccomplishment–ourhighereducationsystemwillhaveto
lookverydifferentinordertousefullyservethem.Nowisthetimetobeginthinkingabouthowwein
highereducationcanhelpfuturestudents“gobeyond”thepast,intotheworldoftomorrow–inadeep,
effectiveandworld-improvingway.

Ournewtimesreallydodemandaneweducation–atalllevels.Anditisourjobtodesignit.
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