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A student in school today has lived his/her entire life in a world connected by the 

Internet.  Their teachers have not.  Thus, there exists a significant gap between the knowledge 

that teachers and students have, and the value that they place, on technology.  This group of 

students has been labeled the ‘Net Generation’ and as we move forward in the 21st century, 

teachers are finding it increasingly difficult to engage these students using traditional teaching 

practices.  This clash of cultures is having a significant effect on the education system and is 

creating a climate for profound change in both how, and what, we expect students to learn.   

A You Tube video, entitled ‘A Vision of Students Today’ (Wesch, 2007), which 

attempts to summarize the characteristics of current students has been viewed over 3.2 million 

times.  The video, created in 2007 by a teacher and 200 students working collaboratively using 

Google Docs at Kansas State University, highlights the daily experiences and future 

expectations of today’s students.  It describes student perspectives on education and paints a 

picture of an education system that is out of touch with the needs of its students.  Students are 

spending huge amounts of their time online, using technologies that most educators do not 

understand.  These students, who make up the small percentage of high achieving high school 

students that attain university acceptance, discuss a need for an education system that is 

adapted to their high tech, multi-tasking, digital mind.  Teachers can relate to this message, as 

we see more and more disengaged students drop out of high school due to boredom and lack 

of interest.  It is disturbing to think that, in the Ontario education system, the goal for student 

success is to have 3 out of every 4 students in grade 9 graduate by the time they complete 

grade 12.  With a goal that allows for 1 out of 4 students unsuccessfully complete high school, 

the need for fundamental change to our educational philosophy is great.   
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The Net Generation may present the greatest challenge to educators in the history of 

education.  Williams (2008) presents three previous challenges in American education that pale 

in comparison to what we face today but are nonetheless relevant;   

Students can no longer prepare bark to calculate problems. They depend 
instead on expensive slates. What will they do when the slate is dropped and 
breaks? (Teachers’ Conference, USA, 1703) 
 
Students depend on paper too much. They no longer know how to write on a 
slate without getting dust all over themselves. What will happen when they run 
out of paper? (Principals’ Association Meeting, USA, 1815) 
 
Students depend too much upon ink. They no longer know how to use a knife 
or sharpen a pencil. (National Association of Teachers, USA, 1907) 

 
Similar complaints, regarding computers, cell phones, I-Pods, video games etc., can be heard 

amongst teachers today.  The difference, between historical challenges and those of today, is 

the sheer scope of technological advances and the massive gap between teachers and students 

in terms of that technological knowledge.  The digital era has ushered in technologies at an 

unprecedented rate and students are at the forefront of that development.   

This research will focus on three areas to be considered to help bridge the gap between 

teachers and students in this digital era.  The first is a shift from the mass education of today’s 

school system to a more student-centered approach that values a student’s individuality.  The 

second is a redefinition of cultural literacy that allows the digital generation a voice in 

determining the content of what they learn.  Lastly, a shift from a content driven curriculum to 

a more skills based approach, which includes an emphasis on collaboration, will better enable 

teachers to engage students and allow them the opportunity to use their diverse and highly 

advanced digital skill.   

 

The concept of a student-centered approach to education is not new.  At the turn of 

the 20th century, John Dewey argued against the strict, authoritarian, content driven model of 
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education that persisted across North America (Simpson, 2001).  Paulo Freire built on Dewey’s 

work by attacking what he called the banking concept of education, where a teacher deposits 

information, which students receive, file and store (Blackburn, 2000).  These arguments 

highlight the fact that for the past 100+ years, education has been a teacher directed exercise 

where students had very little input into what they learned or how they learned it.  Tapscott 

(2009) hypothesizes that the education system of today was designed for the Industrial Age.  

“It revolves around the teacher who delivers a one-size-fits-all, one way lecture.  The student, 

working alone, is expected to absorb the content delivered by the teacher” (p. 122).  The 

education system was designed for a government and an industry that needed workers who 

had a specific base of content knowledge, reading, writing and math and who could do what 

they were told.  Tapscott (2009) defines this as “broadcast learning” (p. 130) where the teacher 

has knowledge and the student does not.  The teacher transmits this knowledge to students 

and expects them to be able to recall it at test time.  The problem with this type of system in 

the digital world is that students are turning it off and replacing it with the more stimulating, 

interactive world of the Internet, social networking and online gaming.   

We often marvel at how students have a better grasp of technology than their teachers 

and parents, but how do they obtain this knowledge?  If they are not taught these skills by a 

parent or teacher than one could theorize that they must learn it in different ways.  One way to 

learn these skills would be through experimentation and manipulation, using the processes that 

Dewey extolled a century ago.  Collaboration with peers, siblings etc. would also be a means of 

mastering a particular skill and would demonstrate the abilities that students have to learn from 

each other.  This further reinforces the idea that when students care about a topic, they will 

immerse themselves in it until they have mastered it.  Nowhere is this more obvious than in 

the realm of video games.  Children will struggle for hours to ‘master’ a new game, which in 
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itself is a form of learning.  Yet video games are often the bane of a teacher’s existence as 

homework and assignments play second fiddle to what is often referred to as mindless 

entertainment.  But if students are interested in this digital media, why do educators not 

embrace it?  Imagine the enthusiasm of a classroom that uses “The Sims” video game to teach 

math skills or financial planning and think of the amount of ‘homework’ that would be 

accomplished if video gaming and school were merged.  Students would be far more likely to 

explore and investigate topics on their own if they were presented in a way that appealed to 

them.  This encouragement of self-discovery is a focus of a student-centered education and 

will help sustain an enjoyment of the learning process.  As Tapscott (2001) aptly states, “The 

enthusiasm a youngster has for a fact or concept they "discovered" on their own is much more 

likely to be meaningful and retained than the same fact simply written out on the teacher's 

blackboard” (p. 4).  People in general are not interested in learning about things that they do 

not care about and students are no different.  We do not expect adults to learn about things 

they are not interested in such as politics, the environment and economics, so why should we 

expect this of children?  A shift to a more student-centered education, where teachers interact 

with students instead of lecturing, and where the learning is customized to each individual’s 

learning style, will help to engage all students and will better prepare students for life in the 

digital age.   

 

A second area of concern deals with the issue of cultural literacy.  In E. D. Hirsch’s 

book, Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know, he discussed the idea of the 

existence of a set of knowledge that every person in a culture needed to know to function in 

that society.  He proposed the idea of a common curriculum where students would learn the 

shared knowledge of the society and thus a common knowledge would be created and 
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perpetuated (Hirsch, 1985).  Ontario has implemented a common curriculum where all 

students in the province are expected to learn the same things in each grade.  The expectations 

for each subject and grade level are to be followed by every teacher in the province with the 

idea being that a student in one school would be getting the same education as a student in a 

different school.   

Critical pedagogy would criticize the political bias behind such a system of education 

and would analyze the motives behind this type of curriculum.  Having a common set of 

knowledge amongst the population is a respectable goal, but what if the population does not 

care to learn about that particular set of knowledge?  Students are growing dissatisfied with 

their education as evidenced by the increasing number of students who are dropping out of 

high school.  Tapscott (2009), cites a 2006 report by the Gates Foundation that found the main 

reason amongst students for dropping out of high school was “that classes were not interesting 

or were just plain boring” (p. 126).  In fact, the reports first recommendation was to improve 

teaching and curriculum to make it more relevant and engaging to young people.  To create a 

curriculum that is relevant to young people means that youth need to have input into what 

they will learn and how the will learn it.  In the context of cultural literacy this will be a difficult 

task because the set of knowledge that is common to young people is fundamentally different 

to that of the generation that is in charge of their learning.  Williams (2008) discusses the clash 

of cultures in British society “between an institutional culture grounded in twentieth-century 

traditions of public service, and the postmodern individualism of students, expressed in 

fashion, music and latterly in social computing websites such as MySpace, YouTube and 

Second Life” (p. 213).  If the cultural literacy’s of the two groups are so different, and each 

cannot understand the others way of thinking, how can a set of common knowledge be 
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achieved?  Tapscott (2009) highlights this difference in an interview with a college bound 

student who states;  

“I don’t read books per se, I go to Google and I can absorb relevant information 
quickly.  Some of this comes from books.  But sitting down and going through a 
book from cover to cover doesn’t make sense.  It’s not a good use of my time as 
I can get all the information I need faster through the web.  You need to know 
how to do it – to be a skilled hunter.” (p. 292) 

This passage highlights the difference in thinking of a student in the digital culture.  From a 

teachers perspective, this student would likely have difficulty succeeding in school but at the 

end of the interview Tapscott reveals that this student is on his way to Oxford University on a 

Rhodes Scholarship.  This illustrates the idea that different skills can be used to succeed in 

education today and the reinforces the thought that knowing how to find the information may 

be more important than actually knowing it.   

 Cultural literacy can also be connected to the idea of cultural capital.  Apple (1995) 

discusses the idea that knowledge is a form of cultural capital that is used to preserve the 

dominance of certain groups of people.  In traditional education, the teacher was thought of as 

the holder of knowledge and students were assigned the task of listening and accumulating this 

knowledge.  The more knowledge they gained, the higher up the social and economic ladder 

they could climb.  However, in the digital age of education, student no longer have to turn to 

the teacher in order to gain this knowledge and capital.  Students can find virtually any of the 

content knowledge that teachers have to share on the Internet using sites like Wikipedia, or 

they can use tools such as blogs, You Tube and social networking sites to get the answer from 

their peers.  Thus, the knowledge of teachers becomes increasingly devalued to the point 

where “Teachers are no longer the fountain of information; the Internet is” (Tapscott, 2009, p. 

126).  If we are to engage more students in the educational process the role of the teacher may 

have to change to fit the changing needs, interests and learning styles of the digital generation. 
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 With the idea that content information is so readily available in today’s society, the 

effectiveness of a content driven curriculum can be questioned.  It stands to reason that 

students will be disinterested in learning about specific topics, knowing that, if they ever need 

that information, they can access it digitally almost instantly.  In the industrial age of education, 

students went to school, learned a specific skill and moved to a career that required the 

information that they had learned.  In the digital era, where students may expect to make 

several career changes, the content knowledge is not as important as the ability to learn new 

skills and to process new information quickly.   

A specific skill that is woefully lacking in education today is collaboration.  A typical 

classroom has students seated in rows, working out of textbooks and handing in assignments 

completed individually.  There is very little time spent having students working together, which 

contradicts the world that they face when they leave the classroom.  Students today are 

constantly collaborating using technology.  They are online in chat groups, instant messaging, 

emailing, social networking, playing multiuser video games and most have the ability to do all 

of this with a device that fits in their pocket.  Research has shown that collaborative learning is 

“more effective in increasing academic performance than individual or competitive learning” 

(Tapscott, 2009, p. 137). Evidence exists to support a change to more collaborative learning 

environment where students are encouraged to learn from and with each other, but “the 

present ‘one-size-fits-all’ secondary curriculum lacks the flexibility, perhaps in both content 

and delivery to meet the more diverse needs of contemporary society” (Williams, 2008, p. 218).  

In current university level education we collaborate constantly.  Each course typically requires 

some form of written assignment where scholarly sources are used to support a thesis.  This is 

a one-way form of communication, where an expert in the field writes a paper that is read by 

the student who synthesizes this information with that of others.  Creating a system where this 
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collaboration is expanded to allow students and experts to interact and communicate back and 

forth is relatively simple using today’s technology.  Students enjoy using this technology, as 

evidenced by the fact that they usually it frequently outside of school, and with the academic 

benefits that come from collaboration, their synthesis with curriculum seems like a natural fit.    

 

If you examine education with the same lens that is used to analyze business, you 

would quickly be able to recognize the need for change.  The failure of one quarter of students 

would not be acceptable in business and should not be acceptable in education.  Schools are 

going to great lengths to assist those who are failing, through initiatives such as credit recovery, 

credit remediation etc., but they are resistant to a fundamental change to the established 

system.  In business, a struggling company would be advised to focus on the consumer and 

education should be no different.  A revamped education system that centered on the student 

instead of the teacher would be more successful in engaging students in learning and preparing 

them for a future in society.  Technology is capable of extraordinary things and using it to 

provide new ways for students to learn will only help them as we move forward in the 21st 

century.  Resisting the influence of the digital era will not benefit students nor will it prepare 

them for success in a globalized environment. As Seymour Papert states, “The scandal of 

education is that every time you teach something, you deprive a child of the pleasure and 

benefit of discovery” (in Tapscott, 2009, p. 134).  Supporting students in their attempts to gain 

new knowledge through the process of discovery, in collaboration with others, will help to 

meet some of the challenges faced by educators. 

Today’s student carries a more powerful computer in their pocket than a teacher has 

on their desk.  They use this to wake themselves up in the morning, communicate with friends, 

research information, calculate math problems, take pictures and video’s, listen to music and so 



Digital Culture     9 

on.  This technology is not a fad, it is an ever evolving, and integral part of today’s digital 

culture that is causing profound change in the way we communicate.  In education, a 

fundamental shift to embrace these new technologies is needed if students are expected to 

succeed and thrive in the digital era.   
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