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Activity: Children these days111 

What it means to be a child is socially and 

culturally contingent. It varies in time 

and place. 

With colleagues, discuss what you think 

makes a typical childhood for the young people 

you teach. 

_ What are your shared assumptions about 

children these days? 

_ What are the most important influences on 

the children of today (eg media, family)? 

_ What are the implications for you as a 

subject/year group teacher? 

_ How should schools respond to those 

influences constructively and positively 

for children? 

_ How might this affect the ways you teach? 

Digital natives? 

As attention is increasingly given to children 

and young people’s interaction with digital 

cultures, it is easy to assume that young people 

are ‘digitally native.’ It is often alleged that 

having grown up with technology, young people 

have a wealth of digital technology skills that 

far surpass those of their ‘digital immigrant’ 

parents and teachers.12 

Many young people are confident in using a 

wide range of technologies and often turn to the 

internet for finding information. They appear to 

be able to learn to operate unfamiliar hardware 

or software very quickly and may take on the 

role of teaching adults how to use computers 

and the internet. 

This is not evenly spread amongst all young 

people, however, but is instead affected by 

issues of class, race, gender and nationality. 

Researchers point to a ‘participation gap’ which 

signals unequal access to the opportunities, 

skills and experiences that will prepare 

students for life in the 21st century.13 
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In addition, teachers are increasingly 

reporting that many young people are not as 

knowledgeable and ‘savvy’ as they can appear 

to be. Young people’s confidence about their 

use of technology can be misleading. 

Students frequently struggle with their research 

skills when searching for relevant information 

on the internet, for example. They can find 

it hard to select the information they need. 

Teachers who set research tasks as homework 

complain of ‘copy and paste syndrome’, the 

situation in which they find entire chunks of, 

often only vaguely relevant, information which 

has been copied and pasted from a website 

into a student’s homework without the student 

engaging with its content. 

11. This activity is taken from the Futurelab handbook ‘Curriculum and teaching innovation’
 

Available online: www.futurelab.org.uk/resources/documents/handbooks/curriculum_and_teaching_innovation2.pdf
 

12. See, for example, Prensky, M (2001). Digital natives, digital immigrants. On the Horizon 9,5: 1-5. Critiques of the idea of the ‘digital 


native’ include: Facer, K, Furlong, J, Furlong, R and Sutherland, R (2003), Screenplay: Children and computing in the home. London: 


Routledge. Buckingham, D and Willett, R (eds) (2006). Digital Generations: Children, young people and new media. London: Lawrence
 

Erlbaum Associates Publishers. Vaidhyanathan, S (2008). Generational myth: Not all young people are tech-savvy. Chronicle of Higher 


Education, 55,4 


13. Jenkins, H, et al. Confronting the challenges of participatory culture: Media education for the 21st century. McArthur Foundation. 


digitallearning.macfound.org/atf/cf/%7B7E45C7E0-A3E0-4B89-AC9C-E807E1B0AE4E%7D/JENKINS_WHITE_PAPER.PDF 
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http://digitallearning.macfound.org/atf/cf/%7B7E45C7E0-A3E0-4B89-AC9C-E807E1B0AE4E%7D/JENKINS_WHITE_PAPER.PDF
www.futurelab.org.uk/resources/documents/handbooks/curriculum_and_teaching_innovation2.pdf
http:century.13
http:teachers.12
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“I don’t buy the digital natives argument, 

a lot of them are quite perplexed by the 

amount of stuff on the web, actually they 

have a pretty poor understanding of the 

reliability of sources, how to assess it and 

how to reference it.” Year 11 science teacher 

Students can find it difficult to work out 

whether the information they find on websites 

they do not recognise is trustworthy, with 

many of them relying on their chosen search 

engine to display the most relevant and reliable 

websites at the top of the list of search results.14 

Many have little understanding of how search 

terms work or the powerful commercial forces 

that can result in a particular company being 

top of the search engine’s list. 

It is not therefore enough to assume that 

young people automatically have all of the 

skills, knowledge and understanding that they 

need to apply to their use of technology. All 

young people need to be supported to thrive in 

digital cultures; they need help making sense 

of a rapidly changing world of technology 

which gives them access to vast amounts of 

information, which is infused with commercial 

agendas and which for many reasons can be 

difficult to interpret.15 It is teachers who have 

experience in the higher order critical thinking 

skills that can support young people’s use of 

digital technology. 

When teachers, parents and other adults 

subscribe to the notion of young people being 

digital natives, they are likely to view themselves 

as less informed about technology and may not 

therefore recognise the way in which they can 

support young people’s digital literacy. 

Teachers are ideally placed to help young people 

develop, not only more competent search skills 

but also the critical thinking skills that allow 

them to question and determine the reliability of 

information they find on the internet. Teachers 

can also support the other elements of digital 

literacy; they can help students to be creative, to 

collaborate, to communicate effectively and to 

develop cultural and social understandings and 

to know when technology can best be used to 

support these processes. 

“As a teaching professional, I have a 

responsibility to ensure my students are 

not just digitally confident but digitally 

competent & literate.” Secondary geography 

and Advanced Skills Teacher (AST) 

Developing digital literacy is important 

then because it supports young people to 

be confident and competent in their use of 

technology in a way that will enable them to 

develop their subject knowledge by encouraging 

their curiosity, supporting their creativity, giving 

them a critical framing for their emerging 

understandings and allowing them to make 

discerning use of the increasing number of 

digital resources available to them. 

Activity: 21st century learner 

Consider how the lived experiences of the 

students you teach are different from those of 

children who were at school in the 1960s, 1970s 

and 1980s. 

With colleagues, draw a picture of a typical ‘21st  

century student’. 

Reflect on your drawing. What are the 

characteristics of this ‘21st  century student’? 

What are their aspirations? 

Now consider what your aspirations are for 

them. As a subject/year group teacher what 

hopes and ambitions do you have for your 

students? What are you trying to achieve in 

your teaching? 

What sorts of skills, knowledge and 

understandings do you hope to foster through 

your teaching that will support your students to  

achieve their aspirations and to be successful? 

14. Ofcom (2009). UK children’s media literacy: 2009 interim report. Ofcom. Available online: www.ofcom.org.uk/advice/media_ 

literacy/medlitpub/medlitpubrss/uk_childrens_ml/full_report.pdf Other research which looks at the difficulties that can be 

encountered by young people when researching online includes Rowlands, I, and Fieldhouse, M (2007). Information Behaviour of the 

Researcher of the Future: Trends in scholarly information behaviours. British Library/JISC. 

www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/programmes/reppres/ggworkpackageii.pdf 

15. Sonia Livingstone, for example, describes her experience of accidentally ordering a book in German whilst shopping online to 

underscore the point that a world infused with digital media is not always immediately legible to either adults or children and can be 

difficult to navigate. Livingstone, S (2008). Key Research, Keynote with David Buckingham at Ofcom: International 
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http://www.ofcom.org.uk/advice/media_literacy/medlitpub/medlitpubrss/uk_childrens_ml/full_report.pdf
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/advice/media_literacy/medlitpub/medlitpubrss/uk_childrens_ml/full_report.pdf
www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/programmes/reppres/ggworkpackageii.pdf
http:interpret.15
http:results.14



