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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Hello, my name is David Giovagnoli. 

I am a sixth year doctoral student in English Studies and a program assistant in the Center for Teaching Learning & Technology.

The purpose of this presentation is to discuss the origins behind the ‘digital nativeness’ myth, that is the myth that since our undergraduate students have grown up in a world where technology is omnipresent, ipso facto they are highly competent in using any of the classroom technologies we could ask them to. From there we will discuss some strategies to reorient our thinking as instructors so that we can make sure that technology does not accidentally become a barrier in our classrooms.

While this isn’t intended to be a theoretical talk, I’d like to start by spending some time on the origins of the ‘digital native,’ a term coined perhaps as early as the 1990s, but explored more fully in 2001 by Mark Prensky when he proposed a digital native / digital immigrant divide.



The Origins of the Myth

Mark Prensky identified two 
groups: digital natives (those 
born with technology as a 
“native language”) and digital 
immigrants (those who must 
learn technology as a 
“second language) in 2001.
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Presentation Notes
I’d like to read a small sample of this article.

“What should we call these “new” students of today? Some refer to them as the N-(for Net)-gen or D-(for digital)-gen. But the most useful designation I have found for them is Digital Natives. Our students today are all “native speakers” of the digital language of computers, video games and the Internet. So what does that make the rest of us? Those of us who were not born into the digital world but have, at some later point in our lives, become fascinated by and adopted many or most aspects of the new technology are, and always will be, compared with them, Digital Immigrants. The importance of the distinction is this: As Digital Immigrants learn – like all immigrants, some better than others – to adapt to their environment, they always retain, to some degree, their “accent”, that is their foot in the past. The “digital immigrant accent” can be seen in such things as turning to the Internet for information second rather than first, or in reading the manual for a program rather than assuming that the program itself will teach us to use it. Today’s older folk were “socialized” differently from their kids, and are now in the process of learning a new language. And a language learned later in life, scientists tell us, goes into a different part of the brain.”

There are seriously problematic statements in this passage, especially with regard to conceptions of language use, nativeness, and aeteronormativity—that is to say expecting particular competencies or behaviors based simply upon someone’s age. Presnksy’s scholarly purpose is to attempt to build a framework through which instructors can view students’ technical proficiency, but he has also created a binary: an us and a them.

This passage is problematic for the way that it constructs native versus non-native language users, beyond its implications for the way we are constructing students as well. I want to focus in on his metaphor about accents here for a moment, though.



THE DIGITAL ACCENT?
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“There are hundreds of examples of the digital immigrant accent. They include printing out your e-mail (or having your secretary print it out for you – an even “thicker” accent); needing to print out a document written on the computer in order to edit it (rather than just editing on the screen); and bringing people physically into your office to see an interesting Web site (rather than just sending them the URL). I’m sure that you can think of one or two examples of your own without much effort. My own favorite example is the “Did you get my e-mail?” phone call. Those of us who are Digital Immigrants can, and should, laugh at ourselves and our “accent.” But this is not just a joke. It’s very serious, because the single biggest problem facing education today is that our Digital Immigrant instructors, who speak an outdated language (that of the pre-digital age), are struggling to teach a population that speaks an entirely new language.” 




Digital Dialects & Idiolects
Dialect
di·a·lect
/ˈdīəˌlekt/
a particular form of a language 
which is peculiar to a specific 
region or social group.
"this novel is written in the dialect 
of Trinidad"

Idiolect
id·i·o·lect
/ˈidēəˌlekt/
the speech habits peculiar to a 
particular person.
"in his strange idiolect, he 
preferred to call angels 
“angelicals“"



Recap
• “Digital native” is not a useful category for talking 

about our students, because it puts them and us 
into unhelpful boxes.

• Everyone’s technical proficiency/fluency/ability is 
different, and we need to take that into account 
when we’re asking our students to use technology.



Outcomes Based Instructional Design
• Just like with readings, we must select the technologies we’re employing in our 

classrooms with the overriding question: what does this technology do to help my 
students move towards the learning objectives I have for them in the course.

• When presented with new technologies, we have to be balance between being too 
slow to change and being too fast to change; resisting the ‘pedagogical impulse.’

• How does this program/app/platform enable my students to succeed in the 
course? What are the affordances and limitations of using it? Who will it enable 
and who might it constrain?

Credit to Dr. Amy Robillard who first brought my 
attention to the ‘pedagogical impulse.”



Activity Theory Based Instructional Design

• What specific activities can this technology be useful 
for? Which activities might be hindered by it?

• How many different platforms can students adequately 
and robustly engage with in a particular semester?

• Is the goal for technology use to be apparent or 
transparent?



General Best Practices
• Minimize the number of tools you’re using in a particular course; that minimizes the 

amount of class time you’ll need to spend explaining technology.
• Don’t assume that any particular student has familiarity with a tool you want to use.
• Offer individual help with technology in private; it’s often something students don’t 

want to ask about around their ppeers.
• Avoid activities that require technology use in class that can’t be done on multiple 

platforms—some students don’t have laptops but might have a smart phone.
• Make conversations about technology a part of the course—relate your experiences to 

theirs to avoid an us/them mentality.



Discussion/Questions?
• What has been your experience using technology in 

the classroom in terms of students’ “nativeness” 
with it?

• What are some of your take-aways from this 
presentation and what do you think you could do 
going forward?



David Giovagnoli

dgiovag@ilstu.edu
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