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Understanding the Net Generation


Unit 2: Understanding the Net Generation
A good place to begin is with a general introduction to the Net Generation. To provide you and your faculty with that background, we suggest three resources:

· “Is It Age or IT: First Steps to Understanding the Net Generation,” Diana Oblinger and James Oblinger
An introduction to the distinguishing characteristics of today’s students. [PDF 501 KB]
http://www.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/pub7101b.pdf

· “The Student’s Perspective,” Carie Windham
A description of the Net Gen from one of its members, who is a recent college graduate. [PDF 353 KB]
http://www.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/pub7101e.pdf

· “Students Have Spoken. Is Higher Education Listening?”
A recording of a panel discussion with individuals in various roles and institutions on addressing the needs of Net Gen learners. [RealMedia streaming audio]
http://engage.ucf.edu:28158/ramgen/ucf/cdws/parlor/2006/higher-ed-listening.rm 

As faculty review these resources, ask them to make notes about the following questions. Use this as the basis for group discussions and planning.

	Questions
	Notes

	What insights are you taking away from the descriptions of the Net Generation?
	

	How would your students describe themselves? 
	


	How well does your campus align with the needs and expectations of your students?
	


As a way of prompting discussion, you may want to use the information below in a one-page handout summarizing some of the characteristics of the Net Generation. 

Characteristics of the Net Generation

Today’s students—whether 18, 22, or 55—have attitudes and expectations that differ from those of students 10, 25, or 50 years ago. Here are some characteristics to consider. 

Digital. To most faculty and administrators, students appear to have no fear of technology. It is simply how they do things. Mobile phones, digital cameras, and MP3 players constitute today’s “backpack.” Browsing, downloading, and messaging happen anywhere and anytime. Students have adopted practices that are quickly becoming the norm, such as instant messaging, text messaging, Googling, and social networking. Their comfort with the Internet means it isn’t “technology” to them, it is a seamless part of their everyday lives. Google is more than a way to search—it indicative of a way of life.

Connected. Aided by today’s technologies, students take advantage of the fact that they can communicate with one another and connect to the Internet at all times. Laptops, handhelds, iPods, and cell phones provide almost ubiquitous access to information. Text messaging and instant messaging allow them to maintain constant contact with one another. Students share information about current locations, activities, and who is with them on an almost constant basis, not just with text but by sharing pictures, movies, and audio.

Experiential. Active, participatory, experiential learning is favored by many of today’s learners—at least they exhibit this learning style in their personal lives. But student behavior may not match their self-expressed learning preferences when placed in a large lecture hall with chairs bolted to the floor. 

Social. Students are highly social, connecting with friends, family, and faculty—face-to-face and online. They say they find great value in being with other people and want their college experience to promote connections. Yet the way they establish and maintain their personal and professional networks may be anything but traditional. Using devices like video cameras and aided by online environments like MySpace, students are equipped to capture and share experiences with friends and strangers alike. Facebook, instant messaging, and cell phone photos coexist with personal get-togethers and conversations over coffee. 

Time constrained. The majority of today’s students work part-time (often 30 or more hours per week), commute, and have responsibilities outside college. Even traditional-age, residential students are over committed, making lack of time the most common student characteristic. 

Faculty Perspectives
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“Today’s students are better at multitasking because they’ve done it all their lives.”
From “What I Learned About Educating the Net Generation,” Laura May, Nutrition Faculty, Mesa Community College
http://www.mcli.dist.maricopa.edu/iforum/2005/29

· “[This generation is] in a constant state of partial attention: They’re so used to IMing, texting on a cell phone, and talking with friends in person while they’re working on a paper that we think, ‘How can they work that way?’ And their response would be, ‘How can we work any other way?’” Joann Martyn, Academic Computing Coordinator for Arts, Performance, and Recreation, Carleton College
From “plugged_in@edu” by Patricia Miller
http://www.collegenews.org/x6204.xml

Follow-up

After you have completed this activity you may find it beneficial to ask participants for feedback. Some suggested questions are:

· Do you feel more familiar with the unique characteristics of Net Generation learners and of your students as a result of this activity?

· Has the activity changed the way you think about your students?

· Has it changed the way you think about your instruction?

· Did you find this activity a valuable use of your time?

· What could we do to make this activity more effective?




























































































































This unit is part of the EDUCAUSE Learning Initiative Discovery Tool: Net Generation Workshop Guide. Each unit can be used as a stand-alone activity, or all units can be combined for a multiday learning event. The units typically include articles, discussion exercises, and questionnaires. You are welcome to add your own material or modify what you find. The complete Net Generation tool set is available at www.educause.edu/NetGenTool.

ELI Discovery Tools are practical resources designed to support the development and implementation of teaching, learning, and technology projects or processes on campus. They are available to ELI members only.
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