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Techno-savvy 0r just techno-oriented?
What does the research tell us about the information-seeking
behaviour of the 'Net Generation?
Bv Bnnennn CoMers

uring the last 20 years, rapid
developments in technology
have led to changes in

the way we work, play and learn.
Technology has become an integral

part of society's everyday information

environment. Chjldren growing

up during what has been called the
technological or digital revolution
have never known a world without

instantaneous communication and

easy access to vast quantities of
information using multiple formats,
text types, graphics and multimedia.
For the 'Net Generatron of users
(born after 1985), technology is

transparent and a part of their social,
economic and educational landscape.
Developments in technology and the
introduction of multiple formats have
also created an information landscape
that is increasingly complex, dense
and overloaded. \l/hile information-

seeking behaviour remains a
fundarnental method for coping
with our environment and day-to-
duy problems (Donohew, Tipton
& Harvey 1978, in Case 2002), the
skills required to access information

are becoming increasingly diverse

and reflect the complexity of both
the technologies being used to store,
retrieve and disseminate in{ormation

and the multiple delivery formats.
For students growing up in the 'Net

Generatiory information seeking is a
complex cognitive, physical and social

behaviour that requires proficienry

in a wide-ranging set of skills that
is constantly evolving. Successful
participation in society for students
of the 'Net Ceneration will depend

on their ability to navigate in a global

knowledge economy where access
and being able to use information

to generate new knowledge are key
attributes.

What is the'Net Generation?
The 'Net Generation is comprised of
children bom after 1985, who have

never known life without the Internet
and who are all using computers
by age L6 (Tapscott L997). They
are often described in educational
policy documents as being tech-
sawy (US Department of Education
2004; NetDay 2004; Murray 2004;
Curriculum Corporation 2005). This
term is used quite loosely and implies
that young people not only use
technology with impunity, but know
how to use it effectively and efficiently
to find the information they require.
Members of the'Net Generation have
the following characteristics:

o they are intuitive visual
communicators who have strong
visual-spatial skills and can
integrate the virtual and the
physical intuitively

o they leam by discovery rather
than being told

. they have rapid attentional

deployment and can shiftattention
rapidly from one task to another

. they have fast response times and
are able to respond rapidly and
expect rapid responses in refum

. they are independentlearners who
have the ability to question and
confront information (Oblinger &
Oblinger 2005).

How are they different? Members of
the'Net Generation:

o know what they want and have
good digital literacy skills

o retain information and use it in
innovative ways

. are comfortable multi-tasking

using a range of technologies

. work and play in an environment
where trust, authentication and
the authority of information
is fluid, so they develop

sophisticated information skills to
enable them to secure authenticity
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o communicate globally, which

exposes them to a wide range of

ideas and cultural differences,

thus leading to a more sociallY

inclusive outlook (Skiba 2003,

Dorman 2000, Tapscott 1998,

Oblinger & Oblinger 2005).

Is the Net Generation truth or mYth?

Is this actually the case or are these the

observations of an older generation

enthralled by and perhaps a little bit

wary of a younger generation that

seems to be able to adopt and adaPt

emerging technologies effortlessly?

Is the 'Net Generation a real

phenomenon or are we observing a

generation of users who are simPlY

used to a different informational

landscape? A major flaw in the

literature about the 'Net Generation

is the fact that much of the research

concentrates on either asking young

people how they think they use

technology differently or by observing

their use of technology. Rarely do the

proponents of this theory achially

question what young People are doing

and how they are using technology to

seek information. The issues of self-

efficacy and the perceptions of youth

about themselves and their culture

are not considered. The competence

and skill levels of the 'Net Generatiorl

while sometimes questioned, are not

investigated further or supported by

rigorous academic research.

... their comfort with technologY

may not be synonymous

with competency. Students'

underlying understanding of

the technolory rr.ray be shallow.

The same is often true of their

scrutiny of information sources

and their respect for intellectual

property. The 'Net Generation

may be simultaneously ahead of

and behind earlier generations

(Oblinger & Hawkins 2005).

While there is no doubt that

technology has affected the way

we live and influences nearly everY

aspect of our daily lives, this bodY

of popular literature requires closer

analysis to determine whether the

characteristics assigned to the 'Net

Generation are based in fact or are

merely observations that describe

what young people appear to be

doing when using ICTs. The lack of

rigorous research in this area and the

perpetuation of the 'Net Generation

myth is being replicated by the global

nature of the technology. While the

initial theory was first posited ir.1997

when the full impact of the Internet,

and particularly the Web, began to

be realised, it has resurfaced again

between 2003 and 2006, mainlY

via public domairy web-based

publications.

Research on the'Net
Generation
The emerging body of research on

the 'Net Generation largely debunks

the myth of an intuitive user who is

capable ofusing electronic resources to

find information - a fact many teacher

Iibrarians have long suspected.

UK Children Go Online (UKCGO), an

ongoing survey of young people (uP

to 18 years of age) found that Young
people:

o are not critical or discern.ing users

. have poor Internet literacy skills

(and do not know where they are

in virtual space)

. trust the authority of information

they find onthe Internet and rarelY

question authenticity or authority

. communicate mostly with their

peers

. rarely participate in civic, global

or political activities online

. generally lack the skills and

technical knowledge to be

innovative and create websites,

although a small percentage does

have the skill

. have a range of skills required

to access online facilities/

information.

The survey also found that young

people's skills were variably, and

unequally, distributed across the

populatiory withage, gender and socio-

economic status all associated with

differences in literacy (Livingstone,

Bober & Helsper 2004,2005).

The UK Joint Information Systems

Committee (IISC), looking at

academics and first-year students,

found:

. an overwhelming reliance by

academics and students on

Internet search engines rather

than using specialised electronic

information services;

. students rarely use even simple

Boolean logic to refine search

strategies and seem to be

disinterested or unwilling to

alter their current Patterns of

information-seeking behaviour

. loss of face and admitting to a lack

of knowledge and skill were major

difficulties for the researchers

when collecting data for the

project (Banwell & Gannon-LearY

2000).

Other studies found:

o students use landmarks, or

favourite websites, as starting

points for a search and regularlY

used the back button to navigate

(Martzoukou 2004, Fidel 1999)

o university students 'have a

significant preference for using

browsing methods (hyperlinks)

over search (via search features)

and hybrid (combination)

methods'(Sandvig & Baiwa 2004)
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. man/ students do not have

the cognitive skills to navigate

hypertext. They browse or surf

the Internet or use Google to

get quick, easy results (Scott &

O'Sullivan 2005).

PEW Internet and American Life

Project (Fallows 2005) found:
o teens are comfortable using search

engines

. they are satisfied with their search

results, but few know much about

search engines or use sophisticated

search strategies

o they trust search engines and the

information provided (Fallows

200s)

. teens are confident in their ability

to use search engines to find

information

. teens stop searching once they

think they have found the answer

and have a tendency to rely on

single sources of information

(Fallows 2005)

. teens prefer to spend face-to-face

time with friends and use landline

telephones to keep in touch

. while self-efficacy was higtu as

with the UK studies, finding the

right information was frustrating

and time-consuming

o students used unsophisticated

search strategies and tended to

browse or use commercial search

engines such as Google

o students demonstrated 'a serious

lack of understanding of the

limits of the free Web'(Everhart &

Yalenza2004).

A recent report from the ETS

(Educational Testing Service) analysis

of the responses of 6300 students who

took the company's information and

communications technology (ICT)

literacy assessment this year revealed

that 'many students lack the critical

thinking skills to perform the kinds of

inf ormation management and research

tasks necessary for academic success'

(Bogan 2006). \Alhile many students

had difficulty completing research

tasks, those who were successful then

had difficulty interpreting and using

the information they had found.

Some of the main points of the ETS

analysis included:
. Few test takers demonstrated key

ICT literacy skills

o On average, students eamed

about half the points that they

could have earned on the test

o Female and male test takers

earned similar scores

The negative findings included:

. Across several tasks, only a few

test takers could accurately adapt

material for a new audience.

. In a web-search task, only 40

percent entered multiple search

terms to narrow the results.

. When asked to organise a large

amount of information efficiently,

more than half the students failed

to sort the information to clarify

related material.

. When searching a large database,

only 50 percent of test takers

used a strategy that minimised

irrelevant results (ETS 2006).

Significance
Students in the 21st century will need

to have certain information skills to

navigate an everyday environment

that is characterised by multimedia, is

multi-sensory and is in a continuous

state of information overload. If we

assume that our students are techno:-

savvy and already have these skills

when they are really just techno-

oriented, they will not be prepared

for life in the 21st century. Schools and

universities will not be graduating

smart information users and lifelong

learners. The role for libraries is clear.

Libraries are the public gateway to

electronic information for those who

do not have the means to access the

Internet at home. Librarians will

become the gatekeepers - they will

hold the key to information for many in

society who do not have the cognitive

or information literacy skills to access

electronic information. Librarians

will also become interpreters of

information for multicultural

Australians who lack the language

skills to deal with information. These

are not new roles for school or public

libraries. What has changed is the

technology, information overload and

public and community expectations.

What needs to change are public and

community perceptions of the role of

libraries in society and the profession

as a whole, our perceptions of the

roles of teacher/librarians and library

technicians, and our attitudes to

professional development and the

status of the profession.

If the research indicates that the basic

assumptions being made about the

abilities/skills of the 'Net Generation

are flawed then:
o education and the way we teach

information literacy skills in

schools must change

. libraries and teacher librarians in

schools must be supported and

professional staff become more

proactive

. public librarians need to improve

skills and define their role as the

delivers of end-use information

literacy program

. everyone across the profession

needs to be more proactive,
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professionally engaged and

politically active to raise the status

of the profession.

The consequences for the 'Net

Generation and the next generation

of young Australians is that they will

not be smart information users or

lifelong learners, in a world where the

information landscape is characterised

by increasing complexity and

information overload.
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