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The myth of the digital native

The distinction between the digital ‘native’ and the digital ‘immigrant’ has become a commonly-accepted trope within higher education and its broader cultural contexts, as a way of mapping and understanding the rapid technological changes which are re-forming our learning spaces, and ourselves as subjects in the digital age. Young people, having grown up with computers and the internet, are naturally proficient with new digital technologies and spaces, the argument goes, while older people will always be a step behind/apart in their dealings with the digital
. When we work in internet environments, we work with  technological spaces which are highly volatile, and which offer us new and potentially radical ways of communicating, representing and constituting knowledge and selfhood. Within such apparently transgressive spaces, the rhetoric of the digital ‘native’ allows us to position young learners as subjects ‘at one’ with the digital environment in a way which older users – teachers, ‘immigrants’ – can never be. Thinking within the context of the MSc in E-learning, this paper will problematise the native-immigrant binary in four main ways:
The methods of deconstruction reveal that every binary has a privileged term – in the case of the native-immigrant we argue that it is the former term which dominates. A native-immigrant discourse deprivileges the role of the teacher and minimises the value of their expertise in favour of their generational positioning. The digital immigrant is inextricably, negatively positioned toward technology.


We question the theory of the subject which drives the native-immigrant distinction, suggesting that the binary essentialises the subjectivity of the teacher again in terms of his or her generational positioning. The ‘immigrant’ category is a fixed and determining one, which works against the possibility of change and the notion of the ‘subject in process’. 

We also think in terms of metaphor – if the ‘inhabitants’ of technological spaces are the natives or immigrants, this constructs the technological environment as the nation-state or the landmass – something which is almost impossible to act on, which minimises our sense of agency and control as teachers and learners. Again technology is constructed as determining and wholly beyond the influence or control of individual learners and teachers.
Finally, we think in terms of politics and power, considering how the binary can function to delegitimise dissent, and also how society’s broader construction of the immigrant-native influences our understanding of the roles of learners and teachers. To be an immigrant is not always to inhabit a position of weakness – this depends who the immigrant is and where they come from. Should we be asking if the teacher as digital immigrant is an asylum-seeker or a missionary?
In the context of the MSc in E-learning, the digital native-immigrant binary is further complicated by the fact that many ‘students’ are also ‘immigrants’ in generational terms. Some expect their tutors to be either natives themselves, or to function as gatekeepers to the digital world. Others are fluently digital. Where do the experiences of individual learners and teachers fit in to the trope of the digital native? We will argue that they don’t, and that a critical response which problematises the concept is much needed by teachers, researchers and learners in higher education.
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