
Cop
yri

gh
t F

ou
nta

inh
ea

d P
res

s

(e)Dentity
Fountainhead Press V Series

Edited by 
Stephanie Vie



Cop
yri

gh
t F

ou
nta

inh
ea

d P
res

s

Design by Susan Moore

Copyright © 2011 by Fountainhead Press 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means, 
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any informational storage 
and retrieval system without written permission from the publisher. 

Books may be purchased for educational purposes. 

For information, please call or write: 

	 1-800-586-0330  

	 Fountainhead Press 
	 Southlake, TX 76092  

	 Web Site: www.fountainheadpress.com 
	 E-mail: customerservice@fountainheadpress.com 

First Edition 

ISBN: 978-1-59871-457-9

Printed in the United States of America

Our green initiatives include:
Electronic Products
We deliver products in non-paper form whenever possible. This includes pdf downloadables, 
flash drives, & CDs.

Electronic Samples
We use Xample, a new electronic sampling system. Instructor samples are sent via a personal-
ized web page that links to pdf downloads. 

FSC Certified Printers
All of our printers are certified by the Forest Service Council which promotes environmentally 
and socially responsible management of the world’s forests. This program allows consumer 
groups, individual consumers, and businesses to work together hand-in-hand to promote 
responsible use of the world’s forests as a renewable and sustainable resource.

Recycled Paper
Most of our products are printed on a minimum of 30% post-consumer waste recycled paper. 

Support of Green Causes
When we do print, we donate a portion of our revenue to green causes. Listed below are a few 
of the organizations that have received donations from Fountainhead Press. We welcome your 
feedback and suggestions for contributions, as we are always searching for worthy initiatives.

		  Rainforest 2 Reef 
		  Environmental Working Group

X



Cop
yri

gh
t F

ou
nta

inh
ea

d P
res

s

Introduction to the Fountainhead Press V Series
By Brooke Rollins and Lee Bauknight

Series Editors

The Fountainhead Press V Series is a new collection of  single-topic readers that 
takes a unique look at some of  today’s most pressing issues. Designed to give writing 
students a more nuanced introduction to public discourse—on the environment, on 
food, and on digital life, to name a few of  the topics—the books feature writing, 
research, and invention prompts that can be adapted to nearly any kind of  college 
writing class. Each V Series textbook focuses on a single issue and includes multi-
genre and multimodal readings and assignments that move the discourse beyond the 
most familiar patterns of  debate—patterns usually fettered by entrenched positions 
and often obsessed with “winning.”

The ultimate goal of  the series is to help writing students—who tend to hover on 
the periphery of  public discourse—think, explore, find their voices, and skillfully 
compose texts in a variety of  media and genres. Not only do the books help students 
think about compelling issues and how they might address them, they also give 
students the practice they need to develop their research, rhetorical, and writing 
skills. Together, the readings, prompts, and longer assignments show students 
how to add their voices to the conversations about these issues in meaningful and 
productive ways.

With enough readings and composing tasks to sustain an entire quarter or semester, 
and inexpensive enough to be used in combination with other rhetorics and readers, 
the Fountainhead Press V Series provides instructors with the flexibility to build 
the writing courses they want and need to teach. An instructor interested in deeply 
exploring environmental issues, for example, could design a semester- or quarter-long 
course using Green, the first of  the V Series texts. On the other hand, an instructor 
who wanted to teach discrete units on different issues could use two or more of  the V 
Series books. In either case, the texts would give students ample opportunity—and 
a variety of  ways—to engage with the issues at hand.    

The V Series uses the term “composition” in its broadest sense. Of  course, the 
textbooks provide students plenty of  opportunities to write, but they also include 
assignments that take students beyond the page. Books in the series encourage 
students to explore other modes of  communication by prompting them to design 
web sites, for example; to produce videos, posters, and presentations; to conduct 
primary and secondary research; and to develop projects with community partners 
that might incorporate any number of  these skills. Ultimately, we have designed the 
Fountainhead Press V Series to work for teachers and students. With their carefully 
chosen readings, built-in flexibility, and sound rhetorical grounding, the V Series 
books would be a dynamic and user-friendly addition to any writing class.  
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INTRODUCTION
Your (E) dentity

By Stephanie Vie

Who are you? What are you like? How do you define yourself? How might 
others label you? These questions and more assist us in forming our personal 
identities; these identities differentiate us from others and help carve out our 
own niches. But today, as we live more and more of  our lives in online spaces, 
we also carry with us an “(e)dentity”, an electronic identity composed of  
the digital traces left behind as we participate in virtual worlds. Every time 
you upload a picture to a social networking site, create an avatar in an online 
game, blog or tweet about your life, or buy something online, you generate 
digital traces that, when examined, form your (e)dentity.

Many of  these digital traces are created unconsciously; when you reply to 
an e-mail or request a movie from Netflix, you probably do not consider 
that part of  your (e)dentity, yet those actions leave digital footprints that 
can be mined for data by various companies 
and corporate entities. For example, if  you 
have a Gmail account, next time you open an 
e-mail, take a look at the advertisements on 
the right-hand side of  the screen; they will 
change based on keywords in the e-mail you 
are reading. The ads are derived from portions 
of  your (e)dentity and targeted to what the 
system believes you might be interested in. 
As a result, our digital traces can leave us 
vulnerable to data mining, identity theft, 
and privacy loss. Yet our (e)dentities also 
help us search for friends and be searched for 
by others, allowing us to form relationships 
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and reconnect with people from our pasts. Even after our deaths, our online 
identities may still be visible in our social networking profiles that remain online.

It is easy to see that living a life online requires us to balance carefully our need 
for privacy with our desire to connect with others. The formation of  our (e)
dentities through the digital traces we leave has become such a natural part 
of  our lives that it is hard to remember a time before social networking, before 
e-mail, and before instant messaging. Just think about the fact that Facebook has 
only been around since 2004 (and only open to the general public since 2006), yet 
it has become firmly entrenched in millions of  peoples’ lives—over five hundred 
million as of  July 2010 according to Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg. The 
ease with which we can look up and chat with friends, remember birthdays, 
and maintain a growing list of  social connections is something we may take for 
granted, forgetting that it was not always this way. Also, our collective memory 
of  how privacy and identity has been shaped by online sites like Facebook 
can sometimes be shaky; when the “News Feed” feature was introduced in 
September 2006, thousands of  users were outraged, concerned that changes in 
their relationship status, conversations with other users, and so on were now 
immediately visible to everyone else in their network. Now imagine Facebook 
without that feature today. Difficult, isn’t it? We have grown comfortable with 
the changes and learned to adjust—yet the underlying issues of  privacy and (e)
dentity never went away. We have simply adjusted to those, too.

It is not only social networking sites 
that have fundamentally altered our 
understandings of  identity, (e)dentity, 
privacy, and relationships; virtual spaces 
like online gaming sites, blogs, wikis, 
Twitter, and others have also had major 
roles in shaping the ways we communicate 
with and about others both online and off. 
Since the first blogs in the late nineties, 
we have seen blogging affect our world at 
societal and personal levels. Blogs have played a part in the decline of  traditional 
print journalism; some have been banned in totalitarian regimes; some bloggers 
have been fired, even imprisoned, for what they have written. Social media 
have also played major parts in world revolutions. In 2009, Twitter users in 
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Iran objected to the reelection of  President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad; similarly, 
Egyptian protesters in early 2011 ousted President Hosni Mubarak after his 
nearly thirty-year reign. Closer to home, an event that clearly illustrated both 
the power and the limitations of  social media was the flood of  rapid reactions 
to the shooting of  U. S. Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords on January 8, 2011. 
While the dissemination of  information was nearly instantaneous, Twitter 
coverage of  this event shows how the usual filters that ensure the veracity of  
news reports are not always in use in online spaces. Today, as we navigate the 
sea of  information surrounding us, it is even more important that we stop to 
consider contextual clues and not rush to conclusions.

Despite the complexities that social media have introduced to our communication 
styles, social media have offered many benefits as well; they have helped connect 
individuals with similar interests and offered a more rapid, grassroots-level way 
to circulate news. It is no wonder that in 2006, Time magazine chose as its 
“Person of  the Year” simply “you.”  The cover featured a reflective panel that 
mirrored the reader’s face. Time noted that “2006 gave us some ideas. This is an 
opportunity to build a new kind of  international understanding, not politician 
to politician, great man to great man, but citizen to citizen, person to person.” 
We can see the results of  such a person-to-person form of  communication in 
sites like Wikipedia, the go-to source for many to look up information quickly. 
Its creation challenged many of  our views about the reliability and validity of  
collaboratively written materials that have not gone through traditional peer 
review (where information is vetted and evaluated by a group of  individuals 
qualified, based on their scholarly achievements, to assess the work). The wiki 
software itself  has brought into question the differences between single-authored, 
multiple-authored, and anonymous writing. Much like blogs, social networking 
sites, and Twitter, wikis continue to play a role in our understandings of  what it 
means to communicate in the twenty-first century.

As you can imagine, there are no easy answers to the questions raised by our 
lives online; like our personal identities and our (e)dentities, virtual spaces are 
constantly changing and are both shaping us and being shaped by us. While this 
is happening, though, we are continuously in conversation with each other, and 
this book, (E)dentity, reflects that ongoing conversation. The readings featured 
here do not attempt to present definitive answers on questions of  privacy, 
identity, and connectivity that have emerged from our lives online; instead, these 
readings form a conversation that invites you to join in and consider how your 
voice might connect to those already speaking. Rather than focusing on scholarly 
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narratives, (E)dentity draws from multiple sources: newspapers, magazines, 
blog posts, online comics, and even Twitter feeds. Some are humorous, some 
serious, some playful, and some thought-provoking; all are meant to illustrate 
the multiplicity of  voices participating in the ongoing conversation about online 
life and identity.

Along the way you will find research, invention, and composing prompts to help 
you join the conversation. Much like the readings provided in this book, the 
kinds of  composing you will be prompted to do will move in many ways beyond 
what you might think of  as traditional academic writing. You might be asked to 
write a blog post, analyze a series of  Twitter “tweets,” create an avatar, examine 
a webcomic, or reflect on playing video games. Communication in a digital age 
has adapted in many ways to the new forms of  media we encounter daily and 
the prompts throughout (E)dentity reflect a more contemporary understanding 
of  what writing might look like today.

One way to get started in this book and consider how writing has changed 
today is to explore how we sort information and content on the web through 
visualization tools such as tag clouds. (A tag cloud is a visual depiction of  the 
words used in a piece of  writing; the greater the frequency with which a word 
is used, the larger it appears in the cloud.) The first exercise below asks you 
to choose your own writing or a written piece found online and explore a new 
way to focus on writing. Similarly, the second exercise below asks you to begin 
your journey through this book by reflecting on your own (e)dentity. As you 
continue through (E)dentity and read further, you will add additional layers of  
understanding and meaning to your initial conception of  your (e)dentity, just 
as each time you participate in online spaces you add more layers to your online 
identity.
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Choose a brief  piece of  writing that you have composed or, alternatively, 
find one online. Visit http://www.wordle.net and paste in the text that 
you have chosen, then analyze the visual results—the “tag cloud” created 
from your text. The most common words will appear in a larger font size 
to indicate that they occur more often. What are your most common 
words? Your least common words will appear in a smaller font. What 
are they?  Does the word frequency seem to match up with the overall 
theme or argument of  the piece? How does your understanding of  the 
text change when you visualize it differently like this? How could you 
use tag clouds to think through different steps of  the writing process—
from brainstorming to prewriting to revision?

Begin by listing ten words that define you. Weave those words into a short 
response that describes who you are, what you believe in, what you stand 
for, what you are like, and so on. Next, make a second list of  ten words 
that describe your online presence—your (e)dentity. Keep in mind that 
your (e)dentity is formed through the traces left behind from your online 
activities and interactions. Thus you might list words that relate to your 
communication activities through e-mail, Twitter, blogging, and social 
networking; you might also list words that reflect how you’ve crafted 
a digital persona that can be seen in your social networking profiles, 
pictures of  you online, and so on. Compose a second short response that 
weaves in the words from your second list about your (e)dentity.

Now, examine your two responses and reflect on the following questions in 
a brief  essay: Is there significant overlap between how you have described 
yourself  in your two responses? What words appear twice? What words 
are new? Write a brief  reflection exploring to what extent your online 
identity seems to differ from your offline identity and why.
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You see them everywhere. The teenage girl with the iPod, sitting across from 
you on the subway, frenetically typing messages into her cell phone. The whiz 
kid summer intern in your office who knows what to do when your e-mail client 
crashes. The eight-year-old who can beat you at any video game on the market— 
and types faster than you do, too.  Even your niece’s newborn baby in London, 
whom you’ve never met, but with whom you have bonded nonetheless, owing to 
the new batch of  baby photos that arrive each week.

All of  them are “Digital Natives.” They were all born after 1980, when social 
digital technologies, such as Usenet and bulletin board systems, came online. 
They all have access to networked digital technologies. And they all have the 
skills to use those technologies. (Except for the baby—but she’ll learn soon 
enough.)

Chances are, you’ve been impressed with some of  the skills these Digital Natives 
possess. Maybe your young assistant has shown you a hilarious political satire 
online that you never would have found on your own, or made presentation 
materials for you that make your own PowerPoint slides seem medieval by 
comparison.  Maybe your son has Photoshopped a cloud out of  a family vacation 
photo and turned it into the perfect Christmas card.  Maybe that eight-year-old 
made a funny video on her own that tens of  thousands of  people watched on 
YouTube.

excerpt from

Born Digital: Understanding the first 
generation of digital natives 

By John Palfrey and Urs Gasser

John Palfrey is a Professor of Law and Vice Dean for Library and Information Resources at Harvard Law School; Urs 
Gasser is the Berkman Center for Internet & Society’s Executive Director at Harvard University. Together they are 
co-authors of the book Born Digital: Understanding the First Generation of Digital Natives, published in 2008, which 
attempts to deepen our understandings of the term “digital native” by complicating it and combating generaliza-
tions about technology and today’s youth.
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But there’s also a good chance that a Digital Native has annoyed you. That 
same assistant, perhaps, writes inappropriately casual e-mails to your clients—
and somehow still doesn’t know how to put together an actual printed letter.  Or 
maybe your daughter never comes down for dinner on time because she’s always 
busy online, chatting with her friends. And when she does come down to dinner, 
she won’t stop texting those same friends under the table.

Maybe you’re even a bit frightened by these Digital Natives. Your son has told 
you, perhaps, that a boy in his ninth-grade class is putting up scary, violent 
messages on his Web page. Or you heard about that ring of  college kids who 
hacked into a company website and stole 487 credit-card numbers before getting 
caught by police.

There is one thing you know for sure: These kids are different. They study, work, 
write, and interact with each other in ways that are very different from the 
ways that you did growing up. They read blogs rather than newspapers. They 
often meet each other online before they meet in person. They probably don’t 
even know what a library card looks like, much less have one; and if  they do, 
they’ve probably never used it. They get their music online—often for free, 
illegally—rather than buying it in record stores. They’re more likely to send an 
instant message (IM) than to pick up the telephone to arrange a date later in 
the afternoon. They adopt and pal around with virtual Neopets online instead 
of  pound puppies. And they’re connected to one another by a common culture.  
Major aspects of  their lives—social interactions, friendships, civic activities—
are mediated by digital technologies. And they’ve never known any other way 
of  life.

Beginning in the late 1970s, the world began to change—and fast. The first 
online bulletin board system (or “BBS,” for short) let people with clunky 
computer equipment and access to telephone lines swap documents, read news 
online, and send one another messages. Usenet groups, organized around topics 
of  interest to communities of  users, became popular in the early 1980s. E-mail 
began to enter popular usage later in the 1980s. The World Wide Web made its 
debut in 1991, with easy-to-use browsers widely accessible a few years after. 
Search engines, portals and e-commerce sites hit the scene in the last 1990s. 
By the turn of  the millennium, the first social networks and blogs cropped up 
online. In 2001, Polaroid declared bankruptcy, just as sales of  digital cameras 
started to take off. In 2006, Tower Records liquidated its stores; by 2008, iTunes 
had become the largest music retailer in the United States. Today, most young 
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people in many societies around the world carry mobile devices—cell phone, 
Sidekicks, iPhones—at all times, and these devices don’t just make phone calls; 
they also send text messages, surf  the Internet, and download music.

This is the most rapid period of  technological transformation ever, at least when 
it comes to information. The Chinese invented the printing press several centuries 
before Johannes Gutenberg developed the European printing press in the mid-
1400s and churned out his first Bibles. Few people could afford the printed 
books made possible by presses for another several centuries. By contrast, the 
invention and adoption of  digital technologies by more than a billion people 
worldwide has occurred over the span of  a few decades. Despite the saturation 
of  digital technologies in many cultures, no generation has yet lived from cradle 
to grave in the digital era.

No major aspect of  modern life is untouched by the way many of  us now use 
information technologies. Business, for instance, can be done more quickly 
and over greater distances, often with much less capital required to get up and 
running. Politicians e-mail their constituents, offer video introductions to their 
campaigns on their websites, and provide volunteers with sophisticated digital 
tools to organize events on their own. Even religion is being transformed: Priests 
and pastors, imams, rabbis, gurus, and even Buddhist monks have begun to 
reach their faithful through their weblogs. 

Most notable, however, is the way the digital era has transformed how people live 
their lives and relate to one another and to the work around them. Some older 
people were there at the start, and these “Digital Settlers”—though not native 
to the digital environment, because they grew up in an analog-only world—
have helped to shape its contours. These older people are online, too, and often 
quite sophisticated in their use of  these technologies, but they also continue 
to rely heavily on traditional, analog forms of  interaction. Others less familiar 
with this environment, “Digital Immigrants,” learned how to e-mail and use 
social networks late in life. You know them by the lame jokes and warnings 
about urban myths that they still forward to large cc: lists. Those who were 
born digital don’t remember a world in which letters were printed and sent, 
much less handwritten, or where people met up at formal dances rather than 
on Facebook. The changing nature of  human relationships is second nature to 
some, and learned behaviors to others.
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This narrative is about those who wear the earbuds of  an iPod on the subway to 
their first job, not those of  us who still remember how to operate a Sony Walkman 
or remember buying LPs or eight-track tapes. Much is changing beyond just 
how much young people pay (or don’t pay) for their music. The young people 
becoming university students and new entrants in the workforce, while living 
much of  their lives online, are different from us along many dimensions. Unlike 
those of  us just a shade older, this new generation didn’t have to relearn anything 
to live lives of  digital immersion. They learned in digital the first time around; 
they only know a world that is digital.

Unlike most Digital Immigrants, Digital Natives live much of  their lives online, 
without distinguishing between the online and the offline. Instead of  thinking 
of  their digital identity and their real-space identity as separate things, they 
just have an identity (with representations in two, or three, or more different 
spaces). They are joined by a set of  common practices, including the amount 
of  time they spend using digital technologies, their tendency to multitask, their 
tendency to express themselves and relate to one another in ways mediated by 
digital technologies, and their pattern of  using the technologies to access and use 
information and create new knowledge and art forms. For these young people, 
new digital technologies—computers, cell phones, Sidekicks—are primary 
mediators of  human-to-human connections. They have created a 24/7 network 
that blends the human with the technical to a degree we haven’t experienced 
before, and it is transforming human relationships in fundamental ways. They 
feel as comfortable in online spaces as they do in offline ones. They don’t think 
of  their hybrid lives as anything remarkable. Digital Natives haven’t known 
anything but a life connected to one another, and to the world of  bits, in this 
manner. 

Digital Natives are constantly connected. They have plenty of  friends, in real 
space and in the virtual worlds—indeed, a growing collection of  friends they keep 
a count of, often for the rest of  the world to see, in their online social network 
sites.1 Even as they sleep, connections are made online, in the background; they 
wake up to find them each day. Sometimes, these connections are to people 
the Digital Native would never have had a chance to meet in the offline world. 
Through social network sites, Digital Natives connect with and IM and share 
photos with friends all over the world. They may also collaborate creatively or 
politically in ways that would have been impossible thirty years ago. But in 
the course of  this relentless connectivity, the very nature of  relationships—
even what it means to “befriend” someone—is changing. Online friendships are 



Cop
yri

gh
t F

ou
nta

inh
ea

d P
res

s

   10   

(e)Dentity

   11   

Born Digital

based on many of  the same things as traditional friendships—shared interests, 
frequent interaction—but they nonetheless have a very different tenor: They are 
often fleeting; they are easy to enter into and easy to leave, without so much as a 
goodbye; and they are also perhaps enduring in ways we have yet to understand.

Digital natives don’t just experience friendship differently from their parents; 
they also relate to information differently. Consider the way Digital Natives 
experience music. Not so long ago, teenagers would go to a friend’s house to 
listen to a new record. Or music could signal a shared intimacy: A teenage girl 
would give her new boyfriend a mixed tape, with song names carefully written 
onto the cassette lining, to signal her growing affection. Not everything has 
changed: Digital Natives still listen to copious amounts of  music. And they still 
share lots of  music. But the experience is far less likely than before to take 
place in physical space, with friends hanging out together to listen to a stereo 
system. The network lets them share music that they each, then, can hear 
through headphones, walking down the street or in their dorm rooms, mediated 
by an iPod or the iTunes Music System on their hard drive. The mixed tape 
has given way to the playlist, shared with friends and strangers alike through 
social networks online. A generation has come to expect music to be digitally 
formatted, often free for the taking, and endlessly shareable and portable.

Digital Natives are tremendously creative. It is impossible to say whether they 
are more or less creative than prior generations, but one thing is certain: They 
express themselves creatively in ways that are very different from the ways 
their parents did at their age. Many Digital Natives perceive information to be 
malleable; it is something they can control and reshape in new and interesting 
ways. That might mean editing a profile on MySpace or encyclopedia entries on 
Wikipedia, making a movie or online video, or downloading a hot music track—
whether lawfully not. Whether or not they realize it, they have come to have a 
degree of  control over their cultural environment that is unprecedented. Digital 
Natives can learn how to use a new software program in a snap. They seemingly 
can take, upload, and edit pictures to share with friends online in their sleep. 
Digital Natives, at their most creative, are creating parallel worlds on sites like 
Second Life. And after they do, they record parts of  that world and post a 
video of  it on YouTube (if  they live in California) or Daily Motion (if  they live 
in Cannes) in a new art form called “machinima.” Digital Natives can rework 
media, using off-the-shelf  computer programs, in ways that would have seemed 
impossible a few short decades ago.
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Digital Natives are coming to rely upon this connected space for virtually all 
of  the information they need to live their lives. Research once meant a trip to a 
library to paw through a musty card catalog and puzzle over the Dewey Decimal 
System to find a book to pull off  the shelves. Now, research means a Google 
search—and, for most, a visit to Wikipedia before diving deeper into a topic. 
They simply open a browser, punch in a search term, and dive away until they 
find what they want—or what they thought they wanted. Most Digital Natives 
don’t buy the newspaper—ever. It’s not that they don’t read the news, it’s just 
that they get it in new ways and in a wide variety of  formats. And they have 
little use for those big maps you have to fold on the creases, or for TV listings, 
travel guides, or pamphlets of  any sort; the print versions are not obsolete, but 
they do strike Digital Natives as rather quaint. These changes, to be sure, are 
not all good, but they will be enduring.

Indeed, many aspects of  the way in which Digital Natives lead their lives are 
cause for concern. Digital Natives’ ideas about privacy, for instance, are different 
from those of  their parents and grandparents. In the process of  spending so 
much time in this digitally connected environment, Digital Natives are leaving 
more traces of  themselves in public places online. At their best, they show off  
who they aspire to be and put their most creative selves before the world. At 
their worst, they put information online that may put them in danger, or that 
could humiliate them in years to come. With every hour they log online, they are 
leaving more tracks for marketers—and pedophiles, for that matter—to follow. 
There’s more about them for admissions officers and potential employers—and 
potential dates—to find. The repercussions of  these changes, in the decades to 
come, will be profound for all of  us. But those who are growing up as Digital 
Natives are on track to pay the highest price.

Digital Natives will move markets and transform industries, education and 
global politics. The changes they bring about as they move into the workforce 
could have an immensely positive effect on the world we live in. By and large, 
the digital revolution has already made this world a better place. And Digital 
Natives have every chance of  propelling society further forward in myriad 
ways—if  we let them.

But make no mistake: We are at a crossroads. There are two possible paths before 
us—one in which we destroy what is great about the Internet and about how 
young people use it, and one in which we make smart choices and head toward a 
bright future in a digital age. The stakes of  our actions today are very high. The 
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choices that we are making now will govern how our children and grandchildren 
live their lives in many important ways: how they shape their identities, protect 
their privacy, and keep themselves safe; how they create, understand, and shape 
the information that underlies the decision-making of  their generation; and how 
they learn, innovate, and take responsibility as citizens. On one of  these paths, 
we seem to constrain their creativity, self-expression, and innovation in public 
and private spheres; on the other, we embrace these things while minimizing the 
dangers that come with the new era.

Fear is the single biggest obstacle to getting started on that second path, the one 
where we realize the potential of  digital technology and the way that Digital 
Natives are using it. Parents, educators, and psychologists all have legitimate 
reasons to worry about the digital environment in which young people are 
spending so much of  their time. So do corporations, who see their revenues at 
risk in industry after industry—recorded entertainment, telephony, newspapers, 
and on and on. Lawmakers, responding to this sense of  crisis, fear that they 
will pay a high price if  they fail to act in the traditional manner to right these 
wrongs.

The media feeds this fear. News coverage is saturated with frightening stories 
of  cyberbullying, online predators, Internet addiction, and online pornography. 
Of  course parents worry. Parents worry most that their digitally connected kids 
are at risk of  abduction when they spend hours a day in an uncontrolled digital 
environment where few things are precisely as they seem at first glance. They 
worry, too, about bullying that their children may encounter online, addiction 
to violent video games, and access to pornographic and hateful images.

Parents aren’t the only ones who fear the impact of  the Internet on young 
people. Teachers worry that they are out of  step with the Digital Natives they 
are teaching, that the skills they have imparted over time are becoming either 
lost or obsolete, and that the pedagogy of  our educational system cannot keep 
up with the changes in the digital landscape. Librarians, too, are reimagining 
their role: Instead of  primarily organizing book titles in musty card catalogs 
and shelving the books in the stacks, they serve as guides to an increasingly 
variegated information environment. Companies in the entertainment industry 
worry that they’ll lose their profits to piracy, and newspaper execs fear their 
readers are turning to Drudge, Google, blogs, or worse for their news.
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As parents of  Digital Natives, we take both the challenges and the opportunities 
of  digital culture seriously. We share the concerns of  many parents about the 
threats to the privacy of  our children, to their safety, and to their education. 
We worry about the crush of  too much information and the impact of  violent 
games and images online. But as a culture of  fear emerges around the online 
environment, we must put these real threats into perspective; our children and 
future generations have tremendous opportunities in store for them, not in spite 
of  the digital age, but because of  it.

We see promise in the way that Digital Natives are interacting with digital 
information, expressing themselves in social environments, creating new art 
forms, dreaming up new business models, and starting new activist ventures. 
The purpose of  this book is to separate what we need to worry about from 
what’s not so scary, what we ought to resist from what we ought to embrace.

There is a huge risk that we, as a society, will fail to harness the good that can 
come from these opportunities as we seek to head off  the worst of  the problems. 
Fear, in many cases, is leading to overreaction, which in turn could give rise to 
greater problems as young people take detours around the roadblocks we think 
we are erecting. Instead of  emphasizing education and giving young people the 
tools and skills they need to keep themselves safe, our lawmakers talk about 
banning certain websites or keeping kids under eighteen out of  social networks. 
Instead of  trying to figure out what’s going on with kids and digital media, the 
entertainment industry has gone to war against them, suing its young customers 
by the tens of  thousands. Instead of  preparing kids to manage a complex and 
exploding information environment, governments around the world are passing 
laws against certain kinds of  publications, making the banning of  books look 
like a quaint, harmless activity. At the same time, we do next to nothing in 
terms of  taking the kinds of  steps that need to be taken if  we are to address the 
real concerns facing kids.

Our goal in this book is to present the good and the bad in context and to suggest 
things that all of  us—parents, teachers, leaders of  companies, and lawmakers—
can do to manage this extraordinary transition to a globally connected society 
without shutting the whole thing down. 

The hard problem at the core of  this book is how to balance caution with 
encouragement: How do we take effective steps to protect our children, as well 
as the interests of  others, while allowing those same kids enough room to figure 



Cop
yri

gh
t F

ou
nta

inh
ea

d P
res

s

   14   

(e)Dentity

   15   

Born Digital

things out on their own? If  we can find this balance, in the process we will 
allow thousands of  flowers to bloom online and empower our children to handle 
problems that will no doubt arise in their future. The solutions that will work are 
complicated ones. They will involve lots of  different groups, including parents 
and educators as well as technology firms and lawmakers—and, critically, 
Digital Natives themselves.

In shaping solutions to the problems that arise, we need not think in radically 
new paradigms. Often, the old-fashioned solutions that have solved similar 
problems in the past will work in the digital age, too. Those solutions are 
engaged parenting, a good education, and common sense. A lot of  the things 
we’re worried about—bullying, stalking, copyright violations, and so forth—are 
things we’ve handled for decades, if  not centuries. We can, as a society, handle 
them in the digital age, too, without the hysteria that has surrounded them. We 
too often overestimate the ways in which the online environment is different 
from real space, to our detriment.

Parents and teachers are on the front lines. They have the biggest responsibility 
and the most important role to play. But too often, parents and teachers aren’t 
even involved in the decisions that young people are making. They cut themselves 
off  from their Digital Native children because the language and cultural barriers 
are too great. What we hope parents and teachers will begin to understand as 
they read this book is that the transitional values and common sense that have 
served them well in the past will be relevant in this new world, too. Rather 
than banning the technologies or leaving kids to use them on their own in their 
bedrooms—two of  the most common approaches—parents and teachers need to 
let Digital Natives be their guides into this new, connected way of  living. Then 
the conversation can begin. To many of  the questions that arise, common sense 
is a surprisingly good answer. For the others, we’ll need to work together on 
creative solutions.

That said, parents and teachers need not, and should not, go it alone. As 
mentioned earlier, Digital Natives, their peers, technology companies, and 
lawmakers each have a role to play in solving these problems. Imagine a series 
of  concentric circles, with the Digital Native at the center (see Figure 1).  In 
many cases, the Digital Natives themselves are the ones who are best positioned 
to solve the problems that arise from their digital lives. Of  course, it’s not always 
realistic to put Digital Natives in charge, but it’s important to start there all the 
same. One circle out, the family and close friends of  a Digital Native can have an 
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impact, whether through guidance (in the case of  Internet safety, for instance) 
or through collaborative development of  social norms (in the case of  intellectual 
property). The third circle includes teachers and mentors, who often can have 
a big impact on how Digital Natives navigate these environments. Fourth, we 
look to the technology companies that build software and offer services, which 
can also make a big difference in how these issues play out—and which must 
act accountably if  that difference is going to be for the good. Fifth, we turn to 
the law and to law enforcement, often powerful instruments but usually blunt 
ones—and properly seen as a last resort.

We are not indifferent to the outcome of  the many legal, political, and moral 
debates that this material engages. For one thing, we are both parents of  Digital 
Natives. We care deeply about the world in which they are growing up, about the 
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friendships they will make, about their safety, and how they learn and engage 
with society at large. We are eager for them to become active, caring, global 
citizens.

For another thing, we are lawyers. We love the law. We believe strongly that the 
law is an essential part of  organizing our democratic societies in a constructive 
way. The law is a crucial means to solving many social problems. But we are also 
lawyers who believe that the limits of  law are sharply apparent in the context of  
many of  the problems we are studying there. Despite the uncertainty inherent 
in predicting the future, now is the time to look ahead, whether as parents, as 
teachers, or as policymakers, technologists, or Digital Natives, and to shape—
without doing harm—the regulatory framework for the emerging digital space 
in ways that advance the public interest. In some cases, like the surge in online 
creativity, these trends point to opportunities we should harness. In others, such 
as the privacy problem or the cyberbullying problem, substantial dangers lurk 
in the digital future that we ought to head off  at the pass. The law is rarely the 
right answer, but we should not hesitate to use it when it could do more good 
than harm. Technology companies can be encouraged to do the right thing on 
their own, especially when they know that future regulation is a possibility if  
they do not. And it’s always important to have law enforcement as a backstop 
for the worst cases.

In writing this book, we’ve been trying to capture a picture of  something that 
is already kaleidoscopic in its complexity, and that changes substantially every 
few months. By the time this book is printed, it will already be starting to go 
out of  date. It will still provide an introduction to the most serious issues of  the 
digital explosion and how they affect our children, as well as a context in which 
to think about solutions, and these matters will be pertinent for a long time to 
come. But we did not want to stop there. Therefore, much of  our work is online, 
so that we can update it over time. It’s in the form of  a wiki—at http://www.
digitalnative.org/—and uses the same technology that powers Wikipedia, the 
extraordinary online encyclopedia and one of  the subjects of  this book. It is a 
technology that allows anyone who wants to participate in updating our work 
to do so.

Our methodology involved a combination of  approaches. We learned a great deal 
from the best research done by others in the field: social scientists, psychologists, 
neuroscientists, developmental pediatricians, and librarians. We also conducted 
original research of  our own. In order to understand more clearly the issues 
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facing Digital Natives, we conducted a series of  focus groups and interviews of  
young people. Our goal was not to undertake a comprehensive study, but rather 
to take an in-depth look at the way young people relate to information and one 
another.

We spoke in detail to young people from around the world about the technologies 
they use, how they express their identities online, and what they think about 
privacy and safety. We asked them what they create in digital formats, what 
they know about intellectual property, how they research new topics and keep 
tabs on news about the world, and how they interact with one another. In all, 
we held about 100 conversations with young people in these formal settings. You 
will hear their voices, through without their names attached, throughout this 
book. Our research is also grounded in conversations that we held with about 150 
additional informants, including other young people, their teachers, librarians, 
psychologists, and those who study them.

This culture is global in scope and nature. Whether physically based in Rio 
de Janeiro, Shanghai, Boston, Oslo, or Cape Town, Digital Natives—often 
young elites—form part of  a global culture of  their peers. They are connected 
to each other in terms of  how they relate to information, how they relate to 
new technologies, and how they relate to one another. When they chat with 
each other, broadcast their latest videos, post messages on their blogs and social 
network profiles, or share the latest tune over P2P networks, they do so across 
states, national boundaries, and continents. Parallel to their digital universe, 
Digital Natives are embedded in regional and local customs, habits, and values. 
These factors among others—together with the social and economic context and 
the local laws—are likely to shape the ways in which Digital Natives use digital 
technology, how they can realize its opportunities, and how they will address the 
challenges it poses.

While researching and writing this book, we sought to identify both the common 
threads of  the emerging global culture and to take into account regional and 
local differences. We have each logged hundreds of  thousands of  miles over the 
past few years, visiting dozens of  countries and hundreds of  places to speak 
with Digital Natives, their parents and teachers, representatives of  software 
companies, and in several cases government officials. We interviewed them 
about the topics we’re addressing in this book. We learned a lot from these 
conversations, and we hope that the insights that we brought back—from 
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Eastern Europe, the Middle East, Asia, and Africa, among other destinations—
are faithfully reflected in this book in one way or another.

As expensively educated academics in highly connected, wealthy societies, we 
come from places of  great privilege. Both the opportunities and the problems 
outlined in this book take on different contours from perspectives other than our 
own. And there are many such other perspectives. Rather than calling Digital 
Natives a generation—an overstatement, especially in light of  the fact that 
only 1 billion of  the 6 billion people in the world even have access to digital 
technologies—we prefer to think of  them as a population.

One of  the most worrying things of  all about digital culture is the huge divide 
it’s opening up between the haves and the have nots. This divide is regional: 
Wealthy countries like the United States and Switzerland have high levels of  
broadband access, high rates of  literacy, and educational systems that (often) 
emphasize critical thinking. As a result, many kids in wealthy countries are 
Digital Natives. In the developing world, the technology is less prevalent, 
electricity often scarce, and literacy rates low, and the number of  teachers who 
know how to instruct kids in the use of  technologies in short supply. There’s a 
divide even within rich countries. In the United States, most kids can access the 
technology itself, but there are huge divides between those children who have 
the skills to use it effectively and those who do not.

The vast majority of  young people born in the world today are not growing up 
as Digital Natives. There is a yawning participation gap between those who are 
Digital Natives and those who are the same age, but who are not learning about 
digital technologies and living their lives in the same way.2  For billions of  people 
around the world, the problems facing Digital Natives are mere abstractions.

The biggest concern that we highlight in this book is the impact of  the 
participation gap. The digital world offers new opportunities to those who know 
how to avail themselves of  them. These opportunities make possible new forms 
of  creativity, learning, entrepreneurship, and innovation. In the past, many have 
worried about the “digital divide,” the separation between those with access to 
the network and those without access.  This is a persistent problem, but it’s not 
the whole problem. The harder issue arises when you realize that access to the 
technologies is not enough. Young people need to learn digital literacy—the skills 
to navigate this complicated, hybrid world that their peers are growing up in. 
This type of  inequality must be overcome. The costs of  leaving the participation 
gap unaddressed over time will be higher than we should be willing to bear.
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This story is breaking all around us, around the world, at unprecedented speed. 
The bad news is that there are no easy answers to the puzzles that Digital Natives 
encounter as they navigate their digitally mediated lives or to the problem of  
the participation gap. The good news is that there is a lot that we can do as our 
children grow up, with them and for them. We each have a role to play in solving 
these problems. Most important of  all, we need to prepare our Digital Natives 
and other young people to lead the way themselves toward a bright future in the 
digital age.
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After reading Prensky’s “Digital Natives, Digital Immigrants” and 
Palfrey and Gasser’s introduction “Born Digital,” consider who might be 
their intended audience: What type of  reader do you believe the authors 
had in mind when they wrote their pieces? How do you know? What 
textual cues help you understand their intended audience? Do you feel 
that you are part of  the intended audience for either text, and how does 
that affect your reading?

With a group of  classmates, discuss Palfrey and Gasser’s definition of  
“digital natives” and complicate that definition: Are there any groups 
of  people who would be left out of  the “digital natives” grouping based 
on the way the authors define them? Does their definition rely on any 
generalizations or stereotypes to make its point? Does your group feel 
that Palfrey and Gasser’s definition of  “digital natives” applies equally 
well to everyone in your group or everyone in your classroom—even 
everyone in your school?
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