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Abstract

The rapid incursion of information and communication technologies (ICT) into the 
classroom has meant that, within the space of a few years, computers have moved 
from being peripheral to being an integral part of the learning environment. How-
ever, our perceptions of a technology are affected by the age at which we encounter 
it. This chapter draws on the findings of a number of research projects at the Uni-
versity of Sheffield. These findings are used to explore some of the ‘generation gaps’ 
that arise from differing perceptions of learning technologies. The data discussed 
provide insights into the ICT-based generation gaps that currently exist between 
and within groups of students, teachers and parents. It is argued that a fundamental 
gap may exist between students differing in age by as little as 5 years. Results from 
a related project exploring Networked Information and Communication Literacy 
Skills (NICLS) are used to introduce a discussion on the nature of any skills gap 
that must be addressed in light of these generation gaps.
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Introduction

The Sudden Rise of Computers in the Classroom

Computing technologies have been criticized by educationalists and educational 
philosophers, many of whom feel that they promote shallow learning, mindless 
copying and pasting, and the decontextualized acquisition of definitions and facts. 
In short, they are dismissed as being a tool for:

“jogging the memory, not for remembering … [providing students] with the ap-
pearance of intelligence, not real intelligence … they will seem to [have] wide 
knowledge, when they will usually be ignorant.”

The quotation above however, is not from a modern educationalist, mistrustful of 
new technology, but is adapted from Plato’s ‘Phaedrus’ (p. 69), in which the author 
recalls Socrates’ criticisms of writing. 
It is easy to forget that reading and writing are ICT and, like all technological 
innovations, would have been subject to reactions ranging from unquestioning 
enthusiasm to reactionary scepticism. Reading and writing, however, permeated 
society over hundreds of years, so systems could adapt gradually. ICT has had a 
much more sudden impact. 
Douglas Adams (1999) observed that our attitude to technology is determined by 
the age at which we first encounter it:

1.	  Everything that’s already in the world when you’re born is just normal; 
2. 	 Anything that gets invented between then and before you turn 30 is incredibly 

exciting and creative, and with any luck you can make a career out of it; 
3. 	 Anything that gets invented after you’re 30 is against the natural order of 

things and the beginning of the end of civilization as we know it, until it’s been 
around for about 10 years, when it gradually turns out to be alright, really.

Madden, Nunes, Ford, McPherson, and Miller (2003b) looked at the development 
of various computer technologies in light of this analysis. Adams, somewhat arbi-
trarily, selected 30 as the age above which technological developments cease to be 
readily acceptable. Madden et al. considered developments in computing in the 30 
years prior to their report. It provided a useful reminder of the speed with which 
computers have impacted on society.
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